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Abstract

The Powerful Voice of Women Dramatists in the Arab American Theatre Mentem

by

Dalia Basiouny

Advisor: Prof Marvin Carlson

This dissertation traces the recent emergence of the Arab AmericaneThea
movement, focusing on plays by women dramatists. It presents an overview of
contemporary theatre and performances by Arab American women, and expdares
focus on political theatre and identity politics, through an examination of work&dsnf
contemporary women playwrights and performers. The emergence of thisetelarge
group of women theatre writers of Arab descent is a significant cultural pleeoom
because their productions not only help to create and solidify an Arab Americaryidentit
for themselves, they also offer this constructed identity to their audiences.

The political expression of this young theatre movement takes on different
articulations, according to the different genres the dramatists use. Tluiatipo
presents Rania Khalil's silent performance piElagy Pieceand Suheir Hammad’s
collage performancBeOrientalismChapter one examines three autobiographical solo
performances. Leila BuckiSiteand Nora Armani’©n The Couclare theatrical
presentations of the self through writing the story of lineage. Soha Al Puessing
Beyond In Betweetlocuments her visits to the land of origin in the Arab world,

connecting her search for identity to the killing of her Palestinian aunt. Chapter t



explores the expansion from the individual search to the community. Heather Raffo’s
Parts of Desiras based on interviews conducted over a period of ten years with Iraqi
women inside Iraq and in exile, while Nibras Group&jal presents verbatim responses
to the question “What is Arab?” based on fifty interviews with Arab Americans and othe
Americans. Chapter three discusses how plays by Arab American women stsuohei

with the negotiation of identity by second-generation Arabs in America, loakitvgo

plays by Betty Shamiel@hocolate in HeaandBlack Eyedand Laura Shamas’

Pistachio StoriesChapter four examines the comedy of Arab Americans, looking at the
work of Maysoon Zayid and discussing the short plays presented at the Arabakmeric
Comedy Festival. The conclusion looks at the dominance of women'’s voice in this

emerging theatre movement, and explores the aesthetic of this Arab Ameatr.t
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Introduction

The theatre of an ethnic minority can be used to study both the minority auitlire
the majority culture within which it seeks to define itself. Arab Americaattben the
United States provides a particularly rich opportunity for such bifocal ftecyuse
recent events have made the relations between the two, how each sees the attar, a m
of deep concern on both sides. Arainerican theatre has explored these concerns, as
well as possibilities for increasing mutual understanding, in a varietgafiee ways
that can illuminate both the Arab American experience and the Americanesqaseim
general.

The project of this dissertation is to trace the beginnings of the Arab America
Theatre movement, focusing on plays by women dramatists. In it | will praésent
overview of contemporary theatre and performances of Arab American womdn, and
will explore their focus on political theatre and identity politics, through exiagithe
works of fifteen contemporary women playwrights and performers. The suddengeresen
of this relatively large group of women theatre writers of Arab descenuisuaat
phenomenon worth exploring, as their productions help in creating and solidifying an
Arab American identity for themselves as artists, on one level, and in preserging thi

constructed identity to their audiences on another level.

Arabs in America (Before and After 9/11)



As a minority in the United States, Arabs have been described as the “most
invisible of the invisibles” Throughout most of the twentieth century Arabs were
invisible in American society for a number of reasons. Many Arabs were irvsiide
they could “pass” because of their skin color, while others were early inmtsgréo
assimilated quickly into American society and refused to teach their ¢hiluee mother
tongue in order to facilitate their quick integration. Working as peddlers arathams
helped some Arab immigrants connect to various sectors of the American sodiéby a
be incorporated into that society, especially when they shared Christgaugli
affiliations and frequented the same places of worship. Like many other iamtsigr
arriving in the new world, some Arab immigrants lost their family namgdliatisland,
while others voluntarily changed their names or used the nearest approximatioass

Peter for Botros, or used shortened versions of their names that are easier to pronounc

The invisibility of Arabs in the United States could also be traced to the fact tha
some among of the early waves of migration (1890- 1914) who came from the area that
became Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria were listed as Ottoman, because the
Ottoman Empire, which officially reigned over that area till the end of tbddWVar I,
issued their travel documents. In addition, Arab immigrants belonged to a numbler of s
groups, because of the large number of countries from which they emigrated. Some of
them chose to adopt non-Arab affiliations, for example, some Lebanese, theAaatest
sub-group, preferred to be considered Phoenicians not Arabs. On the other hand, this
invisibility was exacerbated because some immigrants were individuasyosmall

minority groups living within the network of other minorities in American society.

! Joanna KadiFood for Our Grandmothers: Writings by Arab-Americand Arab-Canadian Feminists
(Boston: South End Press, 1994), xix.



After the events of September 11, 2001, however, Arabs were no longer invisible.
They were thrust into blatant “negative” visibility through the consistentgyait of
Arabs, Muslims, and Middle Easterners as the enemy in the mainstream Imedeathe
United States, Arab Americans represented the “face of the ede®tiyl,"this shift did
not happen overnight; the soil had been prepared for it for a number of years.
Systematically portrayed as barbarians, Arabs became the enemy in oigmyobid
films, especially after the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Berlih A&l
filmmakers could no longer use Russians in the role of the enemy. Arabs weyet asar
the fictional enemy because of a number of factors including the oil crisis, tineeks
violence of Arab men, and the orientalization of Arabic and Muslim cultures. lItis
interesting to note that Arab men inherited the negative traits that used todueattro
the Jews and the Blacks in the mainstream media: (miserly, devious, violent, @alll bes
% and were often presented as dangerous and rough with women, while the representation
of Arab women was confined to the roles of Madonna or Whore, either completely

covered, or extremely revealed sexualized seductresses in a Harem fashion.

The main change following 9/11 and its aftermath was that the misrepresentat
of Arabs became two-fold. On the one hand, Arabs Wweieg presented as the barbarian
enemy or the terrorists in fictional work, films and on television. On the other hand, in
news stories there was continuous negative (re)presentation of Arabs, in tAgapartd

depiction of events in Arab countries, as well as showing photos of potential suspects in

2 Maha El Said,“The Face of the Enemy: Arab-Amerigérting Post 9/11,'Studies in The Humanities
30, no. 1&2 (2003): 200-216.

3 Jack Shaheen offers an elaborate examination dy\Wodd’s negative stereotyping of Arabs, in his
booksReel bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a Peofiew York: Interlink Publishing Group, 2001)
andGuilty: Hollywood's Verdict on Arabs After 9/{llorthampton, MA: Olive Branch Press, 2008).



terror activities in the U.S. This two-fold mispresentation compelled maisysaot Arab
descent to respond, as they felt a responsibility to present a more accurcterdepi
Arabness, outside the framework of the “war on terror.”

Arab American Theatrical Responses to 9/11

The early theatrical responses of Arab American artists, like NiSggjal (2002)
and Suhair HammadReOrientalism(2003), focused mainly on presenting Arabs in such
a way as to normalize the experience of Arab Americans, equating it witf thther
(ethnic) groups, in an attempt to find points of similarity. Later plays adstesere
complex aspects of the Arab American experience in an attempt to breaknicesil
surrounding some aspects of Arab representation, and they shed light on false notions,
such as the uniformity of Arab’s positions and reactions to current events or thegdortray
of Arab women as silent, covered, and oppressed victims in their societies. Thegdroje
most Arab American playwrights (regardless of the genres they use)tisgbalanging
from addressing identity politics inside the United States to the impiisatif the
political situations facing Arabs in their homelands, and in many cases jdieisg) two.

One of the concerns of the emerging Arab American theatre was to atiéress t
pressure experienced by Arab American communities in the United Staieprdssure
included the detention of hundreds of Arab Americans and Arab immigrants without
charge, and the deportation of many Arabs — often without notification — which broke up
of families and destabilized communities. This, in addition to the obligatoryredgist
of all adult males born in Arab countries, created a state of emergenay thihi
community. In this atmosphere, the cultural expression of Arab Americanseatquore

importance and urgency. The theatre written and performed by Arab Angrstace the



beginning of the twenty-first century has reflected the changes in theopasfitihe Arab
American community. In response to 9/11, the current wars in Iraqg, Palestine, and
Afghanistan, their repercussions globally and locally, and the backlash agahstatd
Muslims, Arab American artists increasingly started to write andgeptgsays and
performances that tackled the complex political realities they weeriexcing. First

and second-generation Arab American solo performers, ensembles, professiogsal actor
and writers have presented theatre work exploring both their identity in Amsocgety
and their connections with their ancestors’ land. These performances target wider
audiences beyond the Arab American community, trying to shed light on the
complexities of these hybrid identities, and to rectify stereotypicakprissentations
portrayed in the media. Arab American artists utilized the theatre tostages from
areas of conflict in the homeland and to perform some of the stories that are rodtexal ig
by mainstream media. These performances often challenged the usual media
representation of Arabs, giving Arab American artists agency in pregenéim own
experiences and re-defining what Arab is. This makes their theatre affoesistance
and a way to counterbalance the stereotyping and misrepresentation.

Women play a significant role in this emerging Arab American theatrement.
Although there is a large number of male performers, as well as a few nitals vihe
dominant voice is that of women playwrights. In this dissertation, | will present a
overview of the contemporary theatre and performances of Arab American women
through examining the works of fifteen contemporary women playwrights and
performers. This emergence of a large group of women dramatists of Arab deshent i

first few years of the twenty-first century is an important culturahpheenon that



operates differently with different audiences. These performancéy éleabic and
Arab American themes and problems for general American audiences, anihérae
they help shape the identity of their Arab American audiences, who see iofiages
themselves and their stories on mainstream stages.

In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in isstex t@the
Middle East and the Arab world, and a considerable number of publications on topics
relating to the Middle East, Islam, Arabs, and Arab Americans. Yet, there drasibe
work documenting the theatre of Arab American artists, apart from Akd=8997
article “Issues of Identity: In Theater of Immigrant Communignt a number of play
reviews in the printed press and online. This dissertation is the first in-dep#macad
study on Arab American theatre artists, documenting the work of this eméngetge

movement.

The Scope of this Dissertation:

The project of this dissertation is to trace the beginnings of the Arab America
theatre movement, looking particularly at the plays written by women, which focus
mainly on identity politics or on the implications of the political situation in theddni
States and Arab countries on Arab Americans. This political expressiorotakigerent
articulations, according to the different genres the dramatists use to conveyabsage.
In addition to the silent performance piece and collage performance which will be
discussed in the introduction, Arab American women have used the autobiographical
mode, documentary plays based on community interviews, plays with multiple
characters, as well as comedic performances. A chapter will be téedicaach of

these approaches.



I will begin this study with a historical background of Arab American
immigration and a look at the early forms of Arab American cultural praziyctrthen
poetry was the dominant form of artistic expression, exploring how food was u$ed as t
main way to connect to the ancestor’s land. Then | will look at the theatre production of
this immigrant community, and the emergence of the woman playwright’s vdioe at
end of the twentieth century. After defining the terms used in this work, lowkl at
some performances that | see as precursors to the contemporary Arab America
movement, focusing on Rania KhaliFdag Piece and Suheir HammadReOrientalism

In chapter one, | will examine three autobiographical solo performanagdsoEa
these one-woman performances revolves around the search for the writer/@esform
identity and self through exploration of their roots. Leila Bu¢®ite and Nora Armani’s
On The Couclare theatrical presentations of the self through writing the story afjéne
and the family tree, tracing the ancestors before the performer’s @wrebiching to the
present moment. Soha Al JurPsessing Beyond In Betwedocuments her visits to the
land of origin in the Arab world, connecting her search for identity to the loss of her

Palestinian aunt’s life.

Chapter two explores the expansion from the individual search to the community.
Heather Raffo’® Parts of Desiras based on interviews conducted over a period of ten
years with Iragi women inside Iragq and in exile. In this one-woman show Refitesra
collage of the lives of these women, weaving their stories together to presesdia of
the lives of these ordinary, yet exceptional, Iragi women. On the other hanas Nibr

Group’'sSajjal’ takes a different approach to documentary theatre. It is based on

* Sajjal is an Arabic word meaning: a record, oretcord.



interviews with over fifty Arab Americans and other Americans from varghsicities
who were asked the question, “What is Arab?” and presents verbatim responses to tha

guestion.

Chapter three will discuss how plays by Arab American women dramatists dea
with the negotiating of identity by second-generation Arabs in Americkingat two
plays by Betty Shamie@Ghocolate in HeaandBlack Eyedand Laura ShamaRistachio
Stories Each of these plays presents a different stage in the representation @tthe Ar
American identity on stage, and the in development of awareness of this identity.

In a number of ethnic theatre traditions, comedy is used as a strategy to look at the
self and to examine the stereotypes imposed by society. Chapter four exidmmines
comedy of Arab Americans, looking at the work of Arab American comedian Maysoon
Zayid and discussing the plays written or co-written by women and presetitedfaab
American Comedy Festival during the first five years of its exigteflce conclusion
will look at the dominance of women'’s voices in this emerging theatre movement, and

will explore the aesthetic of this Arab American Theatre.

Background

Arabic-speaking people have been immigrating to the United States in
considerable numbers since the late nineteenth century. The immigrationgpposé
World War | was mainly from the greater Syria area. After World Wane post-
colonial situation, the political tensions, and armed conflicts forced many Arédesve
their home countries and to search for host countries. Many immigrants cdrae to t
United States from Palestine, Lebanon, Yemen, Egypt, and Iraq and a few from other

Arab countries. Over the course of the twentieth century, the increasing surhiBeab



immigrants started creating a cultural life in the new land. Stariitigei early decades of
the twentieth century, Arabic communities established social clubs, newsapuers
journals in states such as New York, California, and Michigan. Poetry hadbtmatijt

been the preferred form of artistic expression in the Arabic cultures ssoat surprising
that a new school of poetry, “the poets of Al Mahfaw4s created by the immigrant
community. These poets, led by Gibran Khalil Gibran (1883-1931) who founded a
society for Arab writers, revolutionized classical forms of poetry. Therik, written

mostly in Arabic, soon became popular also in the Arab world, influencing poetryrin thei
homelands and contributing to the new Arabic poetry movement by breaking with the

metered and rhymed classical forms.

Early cultural production of Arab American immigrants was concerned with
finding ways to connect to the Arabic home culture and with establishing links betwee
the different Arab communities of the diaspora. Later, the artistic work oétomd and
third generations dealt with the complex relationship to the American host cakure
well as with retaining the ties with the countries of origin. Many Arab Acaarivriters
foregrounded their Arabness by writing about food. Much of the poetry, short stades, a
fiction published in the second part of the twentieth century revolved around a central
image of preparing, cooking, or consuming food provided by the mother, the
grandmother and sometimes the father. Even the titles of anthologies of workabby A
American writers reflected this, with titles suchvigapping the Grape Leaves: A Sheaf
of Contemporary Arab-American Poe(3082),Grape Leaves: A Century of Arab-

American Poetry{1988), and~ood for Our GrandmotherdVritings by Arab-American

° Mabhjar is an Arabic word meaning “place of immigpat”



and Arab-Canadian Feminis{2994). This easily digestible form of culture focused on
connecting to the family and grandparents’ traditions, and on finding solace in food and
in kitchen culture. Writing about food provided a safe way to create connections with
their home culture; at the same time food was a bridge to the American rglader

might not have experienced much Arabic culture apart from the food that was being
popularized in the new international cuisine: hummus, falafel, and grape leaves.
Consuming the food/culture of the other (Arabs) created a sense of fayndiadit

common points of reference that Arab American writers used to normalize their
experiences and to find an entry point to reach their readers. These wdsktackied

the pressing issues: war, occupation, stereotyping, misconceptions andidamm

This tradition continues in some contemporary fiction produced by Arab Americans in
the twenty-first century. A clear example is the work of Diana Abu Galderyse popular
novelCresceni(2004) and her memoirthe Language of Bakla@005) both center

around food, not just as a metaphor, but as the main project of the work, complete with
recipes.

Although poetry was their main cultural expression, Arab American immigrants
wrote some prose and produced plays. Early plays revolved around Arab history and
were performed in the cultural clubs, churches, and community organizations, in an
attempt to preserve Arabic traditions and culture in the new world, to connect the
community to its roots, and to demonstrate their pride in its heritage. All thevypgags
performed in Arabic, usually in the dialect of the majority of the community.

In the later part of the twentieth century, Arab American theatre betange

visible as amateur groups presented plays about the lives of Arab immigrants. In

10



Dearborn, Detroit and other cities, Ajyal Theatrical Group performed comaties
Arabic, dealing with the complexities of living in the new culture. Thesedaihat a
Shamg1989),Smile You're In Americél994),We Became Americgtt996), andCome
See ... Come Sa{i998). In Los Angles, Arab American artists presented bilingual
theatre and musical theatre, like Hammam ShaiMigre to Ramallafl987) and the
Arab American Children Theater Companyise Festival: A Musical Play in Two Acts
(1989), while the Chicago Actor’s Project Theater presented Fareed Al-ChbBadrait
of a Suspeqf1988).

Most early Arab American plays were comedies, following the far&ggptian
model of exaggerated caricatures, and were performed in different Aralactsi The
comedy originated from situations the immigrants faced in a new commuttity wi
different social and cultural values. These plays were targeting Aaatliences and
people of Arab descent who understood Arabic. Gradually, more of the plays were
presented partly in English, attempting to engage the new generatiorbsfi?ma in the
United States who did not speak Arabic fluently. As with the early stages oketitinér
theatres, most of these plays were amateur attempts, performed mathly Eommunity
and advertised in community publications and social meetings. They were notguesent
as major works of theatre and were not aimed at reaching broader Americamcasdi
Arab American writer and critic Ala Fa’ik observes that “Arab-Amamnitheater is
rapidly moving from an exclusive form of entertainment with appreciation oniyraly-

American audiences into an art form with broad general interest for altiéans.® At

® Ala Fa'ik, “Issues of Identity: In Theater of Immémt Community” inThe Development of Arab-
American Identityedited by Ernest McCarus (Ann Arbor: UniversityMithigan Press, 1994108.
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the end of the twentieth century, Arab American theatre was making staiteyapts to
reach audience, beyond the Arab American community.
In the last decade Arab-Americans have increasingly produced theater
dealing with the Arab-American experience, theater of different types:
plays in Arabic and for Arab-Americans, bilingual productions for wider

audiences of both Arab-Americans and non-Arab-Americans, and

professional productions in English for the general U.S. plblic.
Arab American theatre was not only reaching wider audiences, it wascpksadéng to

include women'’s voices.

In the Arab world, many women write fiction and poetry, yet women dramatist
are rare. It is thus significant that Arab American women are finditr@agsvoice in the
diaspora. Arab American women writers of poetry and fiction have long outnumbered the
men in anthologies of Arab American writing. Defying the notion of the silencad Ar
woman, the last years of the twentieth century witnessed the rise of a mfmlmenen
playwrights such as Faiza Shereen, Elmaz Abi Nader and Etel Adnan, while ity twe
first century brings to the forefront a large number of women dramatists, asswell
writer/performers like Heather Raffo, Betty Shamieh, Soha Al Jurf, and Beitk
among others.

The majority of contemporary theatre pieces written by Arab Agemmmen
clearly parts with the food tradition of the earlier poetic work, and presentssinealba
political statements that address the critical situations in the home ceamtden the
host country. This new generation of Arab American women writers is not only moving

beyond writing about the “baklava” and “tabbouli,” it is also transcending iteearl

" Fa'ik, 107.
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fears, since the worst of these fears came true in the realities of tifg2]doworld. In
this world, Arabs are considered “evil” with wars against them gaining goesrtrend
public support, while Arab Americans are targeted and scrutinized. This amergi
movement creates theatre that tackles these problems. The plays exarttined i
dissertation belong to different genres, yet they all share a politicalrooh¢bether
they focus on identity issues, on correcting negative stereotyping of Arabs,her on t
impact of current conflicts on the artists or their family members, all fhlage carry a
sense of urgency. The topics they are discussing are of interest not only to their
communities, but to American society at large, because a significaif piaet public
and political discourse centers around the problems in the Middle East, and because ther
is a pressing need to understand this “other.”

These plays by Arab American artists offer a unique perspective aboamhéne i
working of this minority group, and its connection to the American societyhwhic
provides an important addition to the cultural/political fabric of the Unite@&tah
clear example is the performanceddParts of Desiren the Arena Stage in Washington,
DC, in 2007. In talkbacks after the performance, the playwright/perforeathilr Raffo
was often asked by an audience comprised mainly of civil servants and government
employees “What should we do in Irag? Should we stay or withdraw?” The authenticity
of the play and its complex perspective on the current and previous war in Iraq leads the
audience to consider the Arab American artist as authority, a representate for
Iraqis, a source of information and a reference.

Even comedy does not shy away from dealing with topics such as war, terrorism,

or racial profiling. The plays and stand-up routines find humor in the criticatisitaa

13



facing Arab Americans, of which many Americans are unaware. For exaogphedian
Maysoon Zayid informs the audience that the American government is doing her a
personal favor by rounding up all adult males born in Arab countries for the obligatory
registration, so that it will be easier for her to pick a husband. By using thaiait to

elicit laughter, Zayid brings more awareness of a discriminatigellaunknown outside

the Arab American community.

The Male Voice

Although the major voice in the Arab American movement is that of women, a
few male dramatists are contributing to the popularity of this emergiagr¢he
movement Most of the work of Arab American male artists can be seen in the Arab
American Comedy Festival, which presented new voices, such as Sam Rromws’
Town Dean Obiedallah’&nd Now a Word from Our Sponspnext to experienced
writers like Michael Scassera®gnificant Romance in Compressed Tiared Youssef
El Guindi’'s Granade

Outside the framework of the Comedy Festival, Egyptian American pigyivri
Yussef El Guindi is one of the most prolific contemporary male dramatists. die ar
number of radio plays and adapted some short stories into plays. His originamays
adaptations includingarima’s City, A Marriage ProposaBuch a Beautiful Voice is

Sayeda’sand10 Acrobats in an Amazing Leap of Faitine often performed in festivals

8ltis interesting to note that one of the strongarping voices in the New York theatre scene is tfidthe
Egyptian American Stephen Adly Guirgis, who emertigdugh the Labyrinth Theater company, and had
many award-winning plays produced in major off Btway theatres including:he Little Flower of East
Orange Our Lady of 121 Street In Arabia, We’d All Be KingandJesus Hopped the ‘A’ Traim would

not include Guirgis’ work with Arab American dransas, since he does not identify himself as Arab
American, and does not present his work throughrdmaework of this movement.

14



and regional theatres. His recent plays tackle the precarious situatiorboheicans.
Back of the Throa2006), which had successful runs in major cities in the United States,
explores how a friendly inquiry by two government officials into the affaira drab
American writer, following a terrorist attack, devolves into a full-blown ingasibn of

his presumed ties to terrorists. His latest wbhad Jones and the KalashnikBabes
premiered at San Francisco’s Thick theatre (Summer 20085 comedy addresses the
negative media representation of Arabs through the character of an actor wihg is be
persuaded by his Agent to accept the role of terrorist in an upcoming Hollywood
blockbuster.

Jamil Khoury, another Arab American male playwright, founded the Silk Road
Theatre in Chicago with Malik Gillani to respond to the rising anti-Arab andvaulim
sentiments across the United States following the attacks of 9/11. Khoury &md' $il
project attempts to use art to counter the rising Islamophobia and xenophobia as well as
the negative representation of “Middle Eastern peoplé&houry wrotePrecious Stones
which premiered at the Chicago Cultural Center's Studio Theater in 2003. The events of
the play takes place in Chicago in 1989 against the backdrop of the first Palestinian
Intifada, when two women, a Jewish American and a Palestinian American, come
together to organize a Jewish/Arab dialogue group and end up falling in love. Another
noteworthy male voice is Ismail Khalidi, who wrote and perforedh Serum Blues
play that tries to make sense of the chaotic world post 9/11 from the perspective of a

Arab American man who is detained in Guantanamo Bay.

® This play was produced by Golden Thread productianst-for-profit organization established after
9/11 to present cultural work from Middle Easteouatries, including Israel.

10 Khoury’s choice of terminology.
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Terminology

The terms “Arab,” “Middle Eastern,” and “Muslim” have been used
interchangeably to refer to a large group of people with a complex historyagbggr
and ethnicity. In this study | will use “Arab” and “Arab American.” | choosetoatse
“Middle Eastern” because it reflects a Western perspective, placiMjebeas the
reference and evaluating the world from that point of view. The term “Middk& &ae
tends to erase the Arabness of North Africa and South West Asia, which used to be
referred to as the “Arab World” until the establishment of the state @& isréhe mid-
twentieth century. On the other hand, not all Arabs are Muslims, and, although most Arab
countries have a majority Muslim population, Islam includes many more countries and
ethnicities that are beyond the scope of this project. | will use “Arab Aamériecause
it is important to bring visibility to both the “Arabic” and the “American” compunea
this community’s identity. | will not hyphenate the term Arab Americammefer to drop
the hyphen to mark an inclusion of Arabs in American society, the same wayntise ter
Italian American or African American are spelled, reflecting th&tus as an integral

part of American society.

The plays discussed in this study are all written or co-written by women
playwrights who identify themselves as Arab Americans. They are of Arabrides
which means that the writer, or one, or both of her parents (and in one case, grandparents)
are immigrants from an Arab country. The main character or charactbesefplays are
Arab or Arab American and the main project of each play concerns Arab refated is
Some of the plays discussed in this dissertation were created by artigjsewhap

in Arab countries and immigrated as adults, others by artists who were bawmabto A
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parents or grandparents but raised in the United States. | would like to clizeaantiests
who are immigrants themselves, with formative years spent in Arab courtigeze(b
generation), as “Arab American” because the Arabic part of their igesntit
foregrounded, while |1 would call artists who were born and raised in the United Sta
(second and third generation) “American Arab”, because their identity is offead
American, then as Arab. This is evident in their language use, as artists borisetdhra
the United States often do not speak Arabic or have a limited understanding of the
languagée! Of the plays discussed in chapter four, | would categorize the work of Ajyal
Theatrical Group as Arab American, in contrast to the stand-up comedy and the work
presented in the Comedy Festival, which is predominantly American Arab. gartant
exception is the plalayla, Leilawritten by Ahmad Amer, Marie-Therese Abou-Daowd,
and Ahmad Ibrahim and some aspects of the work of Lameece Issaq, who relies on the
Arabic language for some of the humor in her plays. In spite of the differeroesehe
the work of Arab Americans and American Arabs, | will use the general terab“A
American” throughout this dissertation to avoid confusing the reader.

| see the events of 9/11 as the beginning point of the formation of a new identity
for Arab Americans. The United States’ reaction to these events and theisspers of
the American response worldwide created the conditions for this new idéntity.
acknowledge that the loss incurred by these events on the American soil is one wound in
a time of many wounds, and although | am not interested in emphasizing this particula

tragedy more than suffering and loss of life in other parts of the world, | sesthis

™ In my research and personal interviews with a remath Artists of Arab descent it became clear to me
that the majority of these artists are culturalipéyican in their language, references, preferemasic
choices and awareness of pop culture, yet manyewfitconsider themselves Arab because of their
emotional connections to the region.
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defining/dividing moment in history. Many of the events that took place after 9/EL wer
in the making long before, and they have come to full power since, most of them
affecting the lives of Arab Americans. The American political rhetdrigood and evil"

or “us versus them” was applicable not only to international affairs whezpatated the
United States and its allies from other countries, but it also created a tdrisoonea

within the Arab American individuals and communities with loyalties to both sidé of t
divide. Officially, placing a large portion of the Arab American communityen t

position of “other”, by treating all men of Arab descent as suspects requiriggtobyi
registration with the authorities, systematized the singling out of tmscaninority and

its racial profiling.

Arab Americans were targeted through government procedures of detention,
deportation, erosion of civil liberties, and surveillance of phone calls and entele T
was a strong backlash in society against people of Arab and Muslim destlent, wi
resulting discrimination, violence, abuse, destruction of property and, in somg cases
murder. The internal pressures were intensified in the international ateshfd11: the
bombing of Afghanistan, the war on Iraqg, and the escalation of violence against
Palestinians by the Israeli army, (the latter seen by Arabs asittesl ($tates
representative in the region.)

All these political, governmental, administrative, and societal pressurédseput
Arab American community in a precarious position, on the one hand feeling a need for
continuous self-justification and self-defense, while at the same time drinetiee
policies of the United States in the Arab World. In this atmosphere, some memtiers of

Arab American community tried to mask their identities in order to protectsitleas,
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their families and their jobs, while many artists felt the necessityroéfully claiming
their Arab American identity.

After 9/11 many theatre artists declared that they were of Arabrdesus began
presenting theatre that discussed the pressing issues impactingt@iumities. Arab
American artists searched for each other and started to work togethéngtieeatre
troupes like the Nibras Theatre Collective. Through regular collaborationfotineed
alliances, creating a movement that birthed the New York Arab Americandyome
Festival, which was launched in 2003 and became an annual event since. Festival co-
organizers Maysoon Zayid and Dean Obeidallah state that “this festivakbig @ dispel
stereotypes. We try to do what we can through the art to define who we are, as opposed to
others who don’t know us, or don’t want to know us, doing'é@ther playwrights and
solo performers also attempted to tell the stories of Arabs and Arab Anseticaugh

their own perspectives.

This theatre work quickly gained momentum, grew in number, variety and
popularity, from single performances and short showcase runs to long OffWirpad
runs, national tours, spots on televisions, and the increasingly successful Comedy
Festival. In addition to the success of individual plays, the work of Arab Ameaitiats
found a place in the spotlight at some major New York theatre establishmentgblice P
Theatre presented a two-day festival of plays by Arab Americans, and/bi&il heatre
Workshop included members of Nibras in its “Unusual Suspects,” as well as prgsentin

“Aswat,” a two-day festival of plays about Palestine. It is worth notiagdne of the

12 Rebecca Louie, “Arab-American Comics Find Causeé dagh,” Daily News,14 October 2004.
http://www.nydailynews.com/archives/entertainme®@®2/10/14/2004-10-14_arab-
american_comics_find_ca.htmfidwnloaded 2 December 2005).
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five most produced plays in the 2007 season, accordiagtrican Theatrenagazine,

was an Arab American play: Heather Raff®’®arts of DesireThegrowth and

popularity of Arab American theatre is not only instrumental in providing an opportunity
for Arab American artists to present Arabic and Arab American storiesglgashelping

to create that identity and in solidifying a community around it.

My Position

| write about this new ethnic theatre movement as an informed insider inghe Ar
American community. Since | moved from Egypt to the United States in 2001 to pursue
my Ph.D. | have been involved in the cultural activities of the Arab American conymunit
in New York City, which rapidly increased post 9/11 with the convergence of many
artists and events in activities, such as the formation of the Alwan CulturarGeuritich
became a hub for presenting artwork from Arab countries, as well as thalcultur
productions of Arab Americans— and the establishment of a number of festivals, among
them the Comedy Festival, and film festivals by Alwan, and ArteEaste Flaze also
been regular Arabic music performances, art exhibits, and fundraiser eveets ok
City. | have been an active member in this community, an audience member, arfollowe
of its cultural activities, and an organizer of some of these events. Aparhiboas’
Sajjil, | was able to watch productions or readings of all the plays discussed in this
dissertation, sometimes even following different stages of their developrmenideas
or readings to full productions.

Out of the research for this dissertation came the Segel Center four esenasgy
“Playing with the Rules: Arab American Women Writers and Perforntbeg”l curated

to showcase the work of five Arab American artists: EImaz Abi Nadery Badmieh,
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Heather Raffo, Soha Al Jurf, and Rania Khalil. | also directed plays for thed3om
Festival and other Arab American events, and produced a number of performances,
including “Poetry from the Axis of Evil.”

Being both an artist and a scholar gives me a unique perspective, that of an inside
privy to the inner working of the Arab American artist community, as vegdihat of an
observer and chronicler of its work and impact. This position allows me to put my hands
on the pulse of the movement and to have access to reading play submissions to festivals,
which are an important indicator of the direction and shape this theatre movement is
taking. It also makes it possible for me to witness the development of plays, frdeaan i
or a short sketch to a full-length play, and to register the subtle changes ingrendiff
versions of the work of artists. Observing the cultural production of Arab Ameovans
the past seven years leads me to believe that theatre by Arab American aists is
not just a passing phenomenon, as some reviewers have suggested. It is a movement, an
ethnic theatre movement, with a unique mission, style, and voice which this tHesis wi

explore.

The Theatre of Arab American Women:

The Early Plays:

Although this project will focus on theatre written and produced after 9/11, | will
start by discussing some eatrlier plays to show the progress of this btatiet The first
play written by an Arab American woman playwright was Faiza Sheréae’'€ountry
Within. This only play by Shereen was written in 1991 and performed in a number of

Arab American communities and some colleges, and was used in courses on Arab
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American literature. It is a full-length play that explores how thettoai and social
structures that new immigrants carry from their homeland, Egypt, directities in
their new country, the United States. The two protagonists, who love each other, are not
allowed to be together because their families are separated by adargsmic gap in the
old country. These traditions not only influence the immigrants, but also control the live
of their children, since even the second-generation can not liberaterdseltihiem. The
play speculates about the possibility of a third generation free from the baggtsge of
ancestors.

Another early play is Etel Adnaniske a Christmas Treevritten in response to
the 1991 war on Irag. Adnan, the well-known Arab American poet and fiction writer,
borrows the title of her short play from how the news commentators described the
explosions in Baghdad as looking “like a Christmas tree.” This short play, which takes
place inside an Iraqgi prison during that war, presents exchanges between twagprisone
with opposing points of view: an Iragi butcher and an American journalist.

Elmaz Abi Nader'sCountry of My Originis a biographical work tracing the
maternal ancestry of the poet and playwright. This piece that premiered inriP@d
two Drammies (Oregon’s Drama Awards) is divided into three acts, eachhdeg the
effects of immigration on the life of one woman in each generation of the Abi Nader
family through the life of the grandmother, the mother, and the playwright aslaTdn
grandmother had to take care of her two girls on her own, in a remote village moheba
after her husband left for United States. The first act traces thelstafdbis woman,
and her difficult passage as she follows her husband to the New World. The second act

follows the mother, growing up in the United States, yet suffering from the presfsur
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the old Arab traditions and family practices, and her return to Lebanon to méaiiner
husband. After getting married she faces strong pressure from the failyanon,
especially when they try to force her to prove that she was a virgin on her wadhng
while she refuses to succumb to this old tradition. The third act presents theregserie

of the writer/performer as a child being refused acceptance at a Catholat secause

she does not have a saint’'s name, and having her name changed throughout her school
years. The child feels that the challenges of not belonging and not being deedipte

come to an end when she is chosen as a flower girl in her cousin’s wedding. Butyher hair
body does not feel right in the fairy dress and the family submerges her in a bath of
bleach to lighten her dark hair and bleach her arm hair, forever shaking reeoEbasg
accepted as she is.

Like the characters in Shereeitlse Country Withinthe three generations of
women inCountry of Originare all affected by immigration and inhabit a liminal space
between the two countries they have ties to. None of the characters is completel
comfortable in either country or enjoys a strong sense of belonging. Abi Nadeibde
this condition in her article “Arab Here, American There” that comments adidpsoric
condition of the children of immigrants who are not completely accepted in gier
original ancestral country or their country of birth. The connection to the country of
origin often alienates the second-generation from fully belonging to theicoentry,
while being born or raised in the new country separates them from their dromstitay
because of the language barriers, economic privileges or differernyldeand value
system. Those caught in the middle experience discrimination from both siddseAll

plays are political, focusing either on the political situation in the Arab desardr on the
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identity politics dominating the lives of Arab immigrants. These issueshc@to

engage the Arab American theatre in the twenty-first century.

The Beqinnings of the New Movement

The first theatrical Arab American response to the aftermath of 9/11sdiffer
greatly from the early plays discussed above. Rania Khaldg Pieceis a major shift in
style, position and approach. The Egyptian-American mime artist, puppeteer, atat dire
created her short solo performance immediately after 9/11 as a reactioitoghean
flags flying on New York buildings, on cars, and adorning people’s bodies. Many
Americans in New York, and in other places, felt the need not only to see or carry the
American flag but to embody it by wearing it on T-shirts, hair bands, scarvesnand pi
The flag was a strong marker to separate “self” from “other,” an indichtbe move
among “ones own.”

In this piece, Khalil explores the relationship between a woman and the Americ
flag. The woman, who slowly covers her hair at the beginning of the piece witkwher
jacket to create an image of a covered Muslim woman, salutes a smaité&mftag as
she flies it over her head. Eventually she moves the flag close to her favetder
eyes, then she deliberately covers her mouth, with the flag acting as a oiduieif to
silence her. After she tries to suck the pole of the flag, the piece ends withelyoing
across her face, pushing her lips and deforming her face, while its top forceshene of
eyelids open. This short one-woman silent performance piece presents some powerful
images representing the suffering and marginalizing of the Arabiéanesind the

Muslim community because of the emphasis on patriotism.
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It is significant that the artist does not use language in this performartbe, a
verbal failed to encapsulate the range of emotions evoked by the attacks andettteir ef
on American society. Instead, Khalil chose a corporeal visual language, \entgothok
confusion and suffering of the Arab/Muslim community represented by the woman
performer. The complex relationship between the performer and the Ameéaigan f
condenses the myriad of emotions, positions and identity issues of the community. The
haunting image at the ends the piece, of the suffering face of the Arab Womamedifor
distorted by the American flag, sums up the pressure of the new realitiesicdtions
of the post 9/11 world on this ethnic minority.

| considerFlag Piecea precursor to the contemporary Arab American theatre
movement, not only because of its timing, but also in its extreme distillation obtlesjs
problems and concerns facing this generation of Arab American artists. Mbstather
plays in this study try, in one form or another, to engage with the tension between the
individual and the American identity represented in the closing image of Ishalil’
performance.

Another example of the work of the Arab American theatre movement post 9/11
is ReOrientalisma collage piece inspired by and presented as an homage to the work of
Edward Said. This performance, produced by James Bau Graves is a collaboration
between three artists: Suheir Hamnlathe Palestinian hip hop poet, wrote the text,
Karim Nagi Mohammed created the visual projections and performed solo percussion,

and Alan Shavarsh Bardezbanian performed Arabic music with his ensemble. Ehe piec

13 Suheir Hammad is known as the first PalestiniaBaradway because she was one of the main
performers irRussell Simmons Preseftsf Poetry Jam On BroadwaVhis performance had a run from
14 November 2002 to 4 May 2003 at Longacre Theathew York followed by a national tour.
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was conceived during the last days of Said’s life and presented in a number afalimer
cities following his death, featuring Najla Said, Edward Said’s daughter.

ReOrientalisms a collage of various artistic genres: visual art projections, a short
film compiling clips from Hollywood'’s stereotypical misrepresentatiohArabs
displayed with the song “Captain Ahab the Arab,” a live performance of an
Arabic/Armenian music ensemble, a solo percussionist, and an actress pertbaming
poetry of Hammad, in addition to a belly dance performance, songs of Om Kalthoum,
projections of quotes by Edward Said, the reworking of Arabic music into a Hollywood
Asian orientalist film, as well as projected images of Arab Amerietgbdties who are
part of the American mainstream.

The performance serves as an introduction to Arabs through music, images,
songs, dance, and included teaching the audience basic Arabic rhythms andtiseming
olives during the recitation of a poem comparing different kinds of olives to different
Arab countries. Though the main purpose of this performance is to present and normalize
the experience of Arab Americans, by equating it with that of other growp®eusing
on the similarities, it touches some of the contested topics like the veil, women’s bodie
and belly dancing, the post colonial condition and occupation. In the poem “They Think”
Hammad engages with the American rhetoric regarding Arabs that asks, “wigydo t
hate us?” and inverts the logic to present the Arabic perspective, correctingfabme
misconceptions like Arabs are dirty, by mentioning that Muslims wash five @naay
before their prayers. This poem lists some of the Arabic contributions to Western
civilizations and poses some valuable questions:

They say we are blood thirsty.
Who dropped the atomic bomb?
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Who went to Vietnam?
Where did the European Holocaust happen?
Not in Jerusalem, not in Fez, not in Baghdad.
Visit our suffering for once...
Do you know anything about us,
What you have done to us...
Even what we have done to each other.
What about our media
Why do they hate us®
Though the performance lacked a unified directorial vision, it presented sonmentdeof

the Arab identity: Arab sounds, music and dances, what Arabs eat, what they look like,
and who Arab Americans are. It also juxtaposed quotes from Edward Said on
representation with the way Arabs are presented in Hollywood films ianeatr
stereotypes, using the song of “Captain Ahab the Arab”

Let me tell you bout Ahab the Arab, the sheik of the burning sand,
He had emeralds and rubies just a-dripping off a him and a ring on
every finger of his hand.

He wore a big old turban wrapped around his head, a scimitar by
his side.

The creators oReOrientalisnmintroduce their audience to some of the basic traits of this
ethnic group, by trying to place the Arab American experience within the wider
American context; meanwhile they problematize the representation ofdbs i the
Western Media, giving their audience some images of “regular” Amecelabrities and
household names from Arabic descent to counterbalance the vilified mainstrelé&an me

images of Arabs, leaving their audience with a wider range of ideas about Adabs a

14 Program notes for the performance, in the possesdithe author.
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literal taste of Arabness, through the olives they share with audiencesyn ever
performance.

ReOrientalismandFlag Pieceforetell the direction of most of the Arab American
theatre that follows in the beginning of the twenty-first century. Most perfuresa
follow either of these directions: on the one hand a search for an identity, an attempt
identify the self and explain the self to the other, or on the other hand an exploration of
the complicated relationship of the self with the American culture. Some penfcema

even tackle both topics, as the following chapters will show.

28



Chapter One: Autobiographical Performances

“As a moving target, a set of shifting self-
referential practices, autobiographical narration
offers occasions for negotiating the past,
reflecting on identity, and critiquing cultural
norms and narratives.”

Sidone Smith & Julia Watson

Interfaces: Women/ Autobiography/ Image/

Performance

In this chapter, | will discuss the work of three Arab American women theatre
artists who use autobiographical performances as their mode of expression. In the
twentieth century, autobiography became an increasingly important genre.
Autobiographical performances emerged as part of the experimental thfeheel 960s
and 1970s, as a form of performance art. Many women artists, in their atbectgirt
their artistic space, presented autobiographical works to express their urpquierges.

In the rise of the women's movement and feminism, autobiographical solo perfesmanc
or “autoperformances'® became a natural medium for women theatre and performance
artists. This new form was significantly different from traditional tfteeatonologues, as
Richard Schechner explains, “I don’t mean monologues in the traditional sense of a one

person show, but in the more radical sense of using the person who is performing as the

15| use the term ‘autoperformances’ defined by RobelVorlicky as “the convergence of
autobiographical material, the physical presendgh@individual, and the authorial “I” voice of the
speaker’in his article “Marking Change, Marking America: i@emporary Performance and Men'’s
Autobiographical Selves” in Jeffery D. Mason ané&llen Gainor, editordRerforming America: Cultural
Nationalism in American TheatgfAnn Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 199395.
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source of the material being performed. Compressed into the single preserhberis a

director-performer.™®

Being the source of the material performed made
autoperformances an obvious place for women'’s solo narratives: a spadlentptiteir
own stories, in their own words, through their own bodies.

Autobiographical theatre performances by women are more than just simple,
transparent acts of mirroring the self, or of presenting narratives oftigtésdife story.
They involve a selective, self-representational process of heightenednseddwell-
chosen moments layered onto the multiple identities of the performers, providing a
critique and a commentary on their assigned, as well as their chosenAcalasling to

Peggy Phelan:

Performance Art’'s most radical and innovative work often involves a
thrillingly difficult investigation of autobiography. By rejuvenating the
possible ways of presenting and representing the self, Performance Art has
changed the notion of theatrical presence and widened the methods by and
through which the self can be narrated, parodied, held in contempt, and/or
made to be the source of revelatory vision and thotfght.

Since "presenting and representing the self" were very important isswesrhen artists
and performers, autobiographical performances became predominantly a medium for
women.

Being both theatrical and personal was one of the “new approaches to the
portrayal of characters’ inner live$Having the woman'’s body in the theatrical space,

in addition to using the first-person narrative, allowed the artists to “chaltéeg

18 Richard SchechneFhe End of Humanism: Writing on Performang@@erforming Arts Journal
Publications, 1982), 44.

" peggy Phelan. “Spalding Gray@wvimming to Cambodighe Article.” Critical Texts5 (1988): 27-30, 28.
18 Deborah GeisPostmodern Theatric[k]s: Monologues in Contemporangerican Drama(Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1993), 37.
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symbolic order by asserting themselves as ‘speaking subjects,’ in difiacicdeof the
patriarchal construction of discoursé”Since the 1960s, increasing numbers of women
artists were willing to share their stories. According to Jeanie Fteeintensely
autobiographical nature of women’s performance has evidenced the insistence on a
woman’s ability to ‘speak’ her subjectivity®

Since questions of identity and representations are central questions to Arab
American women artists, autobiographical solo performance has been the approach
favored by some of them. Like many other women solo artists, they represesglire=sm
“In images created as alternatives to or comments upon the traditional imdgesea
they had inherited® In their discussion of women’s autobiographical performances
Sidone Smith and Julia Watson propose that memory, experience, identity, embodiment
and agency are the main recurring themes in women'’s autobiographical kvdHhes.
case of Arab American autobiographical performances, these themes ptandasg
role to the theme of conflict (political/ personal/ war situations/ genothi@ejonflicting
identities of the writer/performer, and her growth through political awareness

In this chapter, | will explore how Arab American women solo performers us
autobiography to foreground political stories from the home country, as well as to
negotiate their identity while growing up between cultures. | wilt §tgpexamining Suha
Al Jurf's autobiographical solo performarféessing Beyond In Betweed Jurf's work

is a clear example of the use of the personal autobiographical narratigeuntréhe

19 Jeanie Forte. “Women’s Performance Art: Feminisimh BostmodernismTheatre Journa#t0.1988,
224,

0 Forte, 224.

L Lenora Champagne. Introduction@ut from Under: Texts by Women Performance Artidsw York:
Theatre Communications Group, 1990), xi.
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larger political story of growing up Palestinian in the United States, and thenicdl o

her various trips to Palestine on the shaping of her identity and sense of selfwllhen
discuss Katie Leila Buck'sSite,which presents moments from her childhood in the Arab
world, as well as some of the characters she encounters in the course ofrtast. jour

will end by examining Nora Armani’s usage of multiple identities throughout her

autoperformanc®n The Couch with Nora Armani

Soha A Jurf'Pressing Beyond In Between

Soha Al Jurf is a Palestinian American playwright and performance adis in
Nablus, Palestine, and raised in lowa City, in the United States. Al Juspeeah
therapist and a trained opera singer. In her late twenties, she was straekdnk tof
representation of the Muslim, Palestinian American woman'’s voice on stage; $tee
made the decision to write her story as a performance piece. During thstagels of
the writing, her aunt was killed in Palestine, and this incident became the tenisabf
the performance.

Pressing Beyond In BetwemnAl Jurf's first play. After performing it in different
versions, in festivals, colleges and regional theatres, she decided to live tme#&bes
one year, to connect with her roots. Upon her return to the United States, Al Jurf wrote
two other one-act plays; the firdglal Jalal, is a two-character play revolving around the
responses of an activist who just returned from Palestine upon seeing the body of one of
her students on CNN. The second playheng a short comedy for four characters about

the exaggerated reactions of Arab American parents when they find a thong in their
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teenage daughter’s closet. These two plays are being revised by thegitaand have
not yet been performed.

Unlike the two multi-character playBressing Beyond In Betwemsnan
autobiographical theatre piece that the playwright performs herselfnpnesker
personal story and tracing her journey of growth. This solo performance explores t
writer/performer’s identity, her position between the two cultures, groupngs a
second-generation Arab Muslim woman in America, as well as her relagoowith her
mother, her body, and her sexuality. One of Al Jurf's motives for portraying memmient
her personal story is to politicize the personal through exposing some of theestiafcit
the Israeli occupation in Palestine, especially through connectindent that of her
aunt, who is killed in Palestine by Israeli soldiers. This performance cosleenean
example of what Smith and Watson call “ a form of resistance to assigned aes
social roles.?? The playwright uses the autobiographical mode to weave her personal
story — negotiating an identity, and finding/defining a sense of self — onto thegbolit
narrative of the Palestinian struggle for independence. Al Jurf chooses torprifor
play herself, in order to give voice to her aunt's stdfhe aunt, who was a Palestinian
peace activist, was shot by Israeli soldiers as she sat at the doorstopmigesin
Nablus, Palestine. The writer/performer received the news of her auntismuhile
living in the United States and felt completely numb and helpless. Saddened bygher los
and not knowing how to express her anger and her rage, Al Jurf decided to intertwine her

aunt's killing with her autobiographical one-woman performance. The writetheses

22 smith, Sidone and Julia Watsdnterfaces: Women/ Autobiography/ Image/ Perforneat®&nn Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2002), 14.

% The program of the performance has a web addri#issnere information about Abu Hejla, the peace
activist's, life and death. (A copy of the progré&nin the possession of the author.)
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theatrical space to recreate her connection with her aunt Shaden Abu Hejlagfrom
childhood until she hears the news of her aunt’s death, thereby making the personal more
political by creating a direct connection between her familial life aae@xiplosive

situation in Palestine. Al Jurf's personal life, which she enacts in front of thenaadis
continuously shaped by the fact that she is Palestfhian.

The writer/performer uses religion as the starting point for her play. The
performance begins during a visit to her relatives in the homeland. The first beund t
audience hears is the engulfing sound of the call to prayer; then the perforengitiesnt
stage covered from head to toe in the Muslim attire (Hejab). Al Jurf exauth@eémpact
of presenting herself as a Muslim woman by scrutinizing her reflectegbimaan
imaginary mirror in front of the audience:

While my cousin went into the bathroom to perform the

ritual washing, | caught a glimpse of my veiled image in

the mirror; the image of a modern, Americanized woman,

transformed into one of those mysterious Muslim figures

you sometimes see, trailing after Saudi men with all of their
luggage in tourist towns. Seeing my own veiled image

reminded me that there are actual women under those
veils®

The technique of using a mirror serves Al Jurf in presenting multiple srafgae self
simultaneously. The audience visually sees the body of the performer covered in the

Muslim attire, and, at the same time, they hear her surprise at her owretkeiteage,

24 |n the post show talkbacks Al Jurf mentions thetmother, who was living in the U.S. when she
conceived her, traveled to Palestine to deliver $@&that the child would have a Palestinian idgiatird,
and could have the "Right to Return”. This leadsdmplications when the playwright lives in Ramhlia
2004-5. | attended the talkbacks during the Sixufég Theatre Company’s Fifth Annual Artists of
Tomorrow Festival at the West End Theatre, New YA#28 September 2005.

24 All references to the text are from an unpublishethuscript of Suha Al Juressing Beyond In
Betweenin the author’s possession.
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and the insight she has about other women wearing the same garb. This ruptute create
between the self and the image of the self opens the space for questioningahe gelf
different representations, as well as others' projections and expectahms an
example of how, throughout the performance, the playwright/performer moves
seamlessly between the events of the outside world and the inside world ofihgsfeel
and reactions.

The performer’s struggle with her identity as a Muslim woman is epiezmiz
her experience praying in a mosque during the Eid holiday prayer, and the tension
between her feeling as an outsider and the spiritual transformation shasfebks takes
part in the prayer. The spiritual connection she experiences with the Divinaujstelsr
by a stranger who insists that Al Jurf should hide the strand of hair showing threugh he
head cover. This scene reveals two distinct attitudes towards religion: mersasal and
spiritual, allowing the performer to experience a direct connection with Gold, thibi
other is mainly concerned with how the (female) body is presented during.rithe is
another example of how the performance alternates between the inner and odter worl
The pull from the inner spiritual world because of the praying woman'’s limited
interpretation of religion as a set of rules and restrictions, leads the perforbreak
away from the first image she presents of herself on stage as a coverad. Wdhnile
saying, “God forbid | would actually reveal any part of this body into whighd born,”
in one sweeping movement she removes the veil to show her uninhibited body dressed in
her second costume; a pair of slacks and a halter top that reveals most of tinegp'arfo
back, neck, arms, and stomach. The quick shift from the covered body, with only the face

showing, to the partly covered body acts as a shock to the audience that has deeepted t
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code the performer presents with her first costume. This rebellious quick change
challenges the audience to see the “actual woman” under the veil and to confront the
immediacy of her physical/ anatomical body in the intimate theatricakspy

liberating her body from the confinements of the veil the performer shows neeyag

in her self-representation, producing contrasting images of the self. Throtighout
performance Al Jurf manages to reveal more than just the outline of her bodgeshe p
away many of the layers of identity projected onto her.

Amelia Jones suggests that the obvious link between the artist and her body in
visual and performance art is material and demands that both internal andl eeiérna
and self and other, be connected. Al Jurf creates these connections throughout the
performance. She uses her body to question her multiple identities, which aed layer
within her imaginary anatomy and sociopolitical embodiment. The “use and adornment”
of her body, she explains, “have been the subject of much contemplation and controversy
throughout my life as a Muslim woman.” The writer/ performer describes hgrasoth
complicated combination of Muslim restrictions, Arab traditions, Palestiniatncpand
American ideals. It's an elaborate collection of carefully-labeled that have been
pressed into me until they enclosed me.” Al Jurf is aware of the labelstagdrzations
that society, family and tradition impose on her body as a woman. As a perfshmer
attempts to rupture these various embodiments in her negotiation of her multiple
identities as a woman, as a Muslim, as an Arab, as a Palestinian and asigarfrme
many cases her political identity as a Palestinian is forced to tHeofdaraVVhether she
chooses or not, physically she embodies her genealogy: “I'm Palestinianr just\talk

about pot roast. The political reality that | represent is mapped into thexcethmstruct
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of my skin, my eyes, my hair.” This political/physical reality is presettieough Al
Jurf’'s enactment of her first journey, as a five-year-old, visiting the homeland.

On stage, she performs how her five-year-old body experienced the visit to
Palestine for the first time and the humiliation she and her family expediahtiee
checkpoint at the hands of Israeli soldiers. A child’s perspective makesit @ashow
the absurdity of the situation at the checkpoint:

My brother had just bought a new Rubix Cube before our trip, and
| watched as the soldier tossed it into a bin filled with toothpaste
and deodorant and other toys. My mother explained that the
Israelis confiscated those items that they suspected might contain
explosives. | was only five years old, but | remember thinking, “If
he thinks there’s a bomb in my brother’'s Rubix Cube, why is he
casually tossing it into a bin two feet away from him, with all of
the other potentially bomb-filled items?”

Similar to many autoperformancédessing Beyond In Betweavites the audience to
experience the world through the eyes of the performer, to be under her skin, and to
journey with her through her experiences. Al Jurf expresses her sense diidosagva

child, she was separated from her mother at the checkpoint. She conveys hgs bgelin
going back to her body, which is then connected to her mother’s body, naked in front of
the soldier:

One of these women placed her large, rough hand on my little arm,
dragged me up to the soldier, pushed the soldier firmly aside, and
ushered me into a dimly-lit corridor with a row of small dressing
rooms. A curtain was lifted, and there was my mother, standing in
her underwear, while a female soldier aimed a gun at her with one

hand and waved a metal detector over her bare skin with the other.
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The performer’s trembling body, already feeling lost in a crowd of strangecomes

more shaken by seeing her mother strip-searched. The performer noondeefrfive-
year-old body to embody her mother in front of the Israeli soldier, as she is askad to ha
over her sanitary towel. In one of the most uncomfortable moments of the performance,
the performer represents her mother, as the audience shifts perspectiness,wi

through her five-year-old eyes, the mother being humiliated by the soldier.

In the following scene, the audience is introduced to the aunt, Shaden Abu Hejla,
as well as to the grandmother. Al Jurf uses her body not only to map the conflict and to
connect the separate identities, but also to embody her female genbabogy tthe
consecutive portrayal of herself, her mother, her aunt and her grandmother. In the
performance, the character of the mother and the aunt are contrasted.fGimegper
mother is a Palestinian woman who left the country to live in the United States thehil
aunt refuses to leave even during the chaos of the Intifada:

When | returned to Palestine the summer | was twelve, the first
Intifada was beginning. Some of Khalto Shaden’s neighbors were
talking about leaving Palestine, to escape the chaos that would
undoubtedly accompany the popular uprising. But Khalto Shaden
wasn’t budging. She stood firmly on the front steps of her house in
Nablus, while tanks perused her children’s playgrounds, and
declared that the Israelis would have to kill her in her own home
before they could ever force her out of Palestine.

Shaden Abu Hejla is presented as a symbol for resistance. The aunt is the woman/the
land/the motherland/Palestine. Her position is clear politically and pengonall
On the other hand, Al Jurf uses the character of her own mother to create comedy,

with her exaggerated accent, strict attitude, and use of Arabic phrases that damot me
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much to the performer. The character of the mother is a reference point, as the person

who lived in both cultures, and who embodies the paradigm of the old country, the

Islamic traditions and dress codes, and the “dated” ideas. The character ofitheim

at odds with the body of the performer. The revealed body of the performer, or her

mention of a metaphorical nakedness creates a conflict with the mother wésergpr

the rules, and the "other" way of living, referencing Qur’anic versssatie not

intelligible to her daughter, and enforcing the rules. The mother is seen asicgrtid

the performer:

My twelve-year-old mind quickly did the calculations, and
concluded that a twelve-year-old girl is perfectly capable of
liberating the people of Palestine, and if | don’t do it, then
who will? | informed my mother that | would not be
returning to the United States. | wanted to stay in the West
Bank and fight.

“Mom”™:
You want to stay where and fight what?

Performer:
| want to be dedayeea!

“Mom™:
You want to be what?

Performer:
A freedom fighter. | want to join the struggle for the
liberation of Palestine. At this point, my mother walked out
of the room, shaking her head in disgust, leaving me in
utter confusion. Wasn't she the one who was bringing me
here, to make me Palestinian? Shouldn’t she be proud of

me?
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There is no indication in the performance that the mother is proud of the
writer/performer. The mother, who is not given a name apart from “Mom,” is only
criticizing the performer for what she says or does.

This scene is contrasted with the following scene when the performer, as an adult
is visiting a friend whose mother is interested in having a “dialogue” aboutititheM
East. The family scene in Palestine is paralleled by another faraig $¢ the United
States. The performer is out of place in both spaces: she is “other.” Inritagstiis a
child who is not part of the struggle of the people, because of the privilege of living
outside the tormented land, and in the United States she is not seen as part of the
mainstream because of her unusual name and affiliation. The performerrewibtg
Homi Bhabha calls “the third spac&.’'She carves a space for herself mainly through her
physical body that connects her to her femaleness as well as to héryahtersbody,
whose genes are formed from Palestinian DNA, and whose life experieaceaialy
American, carries the values of both cultured?ilessing Beyond In Betwe@h Jurf
writes a new history that connects both countries, a joint history that is mapped
corporally as her body unites the two existences. This personal historycoifiepeting
narratives with no set reference point, without a single fixed authentic selfitbuhany
layers of performative selves instead.

It is significant that all the characters in this performance areanwdPnessing
Beyond In Betweeis a woman’s narrative, starting with the cousin having her period and
the performer deciding to go to the Eid prayers alone: “I hadn’t intended to go to the

mosque to begin with, but now I felt as if I had to go, if only to exercise my gevds a

% homi bhabhaThe Location of CulturglLondon and New York: Routledge, 1994).
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non-menstruating woman.” It then moves through the female genealogy of thengerfo
and her connection to the motherland. Not only are the main characters in this
performance all female, but the oppressive characters in the performanoanaen as
well — the fearful Palestinian peasant women at the borders, the Israell,athd the
friend’s mother. There is no mention of the performer’s father in the perfoemnamnd

the brief mention of a lover is more an abstract idea rather than a real pleesioner

does not even have a name. The whole performance is embedded in the performer’s
female body and in the world of women. It is interesting to note that some of tieasect
that were removed from the text were about an uncle, male cousins, and a nstie dent
making the play exclusively about women.

Since the early performances of the play in 2003, the playwright/ perforsier ha
made substantial changes to the performance text, adding and removing varioofs parts
the performance for various reasons. The final version of September 2005 includes more
details explaining the characters’ actions and reactions, which gives teacdi
glimpse of the world through Palestinian eyes.

The first example is during the checkpoint scene. In the later text Al Jud,aalde
segment about the Israeli soldier insisting that the mother hand over her samithry
pad. The humiliation and the awkwardness of this situation push the realities of the
occupation to the forefront. Another example is adding a new section about a cousin's
death at age seventeen, after working with the resistance for five yearshohiscene
serves to present the struggles of children in Palestine during the Intifatiagiwing Al
Jurf the basis she needs to inform her mother that she is not planning to return to high

school in the United States because she intends to be a freedom fighter.
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More interesting is what was removed from the performance. The earbeynge
of performance text included long sections about Al Jurf’'s reaction to her auntier,
what she was feeling and not feeling, and how her friends were more enraged than she

was:

But, this is my rage. | am showing it to you. It's what'’s
under the manipulation of thought and word, the subtle
game of giving, taking, never anything enough. It's the
limit on the vastness, the border of the eternity, but what is
underneath? It is the pain beneath the indifference, the part
that wants to get through. The part that is desperate to be
free. It's mixed in and muddled up with the helplessness..
with the resignation. | am Palestinian. Palestinians are
killed every day. What do you want me to say? | don't
want to serve as the representative for an entire people. |
want to talk about pot roast. My aunt was Palestinian.
Palestinians are killed every day. Let’s talk about music or
art. What am | supposed to do? Nothing can be done. Let’s
talk about independent films. Nothing can be done.

In the later version, this section and other similar parts were removed. XTbéttee
performance was altered to reflect the changes in the life of the/yeeréormer
signaling her growth and the change in her approach to conflict. Al Jurf is irgiéryc
her performance, which acts as a tool for her own healing. After months ofimgpeat
these lines in performance, | believe that she did not need them any more, réef far g
her aunt changed shape, especially after living in Palestine.

Al Jurf explains the reason behind removing this section from the play saying:
As far as my rage is concerned...maybe | haven't found a
way yet to tell a quick, clear, articulate story that will

illustrate my rage. It's hard to capture rage, since, by
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definition, it seems to require a lack of some sort of self-
awareness to experience it. The epitome of writing is that
ability to have a meta-awareness of the situation you are in
while you are experiencing it. That meta-awareness of the
observer will, by its nature, diffuse rage. I'm still working
on how to remember rage after it has occurred, to capture
its essence later. That is also why | felt | needed anlAct
the seed of Act | was written from a place of compassion. |
did not feel rage when my aunt was killed. | felt a
connectedness with the univefée.

After spending a year in Palestine Soha Al Jurf wrote new sections abting\ise
aunt's house after her death and meeting the Israeli activist who stpeackea
organization in response to Abu Hejla's death and named her own daughter “Shaden”
after her. Yet, in the final version of the text as it was performed in 2005 in New York,
these two additions were removed fr@messing Beyond In Betweehfter discussing
the many events and emotions Al Jurf experienced during her long staystirieale
suggested that the playwright/performer write about these experieresgparate piece,
which could be presented as Act Two of the play or as a separafé play.

Al Jurf's performance introduces the audience to the world of a Palestinian
woman who is simultaneously negotiating her multiple identities: Arabstiaén,
Muslim, and American. By developing the aunt’s story, she offers the audienceaa hum
face to a political issue while attempting to provide more context to the questsin m
Palestinian American face: “What do you think about suicide bombers?” ltredde s

light on some of the intriguing concerns about Arabs and Muslims, especially women.

2" Email exchange with Al Jurf, 2 November, 2005.

8| collaborated with Al Jurf and directétessing Beyond In Betwepresented by Six Figures Theatre
Company’s Fifth Annual Artists of Tomorrow Festialthe West End Theatre, New York 27-28
September 2005.
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The performance also acts as a means of opening a discussion about some of the current
political issues, and the talkback at the end of every performance allows tbecautd
probe and to ask for more details.

This performance is successful with both Arab American audiences and the
general public, because Al Jurf gives voice to many of the problems Arabgagper
growing up between two cultures, which are rarely discussed in art, or in public in
general. The characters she embodies are lively, approachable, and often.dbmedic
easy to sympathize with Al Jurf's troubles in her search for her self. i$iendetween
her and her mother could be compared to that of any young woman growing up and
trying to experience life independently from her family. Politicdggssing Beyond In
Betweersucceeds in portraying some of the turmoil of the life of Palestinians living
under occupation. And for the general American audience, the performance sheds light
on the life of a Muslim woman living in the West, as it answers some of the questions
surrounding the veil. Toward the end of the performance, the personal is overshadowed
by the political as the focus shifts to the death of the aunt, and to how the performer and
American society deal with it. Al Jurf turns her performance and her body intockevehi
to share the story of her aunt and her people with the audience.

Temporally, Al Jurf starts her play in the near past, then moves backwards to
some significant moments of her childhood — her visits to her relatives in Palasti
ages five and twelve — then moves forward to the moment of her aunt's death and what
follows. In Pressing Beyond In Betwe#re performer enacts each section of the play as
if it is happening in the present moment, then she offers a commentary on it. After

enacting segments of her life as they happened (or as she chooses tolpagetie
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writer/performer then offers a commentary on them from her current pavepetifting
from being the main character sharing her autobiographical narrativentpabguide for
the audience who helps it have insight into her world, how her mind worked as a child,
how she felt in a particular situation, or how her family reacted to her.

Geographically, the performance moves between two locations: the Urated St
and Palestine. Both places offer an insight into the psyche of the hybrid idéthigy o
writer/performer: “though | spent relatively little time in the MiddiesE those memories
shaped me.” Then the two worlds collapse into one, similar to the pressing thait erase
borders referred to in the play’s title. These two distinct geographicaspee merged
into one in the life/psyche of the performer. The collapse happens when the aunt dies,
which is an event in the country of origin directly affecting people in the host gountr
This merging is paralleled in other parts of the play.

The title of the performanc@ressing Beyond In Betweasa derived from the
scene where Al Jurf describes the melting of physical boundaries whemg@ragainst
the body of the beloved. She later compares the space between the bodies af thaérs t
between nations, and is surprised the results are not similar. The pressiegnbetw
nations, in this case Palestine and Israel, creates more boundaries. AllStinbfethe
pressing between nations most often creates a boundary.

Why is it, that, when | press my body against another

human being, the boundary disintegrates, but, when nations
are pressed together, they just keep pushing until a
boundary is formed? Maybe it's because nations don't start
out the process by being completely naked in one another’'s

presence.
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There are apparent parallels between the personal and the political ontipigrison.
Eventually both paradigms are blended as the political becomes extremely personal
through the writer/performer’s embodiment of her loss and grief for her aliteAl

layers of identity the performer moves through at the beginning of the perfarasnc
condensed to one: her political identity. Al Jurf's acute awareness of beistjritate

and the attempt to give voice to this cause becomes the focus of the last section of the
performance. In this contest, the title of the fPagssing Beyond In Betwedapicts her
search for a space to exist in between the conflicting sides. It sures#re central
balance of the play between the personal and the political, the search to finccéhm spa
between, a space in which the performer and those with hybrid identities capt &tem

live in peace.

Leila Buck’sISite

The second autobiographical performance | will discuss is Kathryn [Kaiia
Buck’s one-woman performant8ite Buck, who is Lebanese American, interestingly,
spent part of her childhood in Arab countries, not because of her Lebanese mother but
thanks to her American father’s diplomatic posts. She wrote the first draftsfashe
playISitein 1998, as part of her college acting graduation project, and later expanded the
play and started touring with it. Since 9/11, and because of the growing need to
understand Arabs, Buck has performed her piece in many festivals, colleges and
conferences, mainly in the United States, but also in France, Belgium, Caind¢atad F

and China. She often uses the performance to introduce her audience to the Arab world
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and follows the play with a talkback with the audience. Sometimes, she uses her
performance as part of workshops on diversity and on living between two cultures.

Katie Buck, who works as a teaching artist in New York City schools, identifie
herself mainly as an actor. She is one of the six original actors formingsiNthe Arab
American theatre collective discussed in the following chapter of tbsedation. Her
work with Nibras galvanized her interest in oral history, which led her to spaoject
collecting and performing the stories of Arab and Arab American woltisaa
Currently, she is writing a new plai#kini) about language and the loss of memory,
based on her Lebanese grandmother’s experiences, and devétdapi@g@rossingbout
her experience in Lebanon during the war in 2006.

In 2004, Buck spent the summer in Lebanon studying the Arabic language. Upon
her return to New York, she decided to change her name, and started using her middle
name “Leila” as a first name. In the rest of this chapter | willrreféhe artist using her
current name, Leila Buck. The change of name epitomizes the search fiy ithanta
number of second-generation Arab American artists went through, espafted|9/11.
Living between two cultures — the culture(s) of the parents and the Ameritaretbke
young artist is growing up in — artists often negotiate a fluid sense oitydesoimetimes
belonging to both cultures at once, other times not finding a place in either culture, and in
some cases forming a unique third culture based on elements of both heritages. As a
result of 9/11 and the creation of an image of Arabs as the enemy in the political and
public discourse (reflected in the “Axis of Evil” and “War on Terror,” and the avias

in Afghanistan and Iraq) many Arab American artists wanted to connde ferabic
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part of their heritage, to be identified as Arab, and to present Arabic-theatedat?® In
the case of Leila Buck, this is reflected in her desire to strengthéwddsc language, to
spend time in her mother’s land, Lebanon, and to change her name as a marker of the
alliance the artist desires to suggest and the image she wishes to progcf-ath
Arab*° This new (formed) identity, signaled by the new name, becomes more important
when Buck acts as the sole representative of Arabic culture in many plaeesshe
performs her playSite

The autobiographical performaniSiteis structured as a journey of the artist into
her past, where she revisits some of her formative moments as a child and young adult
The play is divided into sixteen short scenes, varying in length from a few linéswo a
pages. This voyage is clearly indicated by the titles of the first and ¢éastsscTake off”
and “Touching Ground.” The journey starts before the writer/performer is borngghe fi
line of the performance is “I took my first international flight in the worfibThis short
first scene ends with the question that sets the play in motion: “But where i8'hbhnie
performance could be seen as an attempt to answer that question for the artst, and f
Arab Americans, especially for those with hybrid parents, who belongllyatdi®oth
cultures and fully to none.

To answer the question “where is home?” Leila Buck takes the audience on a tour
that spans significant geographical locations and central moments in her persiong| hi

starting with her naming, in the second scene, “The Middle.” Her Ameratherf

% This tendency by artists is contrary to what mAmgbs and Muslims living in the United States ditta
9/11: hiding their identities as Arabs and tryiogoass as American or Latino/a often changing theines
so as not to be identified as Arabs (Mohamed beddow etc.).

% In an interview with the artists 23 April, 2006estommented on changing her name saying, “I waieted
represent, to be a face for Arab Americans andetm Isolidarity with other Arabs.”

3L All references to text are to the unpublished nsaript of the play, a copy of which is in my posses.
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suggests giving her an Arabic first name, and her Lebanese motherthrtiskee baby
should have an American name. The mother’s reasoning is “l want her to feel like she
belongs, as an American just like you.” To explore the sense of “belonging” Buck
portrays a scene where, as a five-year-old, she is playing in a sandbox with other
children, who mock her because she is singing in Arabic. In this third scede titl
“Tongue Tied” the children identify Buck as “other”:

What are you, Arabic? Don’'t you know those people are
dirty? Camel! Camel! Katie is a Camel! Camels smell.

Buck’s five-year-old self decides to block that part of her identity and asksdtleemnto
stop speaking to her in Arabic. In the same scene, the performer embodies helfadult s
as she is being questioned and criticized by a Lebanese relative farktio¢ teer
working Arabic language. This part of the scene is presented in both Arabic arghEngli
the relative (performed by Buck) speaks in Arabic, with a few English wattdie the
protagonist responds in English, defending herself. Her frustration at the lack of
communication because of her limited knowledge of Arabic and her uncomfortalde plac
between the two cultures is theatrically translated in the recorded mdo¢hi English
and Arabic, in the fashion of language learning tapes; “Where are you from?.hayn w
anta? Min Whayn inti?” These last words of the scene reiterate the aprésaion of the
play: Where is home?

In scene four, “Passing,” the performer experiences a sense of beldagimgpa
visit to her parents who are posted in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. Paradoxically, she feels a
sense of belonging when she is hidden. Covered in “an abaya and ghata — body and head
coverings” — the performer goes out with her mother to experience the lo&aitnidnis

belonging depends upon her silence. Her conditional belonging — “As long as | remain
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silent, | belong” — is contrasted with another scene, set a few weeks ltterl.S.,
where Buck is walking in a housing settlement in Ocean City, Maryland. Shédsscr
people in the area as friendly, then wonders if they would be as friendly if hewesie
darker and her accent “from somewhere farther away.” Contrasting tivasehs within
the same scene creates a sense of conditional existence in both worlds. Seheng as
writer/performer is silent and her “white” face is covered she can fesise ©f
belonging in the Saudi market. This same “white” face is the reason stveped in the
Maryland neighborhood. Though the performer is contrasting the two worlds, it is not
difficult to recognize where she fits physically, and where she does eiothéafe is still
tension within these categories. While in the market in Jeddah, she describessles ey
both “foreign yet familiar” and she is amazed how well she passes for an Arabhende
head and body cover and the veil of silence. Buck wonders how covered women'’s
children recognize them, and finds it “sad” that children identify their coveotdens
through their shoes or smell. This musing immediately places her outside the ultur
which she is seeking a sense of belonging. “I always find this so sad” reep®8&itick
as an American, viewing the culture from the outside and placing a judgment on it.
Although she looks like the other “covered” women in the Saudi market, she is separated
from them because of the way she sees them.

The performer juxtaposes her experiences of walking in the Saudi market then in
American streets. Her portrayal of a peaceful American neighborhoodeasi{sas
“American Dream” of the private housing neighborhood with friendly people in tids ya

of their houses, birds on trees, “Porsches and pick-ups in the driveways.” Whereas her
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depiction of the Saudi streets suggests an “Arabian Nights” atmosphere ofdhg Ori
focusing on the unfamiliar smells, sounds and tastes;
Walking through the souk....I smell the garbage and the
dates and the anis. | taste halawa...l hear the laughter and
arguing over this or that price.
Her question, as she begins to take off her cover “So what makes me who | am? Is it my
style? My hair? My Shoes? Or my Smell? Which do | want my children temdx@r?” is
left unanswered as she moves through the American neighborhood and then to the next
scene.
Continuing the search for her linage, the short fifth scene, “E Pluribus Unum,” is
a shift from Buck’s voice to that of her Lebanese grandmother. Teta (the cdlloquia
Arabic word for “grandmother”) is being sworn in as an American citizen aedlirgy
the performer and the audience why she loves America. This scene is perimtheed t
background music of the American national anthem. After describing an isigdlice of
Independence Day the grandmother recounts what the judge, who was swearing them in,
said:

Preserve your heritage. It is because of dis dat we are
richer dan_anyoder country, and our mind and heart are
open to_angng. Just_keepyour cuture, your_language
your food, your beliefsand _teachdem, to your children.
You are Ameicans now and das what made this country
great®

The tone of this scene also marks a shift from the performer’s sharing of $emader

autobiographical story, to the educational aspect of the play. Part of the mis$ien of t

32 Buck underlines words or parts of words in the tefxhe play to indicate the specific accent of her
grandmother.

51



play is to educate the audience. This is highlighted at the end of the scenehehere t
“Star Spangled Banner” sound is immediately followed by the recorded language
learning tape saying, “I am from the United States of America. Ana naalayaat al
mutahida al Amreekeya.”

The educational tone is echoed in the following scene, “Family,” where the
performer literally attempts to teach the audience the different Avadids for every
type of cousin, writing the words in Arabic on a board. This scene is also an egplorati
of the meaning of “home,” during which the performer visits her American grathem
who has been moved to a nursing home because of Alzheimer’s disease.

Buck embodies her Lebanese grandmother, in the seventh scene, “Food,”

offering the audience a “platter of Lebanese finger goodies.” Whileébdisirg the food
to the audience, Buck recalls memories of food in her own childhood. Then she resumes
the role of her grandmother, narrating a story about living in England thatatessthe
ignorance of people at the time, about the location of Lebanon, and children’s peejudice
against Buck’s mother. Teta recounts a frustrating discussion about the location of
Lebanon with the principal of her husband’s school at Scotland Yard. When the principal
confuses it with Egypt, Teta tries to specify the location by referoif@yprus. After
failing in that attempt she says, “You know where Israel is? Yes, OK, weeteof
Israel.” The tension around using Israel as a geographical referentéspackled
through humor.

The eighth scene, “Small Talk,” expands on the topic of the perceptions of
Westerners about Arab countries. The entire scene is structured as a clomvatsat

party between the playwright/performer and her hosts, the Socialite anddteartd.
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This comical scene shows more clearly Western assumptions and prejudices about
Lebanon. When the Socialite expresses her “adoration” for Morocco, comparing it to
“Club Med,” Buck introduces another piece of family histerier mother’s family is
originally from Morocco. Then the conversation moves to Lebanon, and how it is “Very
French, quite civilized.” Tension arises when the Husband expresses his “cdraérn a
their level of advancement.” The Socialite tries to defuse the situationibaegcr
Lebanon as “precious” and asks if they have Club Med there for their next adventure.

The following scene, “Natural Womari¥is one of three scenesliBite where
the writer/performer chooses to shift from the autobiographical mode tg/diaripoint
through other narratives. However, there is thematic continuity between “Satidll T
and the ninth scene, “Natural Woman,” as both reflect on how the Western mind sees the
East. Both scenes involve a comparison between the performer’s two cultadais: Ar
and Western. Scene nine puts these cultures in direct contrast with each ottenditore
the often-contested topic of women’s bodies. Currently, some of the wars in the Middle
East are being fought with the justification of liberating the women of tluesdrees.
This is a common orientalist mechanism: to invade an area in order to rescue the
“oriental” woman from the “oriental” man. Buck uses this scene to shed light on the
hypocrisy of the Western culture’s superior position in regards to Arab culture.

In “Natural Woman,'the performer portrays a college student who is miming
getting dressed, while speaking on the phone to a friend. The stage directions of this

scene read:

* Leila Buck often performs this scene separately.
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As she speaks she is constantly primping, tweezing,
applying makeup, drying and crimping hair, stockings,
tight dress, ridiculous zippers, painful shoes, tweezing,
shaving, push-up bra, and any other activities that
symbolize the daily trials women go through in America.

The performer’s physical activities, in preparing her body to have theddsaok, while

discussing her classmates’ anorexia, and dress codes, offer a comedic @snarent

how Western women manipulate their appearance to conform to their cultural codes. Thi
is directly contrasted with the supposed restrictions imposed on Muslim women,
exposing the hypocrisy of the Western culture;

Can you imagine, Muslim women can't just leave their
houses as they are?! . .1t is just so hard to believe that
there are countries where women's bodies are treated like
objects to be controlled and scrutinized for the benefit of
men!

The comedic characteristic of the scene is highlighted through the use of tié¥song
Make Me Feel Like a Natural Womars the performer struggles to fit into tight
constricting clothes.

The shift from “Natural Woman” to the tenth scene, “When | Was Omani,” is not
as smooth as the changes between the earlier scdi#® ofhere is no clear connection
between these two scenes, and no textual preparation for the change of scene and subject
matter. “When | was Omani” signals a return to the autobiographical; asihes
exploring the liminal space inhabited by a child growing between two cultures. As a
child, Buck spent a few years in Oman, where she believed she was Omani. @mean is
place she returns to again at the end of the play, in her search for connections lhetween t

different locations of the performance/her life.
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This transitions to the eleventh scene, “Jeddo,” where Buck draws a portrait of he
maternal grandfather, Jeddo, and narrates how he lost some of his soul when he uprooted
himself from Lebanon to come to the United States. She compares him to the blue spruce
tree he planted in his garden in Washington. She describes the last time she saw him, as
he starved himself to death in a nursing home. In one of the most moving moments of the
play Buck addresses her grandfather saying;

Jeddo, I cry for your silence, and I'm sorry for your pain. |

wish | could know how you felt here, so far away from the

world that you knew. Through your death | learned the

danger of clinging so strongly to one sense of yourself that
without it you would cease to be.

The playwright believes that her grandfather is a part of her that shekaiow't saying

“I can just find myself, if | can find the Leila in me.. then | can reach you.” Tinduaga
Buck changed her name from Katie, she still names her character in th& aley™
Finding “the Leila” is finding her Arabic roots, through which she can connect to her
Lebanese Grandfather in spirit.

From the grandfather’s story the play shifts to that of the grandmother. i8wprc
for Eve,” the twelfth scene, traces Buck’s maternal ancestors, fronwinegrandmother,
Teta, to her great-grandmother, Habouba, to humanity’s grandmother, Eve. This scene
stems from a real experience the writer went through, when she was in Jedda, Saudi
Arabia, and went on a search to find the tomb of Eve. She explains how the guards of the
cemetery harass her and her mother:

One of these men barks at my mother in Arabic, and while
his words are unfamiliar, his tone is not. And although | am
halfway across the world, | know exactly where | stand: |
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am the babe in the bar, the chick in the club, and the ass in
the ad: | am the object of TEMPTATION.

This part of scene twelve resonates with scene nine “Natural Woman,” dogrtbet
place of women in society on both sides of the Atlantic.

In her real life experience Buck was not able to find Eve’s grave, y8it@she
finds Eve’s tomb, which is created on stage through the use of a small mirroflétas re
the face of the performer, as well as some of the audience members. Thegplaywr
addresses Eve, asking her many questions that are left unanswered, andradfers he
apple, “I like apples too. | brought you one, for old times’ sake.” To end the scene, the
playwright/performer places photos of some iconic women throughout history around
Eve’s grave to “keep her company,” then takes a big bite of the apple, andijpilaces
front of the mirror.

Though the seed of this scene stems from an autobiographical experience, it does
not connect organically to the rest of the play, particularly in its tone and style of
writing.3* The next two scenes depart completely from the personal story to educate the
audience about Arabs and Muslims. Scene thirteen, “Prayer,” is contrbvasdize
performer, who declares that she is not Muslim, nevertheless, attemptsfoortpehe
Muslim prayer. She describes the call to prayer as one of the beautiful sounds of her
childhood. While her voice recites the call to prayer, her body does a partigidmag
the Muslim prayer “in her own way.” Combining the two is not a faithful representati

of the Muslim tradition since the call and the prayer do not occur concurrently.

* The playwright informed me that she wrote thisnecbefore she wrote the play and adapted it later t
ISite
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The performer’s prayer is interrupted by the sound of gunfire. Althouglerarli
she criticized how the Muslim prayer is portrayed in the American medathélU.S.
we only hear a snippet of it, usually as background to the news of suicide bombing or the
rise of Islamic fundamentalism,” — Buck, in this scene, recreates theeasanciation
between Islam and violence. Without contextualizing this, the play moves dicectly
scene fourteen, “Sibling Rivalry,” which describes the violence her couBiasses
while visiting Palestine, then quickly mentions the Intifada, and the fact thhsAnd
Jews are both Semites, inserting a phrase about Buck’s husband, who is from a Jewish
family. This scene does not fit in the overall structure of the play. The performe
apparently feels compelled to address the Arab Israeli conflict as feat obncern to
connect to the American audience. Yet, “Sibling Rivalry” seems to be tackedlen to t
play, as the obligatory mention of Israel and of Jews in any matter relatkrglts. This
short scene starts with the sound of gunfire and ends with the sound of air raid siren
creating a perfect transition from one conflict to the next, as the scens mave
Palestine to Iraqg.

The longest scene of the play, scene fifteen, “Courage Under Fire,tdegit of
the playwright/performer’a childhood in Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war, durerg
family’s diplomatic post in Iraq “as part of the U.S. support for Saddam’s iganat.”
Fittingly, the scene begins with a loud thudding sound and Buck saying:

They say that if you hear a scud land, you're okay. (With
Ironic humor) And if you don’t, well you're dead, so don’t
worry about it. Welcome to Baghdad.

After relating some of the antics of the diplomatic community in receptions atmespar

during the war, the playwright recounts some of her experiences as a child dering t
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attacks. This scene has the only Arab character in play who is not part of Buek{gel)
the family’s cook, Jassem. He is portrayed as “one of the few Iraqgis... whemlSmiis a
“miracle worker,”, in spite of the scarcity of war-time, he is “hunched ovwevd of
nothing, making the best with whatever he was given.” The sixty-year-oidsnitne
only man in his family not dead or at war,” so his job supports all his sisters, daughter
and grandchildren.

In this scene, Buck compares her experiences during two Iragi wars, asia chil
Irag during the Iran-lraq war, and as a thirteen-year-old living in Camattzning the
American bombing of Iraq. The humor of the first part of the scene is replacesEbga
of frustration and rage at seeing her childhood district be being bombed.

| recognize the target. It's the guard tower that stood less
than six blocks from my house(Rising from her seat in
anger at the Television) Military target?! That's the
Mansour district, Norm. People live there! | know because
| did. We passed that tower every day on the way to and
from school and I'm watching my country blow it to bits on
CNN?!

The playwright gives the impact of the war a human face as she connectbténg m
target to the people she knew in Iraq, like “the family that found our dog Pepper when
she was lost, fed her oranges and spoiled her for days,” and “the muezzin wtasall
five times a day from the mosque across the street.” She wonders if Jassemijlyier fa
cook, survived the attacks.

This scene gets its title from a film by the same naloeyrage Under Fire
which portrays the Gulf War, and references the same guard tower “just bl@ayraaw

backdrop to the tragic friendly fire deaths of what, two Americans? Three?” The
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playwright/performer expresses her anger about the perspective of warguiesehe
American media: “Never mind the hundreds of Iragis scattered acrosstth@dat two
Americans died, let's make a movie!” As Buck sits in the movie-theatrenimgtthe

film, she reflects on the strange feeling of being “surrounded by people cryihiggust
me and realize we are mourning different people.” Then she shifts from the general
political scene to the personal as the scene ends with a tribute to Jassewringyapla
candle for him while saying, “And | think of Jassem .... And all | can say, is that we
don’t know the first thing aboutal courage under fire.”

In later performances of this play, Buck added an optional monologue to the scene
commenting on the current war in Irag and referring to the hybrid identity of the
performer, “I have a hard time keeping up with all the horrors in Baghdad today —
watching two countries that are a part of me collide.” The new ending of the scene
reflects on the lives being lost in Iraqg.

We all know the names of Americans killed in Baghdad,
and | mourn them, as | mourn the loss of any life. But
today | want to share with you a name that has been a part
of my life, and will always be. So this candle is for Jassem,
and all the thousands like him whose names we will never

know.
Buck kneels before the candle, as she did for the Muslim prayer, and says to tee candl
representing Jassem “Ma’a salam. Go with peace,” indicating that héawestlied in
the new war. In this scene the playwright/performer connects her life amhglers
experiences to the conflicting world she lives in, offering an insightful cemtany on
the impact of war on human lives. Meanwhile, she offers the audience an insight on the

effect of the American wars on the lives of Iraqis, by invoking the charaiciassem. It
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is worth noting that the only Arab character in the play, who is not a relatibe, is t

family’s servant, which reflects the performance’s obliviousness to rdgonships.

In the final scene “Touching Ground,” the playwright revisits her childhood,
playing on the sandy beach, by the ocean in Oman. She perceives the ocean agga unify
element of all the shores it touches. The ocean becomes a metaphor for the
playwright/performer herself,

Sometimes | feel like the ocean She steps into the pool,

holding its sides as she crouches thelgs touching so

many shores at once that forms the shape of who | am.
The image of the ocean touching many shores seems to be the answer to the tdy’s ini
guestion “where is home?” The answer provided in the final scene is:

We all take our shape from the lands that we touch. That's

what home is | guess -- where you make contact with the

earth.
This resolves the main quest of the play: the search for home and the negotiation of the
performer’s hybrid identity. The play ends with the performer carryinghiécase as an
indicator of her diasporic condition. Yet, despite of the classical, physical imége of
diaspora, marked by the suitcase, emotionally, the playwright/performeiafsetsse of
home, through her identification with the ocean, in her contact with the many shaéres tha

shape her.

Overall, Leila Buck’s one-woman solo performan&ite offers a sketch of
several pivotal moments and characters in the life of the playwright/perfofimough
the personal stories, Buck introduces the audience to some aspects of the Araaic cult

and language, and comments on some of the bigger political questions. In the span of this
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one-act play, the playwright raises fundamental questions regarding the idiaspor
condition, and offers insights into the interweaving of the personal and the political
especially through her unique position, and hybrid identity, as an Arab American,
growing up in Arab countries where her American diplomat father is posteaufzof

the wide range of themes Buck is attempting to cover in this play, she touches some of

the issues without delving deeply into their complexities.

Nora Armani'sOn The Couch With Nora Armani

The third performance | wish to examine in this chapt@nishe Couch With
Nora Armani Nora Armani, who is of Armenian descent, was born and raised in Egypt.
She decided to travel to Europe to study, then to the United States to try her luck as an
actor in Hollywood. Although Armani is not Arab by blood, she is culturally Arab and
she is the only writer discussed in this thesis who is a fluent Arabic spedkacalty
Armani refers to herself as “Egyptian, Armenian, American,” as ttee for her
performancéOn The Couch With Nora Armapioudly advertises. This one-woman
autobiographical play is also the first play Armani has written. She, meanihdule
long career as a stage and film actor in Egypt and Europe. Her play, whialusing on
love, career and the performer’s diasporic existence, is thematicatigdivito two
parts: the personal experiences, and the ancestors’ stories. The arfaiempr structures
the play in the form of a journey on which the audience accompanies her as shesrecount
some highlights of her life: “let's hold hands and leap into the Wonderful World of Nora

Armani.”®

% All references to the play are to an unpublisheshuscript, in the possession of the author.

61



As a performer, Nora Armani has a warm stage presence, and the format of the
play — a chat with a woman on her couch, in the style of television talk shows — sets the
scene for this informal atmosphere. The performance begins with a direcsatidiiee
audience, in which Armani invites everyone to share some of her favorite plays and
poems, and encourages them to laugh or applaud. Then the performer refers to some of
her frustrations when as she attempted to ‘make it’ in Hollywood as an actor, and to the
main issues actors face there:

It all boils down to appearance, identity and belonging.
Who are you? Who do you know? And especially who
knowsyou? Where do you come from?

These questions seem to address the complicated issue of identity. But, ay thiaqtla
primarily concerned with the search for identity, Armani quickly offersamsiver to all
these questions:

| already come with a category all my own and no one
knows about it: a female, born in Egypt of Western
Armenian parents, educated in England, lived primarily in
the USA and in France, with shorter passages in a host of
other countries which we won't go into, fluent in several
languages, two of which mother tongues, &afting on a
sexy pose)endowed with a host of special physical

attributes.

Most of the first half of the play is dedicated to the actor’s relationship witthda

lover, who is supposed to be in the audience attending the perforfidinis technique

% Coincidently, when Armani performed her play foe first time in the United States, at the Segait€e
of CUNY Graduate Center, one of the audience mesnlvas, in fact, an old lover of hers. Since thée, s
has reunited with him, and relocated from Europlétwith him in New York.
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gives Armani a chance to recount some of her love interests, interspersingithdive
poetry recitations, ranging from Shakespearian sonnets to contemporagi&nm
poems, adding some crude jokes regarding men’s use of toilet seats in diffiéitersc

The play changes tone completely in the second half, where Armani starts to tel
some of the true stories of her ancestors’ lives, struggles and deportationrframiz\in
the 1910s, and their migration to Egypt. Later, she refers to the political atmosphere of
Nasser’s Egypt and the mass exodus of minorities in the 1950s. Even the nature of the
humor changes in this part of the play because it stems from the family situbtions
addition to sharing some of her memories as a child growing up in Egypt, the pltywrig
recounts how her grandparents flee Armenia and eventually met in Egypt. i@hwisha
the historical coincidence that brought her paternal grandfather to Egypt in 1914. Afte
he missed the ship heading from the port on the Bosphorus to America, instead of waiting
for another the following day, he boarded a ship that was headed for Alexandria on the
Egyptian shores.

In this section 0On the Couch with Nora Armarthe writer/performer presents a
comedic depiction of some of the traditions of the Armenian community in Egypt in the
early twentieth century. An example is the account of her grandfatherlengoan a
“wife hunt” and makingakhchigndesggirl viewing) visits. Armani describes the protocol
of these visits in details, offering an insight into how this cultural institutioratgy

Finally, the prospective mother-in-law, in order to show off
her daughter’'s obedience, ordered her to serve the coffee.
‘Akhtchig sourdjeh per®’. . . . For her the most important
thing was not to trip and fall or spill the coffee on her suitor

unless of course she wanted to get rid of him. Then he

37 Girl, bring the coffee. (Armenian)
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would taste the coffee she served him. Too sweet meant she
liked him. Sour meant she couldn’t stand him. But the girl's
real interest lay in getting it just right because that wees
coffee he was to drink for the rest of his life if ever he

married her!
The tragic Armenian history also finds its place in this play, and Norafirma
swiftly moves from the comic depiction of “girl visits” to the massacres ofjémecide

the performer’s maternal grandmother experienced:

Her father, my great-grandfather, was a priest in Kayseri, i
Anatolia. He was executed by hanging in 1915 at the onset
of the massacres. His surviving kin were his wife and four
daughters, my grandmother being the eldest. The five
women had no choice, they had to leave; my grandmother
held her baby in her arms. Her husband, my grandfather,
was separated from them, along with all the other men in
the village, recruited to dig trenches for Turkish troops or
mass graves for themselves.

After describing how the performer’s grandmother, who was a schoolmistress

her village, led the children through a secret passageway to a basement classroom
used for the instruction of the forbidden Armenian language, Armani shares the
ritual experience her grandmother and the children had every summer greeting the
fruit trees at the beginning and the end of the season, bringing to life, on stage,
some of the Armenian traditional songs and dances. Then the tone shifts to the
forebodings of the autumn of 1914, as villagers said good-bye forever to the trees
and the land which bore them:

They were deported. She was deported, like millions of her

compatriots. The march in the desert, the starvation, the
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selling of goods then bodies, the rapes, the massacres and
other forms of man's inhumanity to man, had finally come
to end with their arrival in Aleppo train station. Trainloads

of Armenians were brought there from villages and towns
along the rail tracks.

After Armani recounts this moving historical moment on stage, she connectsrit to he
personal history, as her grandparents were re-united in Aleppo train station lhejore t
settled in Egypt.

The writer/performer interrupts the ancestors’ narrative to get a yeattraevisit
the love story with the man in the audience, and to count her alphabetical list of lovers.
The blending of the personal and the political continues through the second-generation of
Armani’s lineage story, with her parents’ courtship was marked by the pbtitienoil in
Egypt before the 1952 revolution. Even the performer’s birth is interwoven in the
political history of the country of her birth, Egypt:

France and Great Britain declared war and backing Israel
attacked Egypt by land, sea and air. Nasser proceeded with
further nationalization in the country and let down by both
the UK and USA, finally turned eastward for support.
That's when | was born.

On the Couch with Nora Armattien relates, in a humorous commentary, the mass
exodus of the minorities from Egypt in the late fifties and early sixties, andhisw
affected the writer/performer.

The personal narrative proceeds to recount Armani’s final departure, in hope of
solving her problem of belonging. She aspires to become famous and rich in Hollywood,
where “belonging would no longer be my problem since others would want to belong to

my club.” This ‘plan’ does not work, and her narrative moves from United States to
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England, to revisit the love story that frames the play. There too, the peifermer is
faced with the same predicament of belonging: “while his friends took grdatipr
showing off their cultural and social connections and difference, | tried hard to mde mi
simulating inexistent affiliations to almost anything.”

At the beginning of this performance, the answer to the question of who the
performer is seems straightforward. As the play evolves, this claritydslied by the
complicated history and journey of the writer/ performer. Her clear sense of
categorization, quoted earlier in this section, does not prove to be clear at alhi Arma
wraps up the evening’s adventure by describing her trip to Scotland, undertaken in an
attempt to forget her lover, and ends the performance by another Armenian poem about
the nostalgia of visiting the past. The final lines of Anna Akhmatova’'s poke,
Basements of Memqrgnd of the play are:

Let's go home.
Where is my home?
Where is my spirit?

As soon as the poem is over, the performer starts belly dancing to Egyptianglayitim
the lights fade out.

As a writer, Armani’s project in this play has a number of layers. At thaiiag
of the performance she promises to shares some of her favorite poems, which she does
throughout the play, yet she does not refer to any of her favorite plays as pletiges ea
Instead, she narrates some of the stories of her Armenian heritage, fimg e with
the tale of her unfulfilled love affair. The performer chooses the storggeatichnique of
narrating the sequences, rather than performing them. Using the tonalityobfebtve

narrator distances the performer from the material, making her an outsiderstory
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she is disclosing to the audience. Aiming to entertain her audience, Armani offe@nuse
ironic tone to tell her personal story, positioning herself further away fromanetive,
which makes her twice removed from the material, hence, hindering the audience from
identifying with her characters. In spite of this, the performance susce@resenting a
segment of Armenian history through Armani’s revival of the stories of hertanges
giving voice to this often forgotten part of humanity’s brutal history.

In this play, the writer/performer is not only able to portray part of the Armenia
culture, not only through the narratives of deportation, settling down, and another mass
immigration, but she also managed to recapture the innuendos of that culture through
evoking the Armenian language, poetry and songs. In addition, she presents some of the
key moments of her life: in Egypt, England and the United States. On the other hand,
though this play discusses the diasporic existence of Armenian émigrés asd pose
guestions about identity and belonging; it does not offer an exploration of these topics.
Armani’s interest in the Armenian lineage is mainly for the dramatiema&tnot to
probe the complexities of the diasporic identity, which differs greatly thenother two

autobiographical performances discussed in this chapter.

Conclusion

Although all three performances discussed in this chapter present a woman of
Arab background sharing her personal story, and recounting some of her family’s
narrative, and although all of them offer their reflections on the politiceltgn at the
time of their tale, the three autoperformances vary a great deal in theflewalleement

of each artist with her material. There is a continuum of such involvement among the

67



three autobiographical plays. At one end of the spectrum is Suha AlBre$sing

Beyond In Betweein which the writer/performer is fully involved in the material she is
performing. Her connection to her tale is urgent and visceral. Her confusionpgagsti
identity negotiation, experience of political turmoil, and loss of a family medheto

the occupation are immediate, and personally experienced. The audienceewithess
events of her life as they unfold on stage. Alhough she grew up in the United States, her
numerous visits to Palestine connect her to her country of origin, to the extesttehat
dreams of joining the Intifada. Throughdressing Beyond In Betwedhe audience
accompanies the writer/performer on a journey, witnessing her pain firstimah@sashe
embodies her mother being strip-searched at the border, the audience sees how the
performer’s body carries the humiliation of this experience she observed &k Alkhi

Jurf dramaturgically chooses not to relate how her aunt was killed, but rathgetthba
audience observe her as she receives the phone call informing her of the loss of her aunt
and witness her shock and pain.

The performance starts with a prayer, which presents Al Jurf’'s negotadther
connection with the divine and with her Muslim heritage. This prayer could be contrasted
with Leila Buck’s usage of prayer in her plEsite Buck performs a shortened version of
prayer, to show the audience how the prayer looks and sounds. The prayer reminds her of
the sounds of the Arab cities she grew up in, during her family’s diplomatic posts.
Comparing these two prayer experiences and how they are presented onfetage of
way of contrasting the difference between the two plays. Al Jurf's expernietitat of
the insider to the Arab culture, which she claims as her own, while probleméut&zing

American side. On the other hand, Buck’s experience, as portrayed in the paderof
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the prayer, is more external; she is guiding the audience as an outsider/Bisale
declares that she is not Muslim, then presents her version of the prayer movenient, w
chanting the sound of the call to prayer, which makes it more a performance than an
actual prayer.

It is not difficult to see that, in her autobiographical performance, Buck, who
comes from mixed heritage, identifies more easily with her Americatageriwhile she
attempts to strengthen the connection with her Arab background and to present the
Arabic culture to the American audiences. Buck is removed from some of the stozie
shares iflSite A clear example is the short scene about the Palestinian sufferingthroug
the eyes of one of her cousins, who witnessed a Palestinian woman being beaten by
Israeli soldiers at a border check point, before the cousin is quickly rushed from the
scene. This event is a several degrees removed, as the performer did natexpiesie
suffering or witness it herself. Comparing this scene to Al Jurf's chedkpoene
clarifies the varying level of engagement each writer has with herialat

At the other end of this continuum@ the Couch with Nora Armanthough
this performance could be described in similar words to the two discussed above — an
Arab American one-woman autobiographical performance, discussing the journey of the
artist and referring to her ancestors — this play provides a very diffeigiat@ndealing
with this topic. As a playwright, Armani’s project does not address her complexgeerit
and the myriad of diasporic identities, rather it creates a vehicle for haragor to
show her abilities, from poetry reading to belly dancing, while using thiyfatary as
dramatic material and dedicating a large part of her play to visiting atenstory with

an imaginary audience member. During the course of the play, Armani presaetsfs
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her ancestors’ suffering, but her choices as an actor and a writer of prgsleati
genocide story in the third person distances her and the audience from the situation. Thi
performance is set up to entertain its audience with stories presentetidrbmuiry of
Armani’s couch, evoking the television host formula.

The titles of the three plays reflect this continuum of involvement. Armatiés ti
On the Couch with Nora Armagignals the familiarity and relaxed tone of the
performance, whiléSite points to the inward reflection on the place of the “I” and the
concept of sight/site; meanwhiRressing Beyond In Betwesunggests a deeper search
“beyond” the range of expectation, evoking what is not easily apparent, aglidéesn “in
between.” This title also carries a sense of urgency which appearérist #gord
“pressing.”

The project of each of these autobiographical performances is unique, aseall thr
plays use the personal narrative to a different end. While Al Jurf's playap@ortunity
to present the voice of a “Palestinian American, Muslim woman” on stage andeo shar
some first-hand experiences of the struggle of the Palestinian peoplés Bextkrmance
is a reflection on the interaction of Arabs and the West, a comparison between the
position of women in both cultures, and it shows some of the impact of the American war
on Irag. On the other hand, Armani’s performance presents some of the Armenian
struggle at the beginning of the twentieth century, while the main focus of the
performance is the unfulfilled love story.

These varying projects target and draw different audiences. Sincks8¢élias
enjoyed a successful tour of festivals, colleges, and conferences. uekarfarkets her

play to international conferences, especially those concerned with inteatult
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understanding. As more audiences become interested in exploring what Aralis are, t
play offers the audience a way of understanding something about the Arailnie eunid
about living between two cultures, through the eyes of the daughter of an American
diplomat father and an Arab artist mother. Buck has lived in both cultures, and therefore
can share with the audience her perspective about the Arabic culture fraadestafce.
This performance, in addition to its sense of humor in presenting sensitive liksue
women'’s bodies, also offers a “taste” of Arabic food, as the performer, emigdus
grandmother, shares a tray of Arabic sweets with the audience in every pederaf
the play. As a plaiSite does not set out to challenge the audience, rather it attempts to
allow it a more personal view of this part of the world through the writer/pegftsm
experience as a child and her subsequent visits to her family’s differenttf@sst ci
leaving the audiences with some questions regarding their possible prejbdicetha
“other.” On the other handressing Beyond In Betweena more challenging
performance, as it confronts the audience with the demanding task of dealingewith t
Palestinian problem, through portraying an image of the situation that diféatsygrom
what the media presents. It also involves the audience emotionally in the killing of a
sixty-two-year-old woman, sitting on her doorstep in Palestine, by Isrédikiso It is
not surprising that. in spite of the recent growing interest in Arabic topicage, $his
play has not enjoyed wide performances due to its demanding subject matter.

Armani promotes her play, mainly, to the Armenian communities in the United
States and Europe. This tightly-knit community has supported the play’'s perforntances i
many cities in Europe and the States. It is clear from the content of thampdafypm its

liberal use of the Armenian language, in some cases with no translation tredtifsart
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intended audience is Armenian speakers. Yet as this diasporic community carries
multiple identities, in many cases Arabic, depending on where Armeniaas wer
[dis]placed, part of the project on this play is to relate to audiences from Arabic
background.

As the Turkish novelist Elif Shafak writes, commenting on Armenians’ clgngin
to history: “your crusade for remembrance... makes you part of a group thbezas a
great feeling of solidarity™ All three plays discussed in this chapter attempt to create a

greater feeling of solidarity through remembering.

3 Elif Shafak,The Bastard of IstanbiiNew York: Viking Penguin, 2007), 179.
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Chapter Two: Documentary Plays

Multi-character plays based on interviews are a form of documentary thesdtre t
allows theatre artists to present various layers and multiple points of eféaeting the
complex realities of their subject matter. This form has become inaggasnportant in
the contemporary political theatre scene. Some of its best known examples are Anna
Deveare Smith’s works Fires in the Mirror: Crown Heights, Brooklyn and Other
Identities andTwilight: Los Angeles-and Moisés Kaufman’saramie Projectwith the
Tectonic Theater Project. These and other documentary interview-basedpladyig st
on the experiences of the misrepresented and silenced, giving them a \amigh thr
theatrical performances. In these plays the format of enacted comnmiertyaws,
performed by one or more actors, has been used to explore identity politics and notions of
community formation. They have also allowed the troubled community a forum for
healing, while giving others a deeper look into this community. It is no coincidesice th
Arab American theatre artists use this form to explore Arab Americatitidand to
express some of the concerns of their community.

In this chapter, | will discuss Heather Raff@'®arts of Desird2003 - 4) and

Nibras Group'sSajjil *

(2002) as artistic responses to the war against Irag and the
aftermath of 9/11. These plays present the stories of the unheard, marginalized,
misrepresented, or oppressed Arabic and Arab American communities. While bsth play
are related to current events and are responding to the crises of 9/11 and tornhe war i

Iraq, they also attempt to construct a sense of identity and community and to connect to

the “other” by finding similarities in the shared human experience.

39 Nibras is an Arabic word that means “lantern,” &agjjil is an Arabic verb meaning “to record.”
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Both plays could be seen as introductions to their communities, as they offer the
audience a perspective beyond the usual stereotyping of Arabs, Muslimsgsdlinay
allow the audience to have some insight into the soul of these communities through the
personal stories performed on stage. The placing of one character next to another, like
mosaic tiles, creates complex images of the communities presented in #yssd pé
end result of presenting the various characters is a multi-dimensional image of
communities, in which the whole is larger than the sum of its parts.

| will start by exploring some definitions of documentary theatre, theh lowk
at the process of documentary theatre making in order to ex@riags of Desiren the
light of this model, and to see how it works as a documentary play. | will also diseuss
implications of the reception of the play during the continuing current war agjaiqst
analyzing the simulation of documentary conditions in the media coverage adhe Ir
war. Following that, | will look at the structure of the play and its charadtarsng the
changes in the text and performance of the play. | will conclude the firsifghrs

chapter by discussing how the play continues to evolve after its off-Broadway run.

Heather Raffo’® Parts of Desire

Heather Raffo’® Parts of Desires partly based on interviews conducted over a
period of ten years with Iraqi women inside Iragq and in exile. The play is a onarwom
show, often performed by the playwright herself. Its main character|, isyaspired by
an artist famous in Iraq during Saddam Hussein’s regime. The other eigittehaare
women activists, artists, doctors, housewives, mothers, teenagers, mournergeend |

Raffo creates a collage of the lives of these women in which their stoziggertwined
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giving the audience an insider’s look into the lives of these ordinary yet extadtiaqi

women.

One of the most prominent documentary theatre makers in the United States,

Emily Mann, summarizes her documentary process saying:

| go out and I find the event. | go to the place. | do a lot of work on
it. | do a lot of research on it. | interview a whole lot of people.
find documents that have to do with that. Then | construct a play

out of that. I'm working from life and it's very persorfal.
Heather Raffo’s process in creat@dparts of Desires similar to that of Mann. Raffo
found an event, the 1991 Gulf Watand went to the place where it happened. As she
writes in her author’s note9“Parts of Desiravas inspired by a life-changing trip | made

to Iraq in 1993.*? There the playwright visited a number of sites that later appeared in

the play:

| visited the Amariya bomb shelter where many Iraqi civiliboss

their lives when the shelter became a target in the 1991 want

to the Saddam Art Center, the modern art museum of Baghdad,
and saw rooms and rooms of billboard-sized portraits of Saddam
Hussein. Then | wandered into a back room and there was a
haunting painting of a nude woman clinging to a barren tree. Her

head was hanging, bowed, and there was a golden light behind her,

like a sun. | stood motionless in front of the painting. | felt as

40 as guoted inGary Fisher Dawsorbocumentary Theatre in the United States: An HisgdtSurvey and
Analysis of Its Content, Form, and Stagecr@ffestport, Connecticut and London: Greenwoodd)res
1999, 5

“1 Erom an Arabic perspective the current Gulf Wahesthird Gulf War. The first war took place betwmee
Iran and Iraq in the 1980s, while the second wasl®91 war against Iraq to liberate Kuwait.

“1 All references to the text and production notesfiema an unpublished manuscript®Parts of Desirg
(version 84) given to the author by the playwright.
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though this artist had painted me exactly. The painting wad title
“Savagery.”

This painting was the creation of the Iraqi artist Layla Al Attar f&Rafas inspired by the
painting and wanted to connect with the artist. The playwright started exploritgpie

by researching Al Attar, and she discovered that the artist had been killedA\byeaican

air raid in June of 1993, a few months before Raffo’s visit. In a manner similar to the
process of theéaramie Projectin which the Tectonic Theater Project members
investigated the life and death of Mathew Shepard by interviewing people who knew hi
and others who knew about his death, Raffo began to collect material about the artist. I
knew | would never meet her but | wanted to talk to other Iraqi artists who knewcher a

"3 Raffo met and interviewed a number of women whose stories apgar in

her work.
Parts of DesireHowever, she refuses to label her work and her process as documentary
theatre. The playwright states that “with rare exception, none of these stiai®ld
verbatim.”* Nevertheless, many of the methods, processes and definitions of
documentary theatre apply to Raffo’s play. In the introductidbadcumentary Theatre in

the United States;ary Fisher Dawson offers his definition of documentary theatre after
summarizing the attempts of several previous writers to describe thisNichrael

Renov identifies what he calls the “four tendencies” of documentary pracbaectird,

to persuade, to analyze, and, to expréSall four tendencies can be easily found in

Raffo’s work. Dan Isaac suggests three purposes of documentary thieatedlett

anxiety, to leave an audience wanting to know more, and to document th& paRafts

of Desireaccomplishes all three purposes. Similarly, Derek Paget states that docymenta

“3 Unpublished manuscript & Parts of Desirgin the possession of the author.
*4 Dawson. 19.
> Dawson. 19.
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theatre in the “Piscatorian tradition” is characterized by four majotiture “to reassess
history; to celebrate accounts of localities, or marginalized groupsyéstigate events

and issues; and to serve knowledge and understaritiingather Raffo’s play fulfills all

these functions and it also meets Dawson’s own definition of the purpose of documentary

theatre, which involves “learning about, recalling, interpreting, or resporaling t

historical moment*

In his article "Documentary Solo Performance: The Politics of the Mur&elf"
Jonathan Kalb observes:

Documentary is perforce a loose concept. It's nothing more than a
tacit agreement by artist and audience to meet on a chesdoffi
presumably factual reference; to make the rules tighter than tha
would drain it of dramatic impaé?.

Following Kalb’s suggestion of “loosening the definitiondafcumentary *° | find 9

Parts of Desireclosely connected to this genre. Though Raffo is unwilling to see her
work as documentary, | believe it is. As Dawson notes “a play can be clhssifee
documentary play even though its author may not be aware that it i3'arteete are
many parallels between the process of creatiéhRdrts of Desirand the method of
documentary theatre. It is similar to documentary plays in terms oftisedies,
structure, and the way it is performed and advertised. It has segmenrgs @s Bome of
the stories of the characters come from interviews or personal conversatibfiem

experiences the writer had with women of Iraq, both in Irag and in exile.

*" Dawson. 19.

“8 Dawson. 19.

%9 Jonathan Kalb. "Documentary Solo Performance:Hdiics of the Mirrored Self" iTheater 31.3
(2001), 20.

¥ Kalb. 14.

°! Dawson. 19.
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The publicity for the performances emphasized that the play is based on “ten
years of research,” and it is “detailing the lives of Iragi women.” THeB@fadway
production flyers had the caption “The Women of Irag have not been heard from...Until
Now.” This encouraged both audiences and critics to consider the production in
documentary termd.he List: Glasgow and Edinburgh Events Gustigted that the play
“chronicles the experiences of a multitude of Iragi women,” and Lynne Waliode v
The IndependentRaffo gets inside the hearts and minds of oppressed Iragi women.
Drawing on interviews and events of the recent pEstihile The British Theatre Guide
described the play as “the most shocking testantént.”

Though Raffo is opposed to comparing her work to that of Anne Deveare Smith,
whom she admires and respects, there are many similarities in tiseotieir
performances. The structures of the plays of both artists consist maindgiés of
monologues presenting various characters, whom the playwright/performesomgtes,
using simple prop® Parts of Desires staged in a way that allows the audience to
perceive it as a series of authentic testimonies, and Raffo’s skillfutsopegions of the
nine characters add to the feeling of meeting genuine Iragi women on stadmartt to
convince the audience that the characters on stage are pure literary tardtspite the
fact that some of them are largely created by Raffo. Like Emily Mann, sviabways
challenging public history with living history?* Raffo is working from life and the
personal, challenging the history available to the public with the “livingtyisin the

stories she presents, adding another layer to the fabric of reality. Aegbraple is the

52 Lynne Walker.The Independenf0 August 2003. http://www.independent.co.ukfarts
entertainment/theatre-dance/reviews/nine-partsesfrd-536514.htmldownloaded 14 January 2006)
>3 The British Theatre Guid@1 August 2003 http://www.britishtheatrequide.iafidicles/310803a.htm
gtiownloaded 14 January 2006)

Dawson. 17.
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testimony of “Umm Gheda,” the only survivor from the Amariya bomb shelter, who
shares the story of how she lost all her family when the bomb shelter was attaeked b
double-bomb designed to strike bomb shelters and destroy those inside. Other sarrative
include the harrowing description of the torture inflicted by Saddam Hussegirse
and the disturbing tales of the detrimental effects of weapons like depletadhurased
during the Gulf War, on the environment and on the health of the population, resulting in
terminal diseases and large numbers of deformed newborns. All these slkEradrhe
audience to assume that they are witnessing the experiences of althgimvomen on
stage.

Nevertheless, Heather Raffo’s work is far from the verbatim or testainstyle;
there are many elements in the performance that are createty dntitiee playwright,
including the main character of the play, LayaRaffo’s work mixes fact with fiction,
blurring the two dimensions. Hence, | categofzearts of Desirg as a “semi-
documentary” as it depicts the immediate debate in society regardingtivehie
adding depth and historical dimension to it through Hooda’s narrative about other wars
and people’s struggle. At the same time, it fearfully anticipates theefuhplications of
the war and bombings in the Doctor and Teenage Girl’'s monologues.

In addition to the ties between this work and the documentary theatre model,
Raffo’s process shares many similarities with ethnographic réseziie describes how
she collected the material that became her play, saying:

My process was not one of formal interviewst rather a process

of living with, eating with, communicating compassionately and

%5 Though the initial spark for this play was inspitedthe work of Iraqi artist Laila Al Attar, the ahacter
of the artist in the play, Layal, is the creatidrite playwright.
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loving on such a level, that when | parted from their homes it was
clear to all that we were now family.

Raffo’s process of gathering material points toward contemporary ethnagtegids,

marked by the researcher’s shift from the role of the outside “observer” tof that
“participant” sharing the lives of the subjects of research. Dwight Conopetidescribes

this development in ethnography as the “shift from monologue to dialogue, from
information to communicatior?® The playwright/performer’s position as a researcher in
Irag is unusual because she is both an insider and outsider to the culture. She is related by
blood to her father’s family members, most of whom live in Irag. When she is in Iraq,

with them, she is ‘at home’ with family, which differs from the traditional inesv

process. At the same time, she is American-born and raised and does not speak the
language, which makes her an outsider to the culture, presumably able to see it mor
objectively and to observe its dynamics more clearly. The insider/outsidgaopadows

Raffo access to meet Iraqgis in their homes, and be part of the normal éaiffydif

household, while at the same time giving her the freedom to remain outside theofletails
daily life in order to register the cultural contradictions, nuances okeexist and the

different styles of speech. Being simultaneously inside and outside tké/soakes the
playwright a particularly qualified researcher, easily accpeted byeeofie culture as

one of them. At the same time, the community’s knowledge that Raffo is not a permanent

part of the society makes it easier for them to share intimate stotiekewi

56 Dwight Conquergood. “Rethinking Ethnography: TowsedCritical Cultural Politics.” In
Communication Monographss, (1991),182
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In spite of her close depiction of the experiences of Iragi women, Raffe@sefus
claim that her play is documenting the real. This denial becomes more intgreisén it
is juxtaposed with the prevalence of Reality TV, and the situation is furthericated!
by the Iragi war coverage. The current media culture encourages the presafttie
coverage of the war on Iraq in terms of documentary performance, as the ultimate
documentary reality show, including embedded journalists intended to authentisate it a
‘real.” The news coverage of the war in the mainstream media and the embedded
journalists create an illusion of the real, which belies the editing, manipulatiwn, a
censorship that takes place in that proéé&mn the other hand, and despite the
continuous media coverage of the war, the audience hungers for the truth of wdilt is re
taking place in the war zone. The public has many questions regarding thesrefthie
Irag war, the Iraqi side of the story, and the Iraqi death toll. In this culture o
(mis)information 9 Parts of Desirdills a gap, feeding some of the audience’s yearning
for “true” stories they can relate to, through the play’s artistic reptagon of the stories
of Iragi women living through and suffering the consequences of war. Raffo retlverks
text of the play to include a response to the televising of war — “you can work out to the
War in the Gym/ in the bar/ in the nail salon”- reflecting on the prominence of war
coverage on television, making the world an “eye witness” to this modern tragedy.

As a living thing, this play is greatly influenced by its surroundings and it
continues to evolve in response to current events. The geographical changesoimsiocati
production circumstances, as well as the continuously developing war in Iraqg are

reflected in alterations to the performance and the sériparts of Desirdnas more than

*" This manipulation process was the subject of tag pmbeddedpresented in the Public Theatre in New
York City, 2004.

81



nine lives. To date, the play has gone through one hundred revisions corresponding to the
changes in venue, audience, the background political situation and in the author’s
reactions to these elements. These alterations signal the workingspobties

playwright.

To trace some of these changes it is essential to refer to the play’s moeducti
history. Examining some of these revisions also offers a closer look at the degelopi
concerns of the plag@ Parts of Desiravas first developed with Voice Chair Productions
under the direction and dramaturgy of Eva Breneman. It received its worlcepeeani
the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh 2003. The performance was moved to London’s Bush
Theatre, which published its first script. Theatre critics hailed it agbiie “five best
plays in London.” After some revisions the play had a short run in January 2004 at
Queens Theatre in the Park, in New York under the direction of Jack Hofsiss. Then the
dramatist made major adjustments to the text to suit the American audielizey,

2004, The Public Theatre selected it to be part of tew Work Nowestival of

readings where it was developed substantially under the direction of Kate Sa&on. T
newly-revised play was also presented in a reading in Alwan Center fortthenANew

York. When David Fishelson, producer of the Manhattan Ensemble Theatre (MET),
picked the play for production for the Fall 2004 season, he hired a new director and a new
design team. In collaboration with the director Joanne Settle, Heather Raléonmagor
changes to both the characters and the pace of the play. This production receivid nati
critical acclaim, and a number of prizes, including the 2005 Blackburn Prize Special
Commendation, and the 2005 Lucille Lortel Awards for Best Solo Show and Best Sound

Design. This production played at the MET for nine months, had five extensions and was
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a critic’s pick of theNew York TimeslimeOutandVillage Voicefor twenty-four weeks.

In Fall 2005 the performance began a national tour, starting in the Geffen Thehte, i
Angeles, and most recently had a run in the Arena Stage, in Washington, DC, Fall 2006.
Because of the high demand for presenting this play in numerous regional thesdfees, R
agreed that other actors could perf@marts of Desireand ,since Spring 2006,
simultaneous productions of this performance have been mounted in different parts of the
United States. Some of these productions followed the initial concept of having one
actress perform all nine characters, while other directors recruiteghlmalttresses to

play the nine Iragi women, following the playwright’s recommendations in her

production notes:

| am very excited, however, about the possibility9oParts of
Desire being performed with more than one actor while still
maintaining this sense of a single fractured psyche.... In
considering the play with a multi-actor cast | would still@nmage

the doubling of roles. To cast for instance three women rather than
nine.

In the rest of this discussion, however, | will focus on the performances acteshtheH
Raffo, in collaboration with director Joanne Settle.

The 2004-2005 Off-Broadway production®Parts of Desirat the Manhattan
Ensemble Theatre had a multi-layered set, which influenced Raffo to charspeiphef
the play:

With Antje Ellerman’s set design the stage became vareueds
of Iragi society from the ancient to the modern, with tiles
crumbling, layers of mosaic, bricks, books, carpets and sand-bags.

At the center of the production was a river reminding us ofdraq

heritage as the cradle of civilization. The river was bothhiayt
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and functional, a symbol of a life giving source and of the darker
underworld. Some characters inhabited one side of the great river,
others leapt across it. Some characters washed in it, others
baptized us in the first recorded creation myth telling of atgrea
fresh water sea that lies beneath. Layal's paintbrushes manoé
the river. Hooda’s great pile of books and newspapers lined the
river — they became Nanna’s books and newspapers. Every single
item on stage was a part of every character'sfife.

In the earlier versions Raffo used the character of the artist, Layhae hackbone of the

play. Each of the other characters was presented as sitBegsion, as Layal paints

them. The structure consisted of a series of consecutive portraits/monologAraadly
Hooda, the Doctor, the American, Umm Gheda, Shorouq, and Nanna, who reveal their
stories to the painter and the audience. Inspired by the layering of the sef theslgter
versions of the play offered a more integrated structure with less focus orahaylagr

studio as the play’s central location.

By the eighty-fifth version of the play (the version used for the MET production)
the characters became more intricately woven. Layal, the artist itudey 1 Baghdad,

works for the regime, and is both supported and oppressed by it.

Layal:
Leave Iraq? . ..
| fear it here
And | love it here
| cannot stop what | am here
| am obsessed by it

By these things that we all are but we are not saying.
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Layal’'s character is juxtaposed to Hooda, the exiled artist in London, who is fully

opposed to the regime and recounts some of its horrors.

Hooda:

| couldn’t march with anyone who was pro Saddam.

| protested all my life, | was always political

even | was bourgeois - in '58 anybody who was intelligent
was communist.

When | lived in Beirut during their war | protested too,
everywhere | go there is a wéhe laughs and hacks)

| walked for peace in Vietnam,

| walked for Chile,

but this war it was personal, this war was against all my
beliefs and yet | wanted it.

Because Saddam

Saddam was the greater enemy than, | mean,
imperialism -

The earlier versions of the play suggest that these two charactersstene sthile in the
latest version examined here they are put in opposition, with no clear reference to a
familial connection. The dichotomy between the main characters, Layal and Hooda, is
triangulated by the character of the American. The American, an Iragii¢an young
woman living in New York City, is the character that underwent the most ratimage
from the early versions of the play. Raffo no longer has her discuss her relgtiwitbhi

her boyfriend, instead, she is following the war coverage on television, in hopér get
information about her family, while openly questioning mass graves, the Abu Gharieb

prison scandal and the American public’s reaction to the war;

The American:

I’'m on my knees
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in the middle of my apartment
with my mom

on the phone
watching

I’'m holding a rosary
watching

CNN

| want to pray

but | don’t have
words

so | say their names
out-loud

Sarta,

Zuhair,

Hooda,

Zuhira,

Behnam,

Rebab

It is clear that the character of the American personifies Heatlfiler SRexperiences.
Through the words of the American, the playwright makes allusions to her own family

history, her frustrations at the war, using her cousins’ names as her prayer.

Most of the other characters9nParts of Desiralid not change: Amaal’'s
monologue about her failed marriages and her longing for love, the Doctor’s account of
the effects of the weapons on the health of the population, and Umm Gheda’s testimony
on the destruction of life in the Amariyah bomb shelter are similar to thaionerin the
first script, yet their place in the text and the way they became wovethéognd
interconnected to other parts of the play were altered to create a tasteanul a feeling

of urgency.
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Furthermore, the character of Nanna was expanded to offer updated commentary
on the lootings and lack of stability in the new Irag. One character disappearetdrom t
American version of the play. Sharough, the young Iragi mother who moved to New
Zealand and had to struggle with raising her children in a different cultasereplaced
by the character of the teenage Iraqi Girl, Samira, who dances to N'&yneaders
about her father’s disappearance. She gives a fresh perspective todlamtear

frustrations of living and growing up under the American occupation of Iraq:

Iraqgi Girl:
She doesn’t leave the house
except to go to the market
with my uncle
and before she goes she covers her hair
she is afraid of getting stolen by gangs -
now they steal women for money
or to sell them.
| try to tell momma she won't get stolen
her hair is not that nice -
they only steal people whos [sic] families have money.
But she says,
“don’t tempt your fates, [sic]
now they steal little girls to take them out of the country”
Today | thought
maybe | should get stolens [sic]

so | could leave my country.
The epilogue of the play continues to be presented by Nanna, who is trying to make
money by selling the last painting of Layal after her death. Yet this epiisgiypdated to

reveal current developments in the Iraqi society, like the looting of the Nakitussum.
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Nanna:
You must buy, buy
you must buy.
| tell you
this her last painting alive
all the rest
they are burned dead in the museum
| run
| took it.
Our history is finish [sic]
Sso it is more worth

more worth.

| have to sell it
| have to eat
two dollar?

And the play ends with the haunting image of Nanna'’s outstretched hand, trying to sell
Layal’s painting, for two dollars to buy food, as a powerful commentary on the aalue

human life and art during war.

The change8 Parts of Desirainderwent reflect the playwright’s sensitivity to
her historical, geographical, political, and aesthetic environment. The fissbvef the
play was written before the current war started in Iraq. As differentagaisst Iraq are
layered over one another throughout the performances, one of the ironies of this histori
moment becomes apparent; most of the references to President Bush and the war in the
text, though to a different president and a different war still apply today, assher
another Bush and another war against Iraq. Some changes in the text also suggest

changes in the playwright’'s perspective
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The play’s earlier structure of framing the characters through thee«f the
painter mirrors Raffo’s relationship as a writer/interviewer to theachers/women
presented in the play. The first audience saw the characters through the blasko€anva
the artists, which parallels the revealing of their stories to the intexuidie play went
through a major change in the wake of another war on Iraq and of the actualitiisg of t
war as a daily reality on television. The playwright had little acces®tavdmen she had
previously interviewed. This partially explains the changes in the charadter of
American, who functions as a bridge through whom the audience can access #mlplay
see the war, as well as its effect on the Arab American woman whose connection to he
family in Iraq is broken. This, also, corresponds with the position of Raffo as a
playwright/actress, living in the United States, and unable to communicate with the
women she presents on stage. The war developments and the destruction and chaos that
followed in Iraq led to a third major change9rParts of Desirendicated in the addition
of the character of the Mulaya, the professional mourner. The Mulaya’s two monologues
frame the play, connecting the stories of the women in the performance to the bigger
story of a civilization’s rise and decline, making the play part of the medisyunds
wailing for the end of life and hopeful for another beginning. The play starts with the
Mulaya’'s words:

Mulaya:
Early in the morning
always early in the morning
| come to throw dead shoes into the river
without this river there would be no here

there would be no beginning

it is why | come.
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This third change allows Raffo to shift the focus from the daily details of waersgff

and survival to a mystical level; a poetic view of the Iraqgi story as part ofciyecs
humanity. The Mulaya’s lyrical monologues transcend the limitations of thenturre
situation in Iraq, linking the stories of these specific Iragi women on stafe bigger

tale of women in modern civilization. Though her final lines, from the time that spe st
into the river on stage until she is completely submerged in water, echo Lfayall's
monologue of disintegration and destruction, the energy of the Mulaya’s words are
different. They collect the fragments of all the other characters indlgegs a chorus of
women in one body. The Mulaya’s framing monologues (re)position this play, alldwing i
some freedom from its particular historical moment, so that it can be pedfamde
appreciated long after the current situation is resolved. Thus, while most docymentar
plays are based on an incident or a series of events that took place in the past, this play
attempts to cover an ongoing, changing and evolving situation, while offering a

commentary on the complicated topics of oppression, war, love and occupation.

Raffo’s position as an Arab American inside/outside both cultures allows her not
only a unique access to the material while she is in Iraq, but also a rare opyptotuni
present this material to Western audiences easily. Being a blonde wamaMitthigan,
Raffo fits in a particular cultural image of the European-looking woman, wheeltes a
sense of familiarity between her and the American audience. BeingA\hragican and
belonging to both cultures simultaneously allows Raffo to create connectiwreehdhe
two cultures through her performance and her physical presence on stage. iBgalbdy
nine characters, the playwright/performer presents both “self” and “otheria body,

diminishing the distances of difference. Her body, both American and Arab, beaomes
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space for cultural connections, and her play acts as a bridge of understanding libe possi

cultural communication.

The performer moves from one character to the next as the stories floweasne aft
the other, creating a sense of continuity between the various tales of thednagn.
Though the playwright compares her work to Ntozake Shange’s Choreéjmoem
colored girls who considered suicide when the rainbow Is, éisge more parallels with
the structure of thArabian Nightsvhere the main story unfolds and leads to other
stories. Raffo evokes Shahrazad, the main character and the storyt€heGafe

Thousand and One Nighis Layal’s first monologue.

Layal:

"Either | shall live" - how does it go? Oh! Shahrazad! My favorite.
"or | shall be ransom for the virgin daughters of Muslims and the
cause of their deliverance from his hands to thine!"

In this parallel, Layal is compared to Shahrazad, who saved herself and the women of her
country from death at the hands of King Shaharyar by weaving a story so cogjpelli
night after night, for one thousand and one nights. Layal is attempting to save the women
in her portraits, by embodying them.

Layal:

Always | paint them as me

or as trees sometimes like | was telling you.

| do not ever want to expose exactly another woman'’s body
so | paint my body

but her body, herself inside me.

So itis not me alone

it is all of us
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but | am the body that takes the experience.

The non-linear structure @heOne Thousand and One Nighits which the main story
leads the listeners/audience to a myriad of stories, is similar to thatfased ir® Parts
Of Desire in which the tale of one woman seamlessly becomes the tale of another. It
could be argued that this nonlinear structure is a feminine structure, usirigcal ¢gom,
especially in the second part of the play, where the monologues of the diffexeatdtels
seem to respond to each other.

In this play, the story of each woman is separate, yet the culmination ofethe tal
of the nine characters and the accelerating pace at which they are preseaite a
feeling of progress in the nonlinear narrative. This style of writing allowa fieedom
of movement, presenting stories from different wars and time periods, througtyjmoytr
the details of the lives of each of the women independently. A clear exarptdeisy
the destruction of the artist’s studio, to create the mosaic of Bush the fathereat of
the play, although historically this precedes many of the other events mdnticdhe
play. The smashing /breaking down of the studio parallels the feminine structhee of
play which, rather than a traditional theatrical climax, presents a eolidipse stories
into each other, with a conflation of all the characters into one. This disintegcatiates
one shattered image representing the chaos in Irag. The beginning of the pexéorma
reverberates with the end. It moves beyond a circular mode into a spiralCldetarts
with Mulaya’s first monologue and ends with her second monologue, which feels like the
end of a cycle, but is also the beginning of another from a different place/ peespect
position. At the beginning she is throwing things into the river, while at the end she
herself is immersed in the water next to all the artifacts and thinghr&vein the river

to purify, and to start a new cycle in the lives of the women of Iraq.
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What unifies the stories on stage is not only the storyteller, who impersaftates
the characters, but also her prop, the “Abaya” (the performer’s cape). Metalarita
the stories of the Iragi women come from under the same “Abaya’”/cape, théich
performer wears throughout the performance, changing the way she useactfof the
characters she embodies. Nine characters appear from under that cover, four of whom
appear only once on stage. The characters of Amaal, the Doctor, Um Gheda, aaql the Ir
Girl are quick sketches; each tells a story that elaborates one aspiectiofihg the war.
On the other hand, the characters of Hooda, Nanna, and the American appear repeatedly
in the second part of the play, offering a commentary on current events, expanding the
stories and presenting different perspectives on them. Yet these thre¢erhanacnot
multi faceted. Hooda, the artist/intellectual in exile, is allowed to shayehenlbitterness
and anger at the regime of Saddam Hussein through her stories of the torture she
witnessed before she fled the country, whereas Nanna recounts the changesaeging pl
in society as it disintegrates under the pressure of the current occupatiovilamal c
While the character of the American shows more emotions as she follows the
development of war, however, it is hard to see her as a developed personality beyond
what she is representing in the play. Layal is the only multi-dimensionaotbam9
Parts of Desirerevealing both her weaknesses and her strength on stage, and allowing
more than just a glimpse into her world. The audience sees different facets of her
personality and hears her stories of love and betrayal, successes and faaléaa her
relationship with the political-cultural system, — that of a sadomasochahaend

victim of the Iragi regime. All these stories, wrapped as they are in tne freovided by
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the Mulaya’s two monologues, attempt to transcend this particular cultuaidast
moment to offer a musing on civilization and war.
At the end of the performance all the characters are collapsed into one.

When Layal starts breaking up her studio to make the commissioned mosaic, she breaks
down the barriers between the characters, embodying all of them as she, herself,
disintegrates. Breaking everything in the studio becomes the connecting act, the
collecting of the fragments of all the other women back into herself. Radreat
divided personality, all the women become unified in the body of Layal, whose final
monologue combines segments of the words of the other eight characters, forming one
encompassing psyche. As the war developed in Iraq, this part of the play became
representative of the civil war between the different factions of Iragtsod he collapse
of the characters can be interpreted as a reflection of Iragi societyiblong due to
factional fighting and civil war.

In 9 Parts of DesirgLayal embodies the struggle for self-identity and survival.
She endures her husband shooting her and a bomb destroying her house, “even | should
have been dead twice before | tell you/ but I'm not/ death is only teasing me.” The
audience learns that Layal is dead, at the end of the play, when Nanna triebeolasti
painting. The death of the main character is symbolic of the destruction ofdagiy; a
society that overcame several hardships before, but is disintegrating hengeegsure of
the current occupation.

One of the strengths of this play is that it does not attempt to take sides, or to
justify one position over the other. Rather, it exposes what was happening, what is

currently happening and some consequences of the successive wars oroffacs dt
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complex portrayal of the lives of the Iraqi people, which allows Ameriaéinscand
audiences on both sides of the issue, for or against the war, to use this playr@seerefe
to support their position.

Another strength 0 Parts of Desiras the way Raffo uses language to depict the
different speech styles of the nine characters. Apart from a few Arabic indrgsIraqi
dialect, all the characters use the English language to communicatevedpgach of the
women on stage has a specific way of using the language. Some of the chasacters
broken English, nonetheless each of their broken English is different, forming a unique
voice and style. For example, the Teenage Girl, uses the plural “s” at the enayof ma
words, including verbs, while Umm Gheda does not use the article “the”, or the plural
form, and sometimes inverts word order:

Umm Gheda:

Myself,

| think they were testing bomb —

these bomb had never been use before

but it is special two bomb design for breaking only a bomb shelter.
It is very purpose.

It is very purpose.

Layal’'s English is very clear, but something in the usage of language adahace
conveys that she is not a native speaker, as do the Arabic words dispersed in her
monologues, especially her constant use of “La” to say “No.” On the other hand,Nanna
language is clearly broken, with sentences formed through grouping woetiseiog
sometimes without a verb. Moreover, in performance, Heather Raffo worked ongreati

a different style and dialect even for the characters who are fluent irsfEngli
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distinguishing even the two women who speak with a British accent: the Doctor, and
Hooda.

One of the other devices used in performance is the sound of the Muslim call to
prayer, heard in the background five times throughout the performance. To sehhe sc
at the beginning of the play, the stage direction reads, “the first sound we thear is
dawn call to prayer.” At the end of the play before Nanna'’s epilogue, “wehefth
and final call to prayer. Darkness, it is the end of the day’s cycle.” Bebielesiginal
Iragi music and the street sounds, the call to prayer helps to create the atenotpher
Arab city and frames the production with this Muslim culture marker. Usingyitie of
five calls to prayer, which takes place within the course of a day, suggestsnpietion
of a cycle, a day in the life of Iraqg.

Islamic culture is also signaled through the title of the play, which thanexthe
program of the performance explain is derived from a quote by Ali Ibon Abu Taleb,
husband of prophet Mohammed’s daughter Fatima and fourth Caliph of the Islamic
World after Mohammed . God created sexual desire in ten parts; then he gave 9 Parts to
women and one to men>Ali Ibn Abu Taleb became revered as the first Leader of the
Shiites sect of Islam. The massacre of his sons, Hassan and Hussien, ia' Karlaq,
is the dividing moment that split the Islamic faith into Sunnis and Shiites, whichsmake
referencing him even more appropriate to the Iraqgi context. Raffo was thbpitais
guote, and was able, in this play, to present nine manifestations of desire through the nine

characters of the play.

%9 Quoted in the performance program and the unpuddishanuscript of the play.
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Although9 Parts of Desiras concerned with the impact of war on Iraq, a large
part of the play is dedicated to exploring women'’s desires. Amaal’s monologud, whic
did not change during the various revisions of the play, focuses solely on her love stories
failed marriages, and her continuous attempt to find love. Pondering whether she should
stay in Irag or go back to London, she poses the poignant question, “maybe freedom is
the better than peace?” This question about love and personal choices is pertinent in the
context of war and the country’s liberation from dictatorship. On the other hand, while
the doctor's monologue exposes the impact of the war on the environment, the increased
incidents of deformities at birth and the multiple cancers children enduresdtaits
focus shifts to the personal as she reveals that her husband sits at home witkgst his |
“He can’t make money sitting at home, what'’s left of the man, | can’t even ldokat
now, he’s my death sentence!” Her monologue takes on a different meaning as she
discloses at the end of it that she is pregnant, leaving the audience with the haunting
guestion about the possible future of her unborn child.

While it is easy to recapitulate some of the characters’ desiresaalAmearch
for a fulfilling love, the Teenage Girl's desire to have her father back, Unddae
keenness on conserving the bomb shelter to keep the memory of her deceased family
alive, Nanna’s obsession with selling anything she can find to survive, Hooda's\disdai
towards Saddam Hussein’s regime and her obsession with seeing it tumble dasvn — it i
harder to condense Layal’'s desire into one. The artist’s character cootainging
desires.

Layal is the multi-faceted character in this play. She flirts with vargametimes

conflicting, desires: to love, to be loved, to be free, and to be controlled. She is keen on
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staying alive, yet she refuses to leave Irag. Her insatiable d@siife is contrasted with

her ability to defy death and later to embrace it. Though her presence on stage and her
portraits of women as trees seem to symbolize life, there is something indemndies

that is almost suicidal. She survives her husband shooting her when he finds out that she
is having an affair with a man at art school, yet she continues having exttatma
relationships, including members of the regime among her lovers.

Layal:
Why am | alive?
To be made love to - passed around from one man to another
his cousin, his brother, the ministers of —
Through Layal’'s monologues, Raffo is able to unpack the notion of freedom and to reveal

some of Western society’s hypocrisy regarding women'’s freedom, andstima@sn
that Eastern women in general, and Iragi women in this particular case, &eendhe
playwright concludes in this monologue, that women in both Eastern and Western
cultures are subjected to the same categorization regarding their segdahf that

operates across all cultures to limit the freedom of women in regards toetheality.

Layal:
Your western culture, sister, will not free me from being called a
whore
not my sex

women are not free
go home
you are cold, you are a cave

go back to your safety.
Layal's character also carries the conflicting desires of emgdbke stories of the

horrors inflicted on women by the old Iragi regime, while at the same timervgolid«i
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this regime, and painting its leader and symbol, Saddam Hussein. Her sadortiasochis
desires are clearly reflected in her relationship with the systemvél been raped and
raped and raped and raped / and | want more.” The artist registers tredttnz
atrocities inflicted upon the Iragi women through her portraits of them, s thegtraits
are presented in her own image. Layal’s insatiable desire for life ancefmrping the
women’s stories in effect consumes them in order to represent them, alluding to the
metaphor of ancient goddesses devouring the ones they loved.

In spite of the richness and complexity of the representation of the wor@en in
Parts of Desirethe first advertising campaign for the play’s run at the MET Theatre Off-
Broadway chose to present the play to New York audiences in orientalist termst aga
the wishes of the dramatist and the director. The advertisements, flyemstars
showed a woman'’s face covered in black, with only green eyes showing; the cacered f
is seen through barbed wire. The caption above read “The Women of Irag have not been
heard from ... until now.” The title was written both in English and Arabic, adding an
exotic feel. This image exoticizes the Arab women and, in particular,afiesdomen,
offering the audience a chance to “unveil” their mystery. The covered worttameiled
face is being used, as an Islamic marker, to tap into the audience’s expeectatioms
what Arab (often conflated with Muslim) women are expected to look like. Though the
play itself is far from “exoticizing” the condition of the women, the way itslime
presentation is thereby calling on the Western interest in “saving” Arab ariothiMus

women from their oppression.

Part of the success of this play could easily be attributed to the fact that it

presents the stories of Iragi women. During the Iraqgi war, and in spite of the continuous
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coverage of the war, including the imbedded journalists on the ground with the troops,
there were very few stories about the lives of Iragi and, in particularwaagen. |
would argue that this play would not have met with the same success, if it were
discussing the lives of Iragi men, because part of the audience is interestadng he
from the group they are assuming is oppressed and silenced: “the women.” In this
dynamic, women are seen as victims and presented as subservient, allowiagdisedé
the “wars against terrorism” to claim that part of their mission isitberate the women.”
In this equation, Iragi men are seen as the soldiers, the insurgents, the relaetdutbie
organizers and Saddam Hussein’s supporters, while the stories of women are not
represented. Hence once can assume that a play giving voice to the @Silgooesn
would draw a large audience to the theatre. Once there, however, the audience members
witness a different representation of women on stage: all the women in thea@lay
strong, lively, and full of desire for life, love and survival.

After its success in New York this play became representative of thee afoic
Arab women. Its writer and performer, held regular talkback sessionshwitutience,
using the play to discuss the current and evolving situation of the war in Irag. Dsiring i
latest run in the Arena Stage in Washington D.C. many of the audience members,
employees of various government bodies, were asking the playwright/perfovdet “
should we do in Iraq?” connecting the play to the escalating chaos and detgyiorati
situation inside Iraq. They were hoping to find answers to the complicated psotlem
Iraq, in this performance, which they regarded as an authentic voice of Iragis, by a

playwright who is an authority on Iraq. This play was becoming more than juskafvor
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art; it was increasingly seen as a way to connect to the people of Iraq, through the

“‘documentary” stories of the women presented on stage.

Nibras’ Sajjil

The work of Nibras, the Arab American Artists Collective, presents a very
different model of documentary theatre, which | will explore in contrast®wRarts of
Desire Nibras is a group of young New York based theatre artists. This grouplyinitial
consisting of four women and three nf8gathered in the summer of 2001 in an attempt
to create theatre work that represents their condition, as Arab Americgosatieg two
cultures. When the events of 9/11 took place, “there was a greater sense of urgleacy as
attention is being drawn to us [Arabs.] We thought about what could we do to help, and
have people understand. This was the starting pdidites Asher, one of the group
members at the time, had worked with Moisés Kaufman ohdtamie Project Asher
suggested the model of community interviews used by the Tectonic Theatet trojec
create thé.aramie Projectand Nibras group members (Leila Buck, Maha Chehlawy,
Omar Khoury, Omar Metwally, Najla Said, and Afaf Al Shawa) “jumped on the idea.”
The company began by interviewing people who were easy to reach, like timeis frie
and family members. Then they expanded the circle of interviews to include random
people on the street, or whoever crossed paths with them. Buck interviewed the person

sitting next to her on a plane; Khoury interviewed Jehovah’s Witnesses who knocked on

0 The composition of the group changed over timescase of its members moved to other locations or
followed different pursuits. Currently, only threéthe founding members are part of the collecomed
by an expanding number of new Arab American atrtists

%L Interview with founding member Omar Khoury, 5 J2@97.
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his door to talk about the impact of 9/11. After two months of random, general interviews
asking their subjects, “What is the first thing you think when you hear the word"Arab?
the group members started targeting specific people: Muslim figurestetsjdArab

artists and activists, known Arab figures living in America, like Edward Sad artist

Samia Halabi, as well as Americans from other ethnicities to creatdtialayered

narrative.

Nibras members collected more than fifty interviews and tried to find ways t
group the material together to create a performance. They focused on thaimas t
through the interviews, among them food, education, racism, the difficulty of growing up
as “other”, and media manipulation; later they used these themes to organizeetied, mat
creating a sense of a loose structure. Their &gyl premiered in New York in 2002. Its
open structure allowed for a number of different versions to be performed in various
venues such as the Producers Club, Theatres Against War (THAW), Columbia
University, and Wesleyan University. A shorter version focusing on the comedsc
was presented in the Arab American Comedy Festival 2003, while a full version was
performed in the New York Fringe Festival 2003, where it won the Best Ensemble

Performance Award.

Through their selection of material from the interviews, Nibras group blasa
present a number of perspectives about Arabs in America, some from the point of view of
Arab emigrants, and second and third generation Arab Americans, others prebenting
point of view of interviewees from various backgrounds, including “white” Americans
and other minority groups. Questions of race and identity are explored throughout this

verbatim performance, where the conflation of Arab with Muslim is challengedghr
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presenting Arabs who are not Muslims, and of Muslims who come from different cultural
and ethnic backgrounds.

The main question this work poses is, “What is Arab?” Some of the interviews
utilized in the performance address this question specifidadiyng this entry point of
trying to define what constitutes Arab, in the eyes of Arabs and non-Aralis, Ara
sympathizers and antagonists aligajjil literally “records” a wide spectrum of
interpretations of “Arabness.” Though this performance does not adopt any oneotefi
of what is Arab, it offers a range of answers to what is “not” Arab. Through
juxtaposition, parallels and opposition of characters, this play paints a pictudesies
stereotypes and distorted images of Arabs, as portrayed by the mainstdam
showing instead a different face/voice, and a multitude of images and perspentive
Arabness, and on what Arab immigrants experience in their host community.

The collage of interviews that fornsajjil is arranged so that some of the
characters answer each other’s questions and complete each other’srefteatsg on
guestions of origin and commenting on the political situation, the racial profilinghand t
prejudices against Arab and Muslims after 9/11. The play begins with a prologue in
which six characters offer quick highlights of the key ideas the performapht®es. Act
One starts with a conversation between Jaquie and Claire about their gratsdpare
origins. They discuss whether they came from Syria or Lebanon, decidinghtteat si
Lebanon was part of Syria at one time, then “it's no biggy.” As they munch on Arabic
food and mezza, the two characters share stories with their intervienwers Asher)
about how their mother “lied all her life” pretending they were French. The fodtste

issues of discrimination against new immigrants, through the introduction of Adex a
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Ayman. The positions of these two characters are contrasted: Ayman isabphys
therapist, volunteering at the Muslim center to help provide an understanding of Islam
while Alex has a tainted view of Arabs and Muslims. This is followed by anothetgbaral
between Najah, the Iraqgi restaurant owner who describes how, as a youngcgiasma
was married by proxy to an Iragi doctor living in the United States, and testiRen
American, Jennifer, who explains how her Irish mother went to Palestine in 1967, and
met her Palestinian father and married him within weeks. This pair is folloyved b
another: Tariq, who left Jordan at age seven, and Mariam, who came to the States as an
adult in 1963, and could not find her staple food — plain yogurt. Though the narrative
continues to focus on Arabic food, the introduction of characters from other ethnic
backgrounds — the African American, Vince; the Hindu, Aroon — reveals othetsaspec
Arabness. In addition, some of the complexity of the political situation in the home
country is addressed when Mariam tries to explain where she is from:

Mariam:
We grew up in Wes—what rsow West Beirut, when | was
growing up it was known ass Beirut uh, we lived in a
neighborhood that was mixed, uhhh—um, Christians, uh, Muslims,
Druzes, Jews, all lived in that area, everybody was friendly...We
were Protestants. More specifically, my father’s family was a
Quaker family??

This image of many religions co-existing in one country offers a differespeetive
from the mainstream portrayal of Arab countries as purely Muslim.
Nibras also exposes some of the pressure children from Arab familieg @mdur

their new environment. An example is the harassment Tarigq experienced at school

62 All references are to the unpublished text offifa, in the possession of the author. All ellipass
original in the text
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because he took “Hummus and pita bread and cucumber for lunch.” The theme of ethnic
food is expanded through Aroon’s experience on a plane, where he is offered a hummus
sandwich by the flight attendant. As this is unusual food on a plane, it raises thé fears o
Aroon’s wife: she suspects that the flight attendant is trying to discoveéherh®&roon

can pronounce the word “hummus” correctly to test the possibility of his being Bn Ara
This allows for a seamless transition to a sequence on accents and languagds in whic
Hala and Edward Said expose American society’s bias against the Arabiagjangata
recounts her experience with Sufis using Arabic words and chants with araAustr

accent:

Hala:
And it was so funny to see all these Americans doing Sufi
movements and speaking Arabic but not realizing they're speaking
Arabic. But since he was Austrian .... lailahaill'allah ...he had it
“laa luu laa lee”. | was trying to be there but | was watching all
these people thinking if you only knew whatchoo were saying.

This unawareness is juxtaposed with Edward (Said)’s anecdote about his publisher, who
asked him to recommend books for translation into English. The publisher did not choose
any Arabic books and justified this, saying, “We’re not doing anything in Afebise

Arabic is a controversial language.” This pre 9/11 attitude is heightetegd/afd, as

Edward describes:

Edward:
And I've seen it happen, and it happened to me, that somebody
will be sitting on a plane, and the case is uh—simply to be reading
an Arabic book or newspaper, and somebody will come and say

“could you put that away, it's disturbing.”
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Echoes of this story appear later in the performance in Ayman’s expendnae he

hands a book to a friend on a plane and is asked by security to step out of the aircraft.
After asking for his ID the security supervisor explains that a passehge reported

that Ayman handed a book to his friend “in a suspicious way.” These two incidents
illustrate how Arabs and their language are culturally perceived pEisus or

dangerous in their host community.

When the question of what Arab means is addressed directly and presented in the
performance, some of the answers from non-Arab characters like VingeadeBengt
evoke the stereotypical imagésiead garmerit, “desert dweller,” “a shiekish—with a
turbin.... Like Lawrence of Arabia,” “harems,” “dark complected skin, uh, olive,ski
“camel jockeys,” “sand niggers” and “ | think of the Middle East, | think of oil iedt
interviewees of Arabic background offer qualities and characteristi¢eed by the word
“Arab.” Hala focuses on taking care of others, “really caring about peoplevay that
seems to most Americans to be..to be a kind of, a little exaggerated.” WhiéarMa
refers to other traditional attributes: “Hospitality, friendliness, Somest
obnoxiousness...we ask direct questions; the questions that you DON'T like.”

These two different ways of characterizing Arabs are challengediby<El
response. Though he is not Arab by blood, as an Arabic language and literatur@profess
he is well acquainted with the Arab world. Elliot’s account refers to the divisis
biases within the Arabic culture, offering a perspective from inside thacalture,
which challenges the notion of homogeneity.

Elliott:
| guess | think of Gulf Arabs, uh, mostly because of my

experience in Egypt. So when | hear “Arab” | hear “Ah-
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rab”, and “Ah-rab” always means, those people over there
who are coming from...Saudi Arabia or Kuwait or
something like that. And in that sense, | have...l have the
stereotypical uh oil sheikh, uh...sort of guy in my mind.

But, so that’s interesting, because the word Arab means
everyone from the eastern Mediterranean too.

Elliott’s viewpoint is interspersed with comments from Jimmy, the Korean

physician who grew up in Los Angeles, for whom the word “Arab” is connected te song
like “Aisha song. Aisha, Aisha, doo doo doo doo” and “Oh yeah, habibi, habibi.” This
segment oBajjil also presents a geographical description of the Arabic region and its
different parts, which could be seen as an attempt to educate the audience about the
subdivisions of the area.

Mariam:
Whenyou say “arab” | think of all the people in my--my
own region which is known as the Meshri’q region -- the
Lebanese, the Syrians, the Palestinians, the Iraqgis, the
Egyptians ah--and the Khaleejees--which means the Sa’udi
Arabians, Kuwaitis, Yemenis, etceter®ND the North
Africans. The North Africans are known as the
Maghareba.

After presenting different perspectives on what the word Arab evSkgs,
moves on to document the experiences of Arabs in the United States. The performance
offers accounts of attempts by some Arab immigrants to assimiladdange a new
identity in their host community. One example is Jaquie’s mother’s continuous édfor

avoid being identified as Arab. In her endeavor to extricate herselftfrefrabic
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identity, she tries to fool an admirer by claiming they are of Frencinofigold him
that you're French and that—the food you’re going to be serving will be French.”

Jaquie:
So we all sat down and had this French dinner that—that
was Arabic but—but that is why we don’t know who we
are half the time.

Discrimination seems to correlate directly with appearing as “6ttmethe pool
of interviewees for this performance, those whose physical appeardnuoat di
immediately indicate that they are “other” suffered less while gr@wp in the United
States. Jennifer attributes not having many memories of ethnicity beinguannken she
was young to her ability to blend in: “maybe that’s partly because visuddig’'t
necessarily stand out as a particular thing. So | wasn’t you know, labeledl&dr§i
Tariq notes how it is easy for him to pass, and not to be categorized as Arab. On the other
hand, some of the other characters with distinctive non-white physical agrfblite
pressure to change the way they look and to try to resemble “regular” Amerdaquie
and Claire’s mother made continuous attempts to change their appearanteéhsy tha
might fit better into society. In addition to bleaching her girls’ body hair, st
change the color of their dark skin.

Jaquie:
Oh she did everything to me.
Claire:
She- she would put white powder on her face before she
went to school —
Jaquie
Because | was the darkest.
Claire:
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Because she was the darkest skinned. And then she would
take her to electrolysis and have all her hair pulled out.

This erasure of the markers of identity on the part of the parents, led to confuion wi
some young Arab Americans, as Jaquie articulates it; “that is why we don’tvnowe
are half the time.” When they grow up, some of them attempt to conceal thbic Ar
identity and even if they are pressed to disclose their background, they still avoid

acknowledging that they are “Arab.”

Jaquie:
Well Lebanese sounds a little better than "Arabic"
Claire:
Than Syrian.
Jaquie:
Than Syrian. So if they say —then I'm - then I'm Lebanese
because it sound a little softer than "Arab."
"Arab" sounds to me more like a —
Claire:
Offensive.

Sajjil presents other cases of ethnic confusion, one obvious example is Tariq's
sister befriending Japanese students at school when in first grade.

Tariq:
We're like the only Arab family in Harrison [...] And my
sister started hanging out with all these Japanese kids ... we
looked closest to like the Japanese people cuz everyone
was so white and what nathe thought we were Japanese
(My emphasis.)

This unconscious attempt on the part of a six-year-old Arab girl, wanting te erea
community for herself, hence forming alliances with people from other eghmips

who look the closest to her physical appearance, corresponds to another account
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presented toward the end of the performance, about an Egyptian in a Chicano rap group
in Sacramento:

Elliott:

It was a Chicano group, sort of Spanglish hip-hop stuff and,

| realized that one of the guys, was this um, was this
Egyptian kid. And he’d grown up in Sacramento or
somewhere in the central valley and...he’d identified as
Chicano because, he was brown and, no one knew what
Egyptians were anyway there, and he just spoke Spanish.
Ah- and then, sort of through Chicano nationalism, figured
out what it meant to be Egyptian in, in this, in this context,
which it means: forging alliances with other brown people.

These two examples of seeking alliances with other “others” represdnitrttz
yearning to belong to a group. In the case of new immigrants, especially thyosmgf
age, this desire is part of their survival strategies. In the case ajuhg Egyptian man
in the Chicano group, his connection to this subculture helped him find a way to his own
culture.

Sajjil offers other examples of connections between people of different ethnic
minority groups, like the solidarity the African American Vince feels whehdags
people attacking Arabs.

Vince:

In the south | would hear guys talk about, [...] You know,
“Let’s getall the A-rabs and get ‘em all together and just
git ‘em all outta here. Ship ‘em back home.” Well, you
know, that's the same as telling me. You know, cuz when

they're saying that they don’t know it but they're talking to
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me about sending me back to Africa.. in a sense. And....I
don’tlike that. 1don’t like that at all. (original emphasis.)

Experiencing racial profiling, as an African American enables Vincertpathize with
Arabs, because he realizes that the treatment of both groups stems fromelasia of
discrimination.

While presenting Arab Americans as part of the ethnic fabric of Aareric
society, the creators &ajjil are careful not to paint a false rosy picture of the
collaboration between all ethnic groups within the United States. This is evident in the
account of Aroon, the Hindu:

Aroon:
God, you know | wish people knew that we don't—we’re
not Arabic you know it's kin—almost like you know here’s
a si—a quick course in uh who not to beat up that kind of
thing, “don’t beat us up.”

In order not to single out the Arabs as the only minority suffering in thedJnite
States Sajjil presents experiences of other ethnic minorities, in quick snapshots,
highlighting some of the prejudices they suffer and the injustices theyeeridhe
anecdotes from Iranian American Tanaz, Asian American Jimmy, and A&iTerican
Vince serve as points of comparison in the complex fabric of discrimination @mié¢am
society. The Italian American Antonino describes how he and his Italian friered w
singled out/ sought out/ targeted because of their ethnicity when there was enabble
their Catholic school. The principal nun told them:

Antonino:
“We know thatyoudid it because, you know, you guys are

greasywops, all that kind of stuff, and then said, “ it's

because of people, of people like you that we should have
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stopped letting immigrants in this country, letting
immigrantsinto this country a long time ago.” And, we, |
was ten years old. | mean whaddoyou, whaddoyou, | don’t
even know what the hell thateans

The stories told by the characters from other ethnic minorities about thenences

with racial profiling and harassment parallel those of Arab Americansyimgpthat
Arabs are not alone in enduring the effects of racial tension.

Structurally, the play is organized into a prologue, followed by exchanges
between characters, usually grouped in pairs. The pairs are sometimesemhrdras at
other times they offer complementing points of view. The flow of the chasacte
exchanges, loosely arranged by theme, is interrupted by four episodes. khest of
characters appear throughout the performance, with the exception of the chanabie
episodes. The first episode “Pita-gay and Basiyma” is mainly an dealogfween two
high school students in response to questions from the interviewer. The episode shows
the lack of knowledge about Arabs, their language, and their geographical origins:

Basiyma:
why do all Middle East people have to come from
Afghanistan? There’s other places like, like India. Some
people are hindus... some people come from, you know,
Bangladesh... People are like, “You came from
Afghanistan” — no, he’s from Bangladesh... Some of them
speak Arabic, some of them speak Hindi. What's the
language from Bangladesh?
This episode also touches on issues of harassment and discrimination against Arabs,

especially after 9/11.:

Pita-Gay:
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Cuz like after September Tthey be—gotten scared cuz in
my school sometimes they crack jokes, they be like, “Allah,
allah allah” you know and stuff like that.” Ignorant people.
And on my block they raided a store.

Issues of confused identity and confusion of people from different Middle and
South Eastern origins are expanded after this episode through the account/character of
Tanaz
Tanaz:

So do you speak Arabic? I'm like, No...I'm
Iranian...[slowly; like its something she says ALL the fime
its a different coun--try, its a different cultu-- THAT
doesn’t bother me; it just BORES me. [...]--I don’t even
really get annoyed, its just, you know, like, TIRESOME.
When Tanaz reveals to those asking about her background that she is Jewish she is often

asked if she has an “internal struggle.” These assumptions about national#igiod r
are further explored through pairing the Iranian woman with a Lebanese roed for
deal with similarly narrow-minded perspectives.

Malek:
Whenever | get asked where | am from and | tell them I'm
from Lebanon, the next question maybe 99.9% of the time
they ask, so are you Muslim? [...] it SEEMS as if this is the
one-two punch. Every time they ask if you are an Arab,
they, oh they wanna know.

Malek recounts his experience with a colleague, and how uncomfortable thewslleag
feels when Malek ask him the same question, “What is your religion?” This teeme i
pursued further via the comedic story of Hala, who raises her hand at school with both

the Christians and the Muslims because each of her parents belongs to a different
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religion. A confused school visitor asks her “which one are you?” When she replies that
she is “half and half,” he inquires, “Which half is which?”

To complicate the religious picture furth8gjjil presents the character of
Gameela, a native New Yorker, whose parents converted to Islam duringithglais
movement because they felt that “Christianity was a white man’s religiospite of her
religious connections to the community, she still experiences discriminatimrsfrme
Arabs because of her skin col®he relationship between Arabs and Muslims is
explained by Ayman who declares that, “Arabs are a minority among Muslims”
worldwide, and lists several non-Arab countries where millions of Muslimderesi

The second episode, “Jehovah’s Witness,” summarizes the views of a few of these
missionaries on Arabs and Islam. It also offers interesting infasmatout Arabic
Jehovah’s Witness congregations:

June:

[A]s Jehovah’s Witnesses, we have many congregations
who are made up of Arabs. Okay?|[...] In fact, right here in
Brooklyn there’s a small congregation and they speak
nothing but the um, the, what's the language they speak?
The Arabic language.

While the characters presented in the second episode try, at least, to show ex@mnestol

and acceptance of the Arabs and Muslim, the following episode, “The Two Does,” is an
extreme attack on them by two men who refuse to give their names, igeferrin
themselves instead as John Doe and John Doe Two.

JD:
If we go over there and bomb someone they expect us to
rebuild it - you rebuild .. it your selves. | don't believe in
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the tax payers - the people paying the taxes can't build y'alls
place up - we didn't ask you to come over here and bomb

this place.

JD2:
That they just a bunch a crazy motherfuckers. Everytime
they catch one of them son a bitches they oughtta bring him
over to me let me shoot the son a bitch right there (JD
chuckles ) I'll kill the son a bitch right there. | - it wouldn't
cost the state, the tax payers, the man whos working for a
living it wouldn't cost him a damn thing - cause I'd kill the
son a bitch let him - put him in the ground - burn him or do
whatever we want to...

Their aggressive assault on Arabs and Muslims words take on a different dimension
when the audience realizes where they are located:

JD2:
Right around here. Born and raised within ten miles of
Palestine.
The two John Does falil to identify what their town in Arkansas is named after.

JD2:
It was Palestine (Paeslteen) When | first knowed it.

JD:
Jericho is on up here and Egypt is on up here also.

JD2:
| don't know where it' come from - | don't know where
Palestine get it - | know an ol'boy can tell me though cause
they run a survey on this town.... Jericho, Egypt, Palestine,
Forest City, Wheatley, Springfield.

From intolerance and prejudice, the performance moves on to explore

institutionalized racial profiling through the character of Mary, a Far8igrvice Officer
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who works in the State Department in Washington. Her commentary reveals more
disturbing accounts of the treatment of and assumptions made about Arabs by the
authorities in the United States. In her initial statement she describgsae& when she
realized that the target practice mock figures are made to look like Axdnich
subconsciously institute Arabs as the enemy of the state. After exposing hetat¢éhis
creating an image of the Arab as eneBgjjil reveals the mechanism of how the media
manipulate information to enforce a negative view of Arabs in the fourth and final
episode “The Man on the Street.” While Kevin goes through a list of how Arabs are see
as evil, dark, shady, sneaky, and dishonest, Doris talks about his experience with a
reporter from the New York Times

Doris:
| said: “whatever we do | don’t want it to be slanted. Tell it
the way it is or don'’t tell it at all.” The next day thigiele
came out that slanted it which | have a copy right here my
pictures in there the whole big deal. | got screwed in my
interview asking the guy to tell it like it was and | don'’t
appreciate it and | won't ever and the New York Times just
screwed up a good honest interview is what they did. |—I
still have got a sticker in my throat from being done that
way. And you say “well they didn't lie” yeah but they
didn’t tell the truth and if yer not going to tell it the way it
is leave it alone.

The manipulation of the story by the media becomes more potent when placed next to
Kevin’s continuous rant against Arabs.
Kevin:

[T]he mass murders, the Kkilling people, blowing up

themselves, dropping bombs, running into pizzerias and
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blowing up, uh, uh, kids and their moms, and turning
jetliners into missiles and, you know, slamming em into the
side of financial trade centers and military thinkpad, uh,
think tanks.

This interplay between the fabrication presented in a trusted newspayke and
perception of Arabs exposes the mechanism by which an enemy is construdbed via t
creation of a negative image of the other. Since most people do not know have access to
sources that would inform them about what really takes place, they believe what the
read as the truth.
The performance also discusses the central place of the Palestinian Isswe
Arabs are perceived. The placement of the section on Palestine immeafiatetiie
exposing of the media as not always truthfully presenting what takes phaesy i
significant; it implies that the way the American public perceives thatsn in
Palestine is likely to be affected by how the Palestinian story is preserttesit.

Jennifer:

[JJournalism and economic development are s’posed to be
two things where you're supposed to be able to be honest
and objective and speak the truth, [...] and whenever | tried
to do those things on the Palestinian issue, like | would on
any other issue — that's where | get stopped, you know |

can say whatever | want about a lot of other issues, but as
soon as it comes to “what about Palestine?” you know,

most people, it hits a sort of a road block with them.

A large part of the identity of Arabs is connected to the Palestinian isssdeats to
tensions with the American establishment. Since the right of the Palestmidies land,
and to a decent life is widely considered threatening to the existence bfitdvaeomes

a defining factor in the relationship between Arabs and the United States. A-iEdwar
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expresses it, “Arabs have been in a continual stateaoivith the United States, because
of Israel.” To avoid creating an image of Israel as the enemy, however, fherzarce
uses the words of Najah, who has friends “from both sides,” and who declares that “If
they leave everything to the people? Tomorrow there will be peace in the world.”

The last pair of characters presente8ayjil provides a look at the relationship
between Arabs and law enforcement in the United States. Adil, a police officeafr
Arabic background is paired with an Arab detainee in an American prison following 9/11.
Adil, who is passionate about his work, is frustrated by the conflicting situatishiam
he finds himself after 9/11 “because of his ancestry.”

Adil:
I'm a sworn police officer — now I'm a terrorist too? Cause
I'm Arab and I'm Muslim?... — What makes me any
different besides my name? Are you better than me? More
patriotic than me? | don't gotta prove myself to anyone.

Volunteering to help in the search for bodies at the World Trade Center site, dmgging f
hours in unsafe conditions, he wonders, "is my father gunna have problem when he goes
to work tomorrow?” Yet he holds an uncompromising position regarding detaining those
who could pose a threat to society. He believes in “firm fair law enforceniéns.”
position is challenged by the moving speeches read from a letter by the Aiabaleta
describing his cell, his solitary confinement. The fact that he has not beead:hatty a
crime, in violation of the doctrine of habeas corpus raises doubt as to the fairrsegs of |
enforcement against Arabs following 9/11.

In spite of the discrimination and the prejudices against Arabs thereressrse

reaction within the Arab American community, in which some members of the second
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and third generation decided to become “more Arab” after 9/11. This performance
includes a number of them, which is clear in Jennifer's statement:

| knew all that came along with it, | knew what a sort of...b-
basically shitty position it was (laugh) to be in, you know?
[...]and | took it on[..] | mean once it -- push came to
shove, and actually | was discriminated against because |
was an Arab-- from then on | didn’t turn back, | mean if
anything, | was more adamantly “I'm Palestinian, I'm
Palestinian.”

Elliott also observes a similar phenomenon amont his college students, who discover
their Arabic identityOnce they identify with their Arabness, articulating this identity
becomes more problematic, as there are no clear channels to express it.

The question of how this newly-found Arab /Arab American identity could be
articulated more fully and productively is left unanswered by this perfornanyith this
“emptiness” hanging in the air, the performance offers an ending that sizesnts
themes, with a few uplifting words of advice from some of the characters. Ayman
reiterates how the Muslim community realized that they cannot afford tmlaged.

Ayman:
[1]f you are isolated, you givin’ the chance for people, to
build up their own image about you. So you better take the
initiative, you better come close to people, and let them
know you.
In addition, Jennifer expresses her belief that people could change their viewssunean i

once they communicate with Palestinians. This is one of the objectives of this
performance: to present several Arabs and Arab Americans, so that by thehend of t

performance the audience would have listened to their first-hand stories.
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Adil’s last speech mentions the younger Arab American generation which is
assimilating into American society and finding a voice. Hala’s final worids afvision
of Arabs “connectors” acting as “a bridge” between the different sideskiggdike a
true activist, Ayman advocates not blaming the government or other people but asks a
“practical” question, “Tell me what should I, as a person, what should | do?” liere t
performance seems to be giving agency to the individual in the face of thatimstiyet
guestions such as the main inquiry of the play, “what is Arab?” are left unanswered.

Sajjil thus poses a number of questions, which it does not arilavike end, this
play succeeds more in presenting what Arabs are not, rather than what ttsiiflare
through the contrasting of images and testimonies by Arabs and non-Arabs, and by
presenting a collage of images and perspectives on Arabs, and on what they experien
America, the play works to dispel some of the stereotypes and distorted imagabsf A
as promulgated by the mainstream media.

There is a clear parallel between the two Arab American plays descusthis
chapter in that both attempt to expose their audiences to the complicated issues
surrounding their ethnic groups: Arabs, Arab Americans and Iraqgis. Though the subject
matter of both plays is very serious and somber, both plays employ humor in some
sections.

Within the continuum of documentary theatregé end is verbatim theatre;
presenting the exact words of interviewees on stage in the form of tessmohike at
the other end are artistically created characters loosely based on peaplesth met,
interviewed or researche8ajjil falls at the verbatim end of that spectrum, as the Nibras

Group’s main objective was to present the exact words of their interviewees in
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testimonial fashion: the text of the play is verbatim, with ellipses matkengompany’s
editing of the original transcription. On the other h&h®arts of Desires positioned
closer to the other end of the spectrum, since Raffo worked from stories ofapla, pe

but crafted the characters of her solo performances with greatevereagdom.

Another difference between the two plays is their target audience. B4jjies
motivating question “what is Arab?” is trying to demystify Arabness aradb Ar
Americanness to the American audiences, its performances attrdatgd Arab
American audience. For them, this play seems to validate their experdentcEscreate
a sense of solidarity. On the other hand, the majority of the audien®&PR&ots of
Desirewere Americans seeking to know more about what is taking place in Iraq and
hoping this performance would answer some of the questions and satisfy theitycuriosi
about that country.

In regards to the construction of the Arab American identity on stage, both plays
present a compiled identity of the communities they are exploring, namadby A
Americans and Iragi women. The compiled portraits of one play and verbatohsede
of the other present an image of identity that is rooted in reality. These penfoes
provide an image of Arab Americans in American society, or of Iragi women
experiencing the war, which could be seen as more authentic than media rapoesent
of the topic, or artistic representations by non-Arabs. The subject mati¢hénecated
via the ethnicity of the writers/ performers which adds an extra layealidity to the

stories told.
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Chapter Three: Plays by Betty Shamieh and Laura Shamas

While most Arab American plays of the early twentieth century focused on
historic themes, and the comedies at the end of the century derived humor from the
uncomfortable situations immigrants experienced in their new environmentgea lar
number of the plays written by Arab American women in the twenty-firsuoetdackle
issues of identityEvidently, the identity of this immigrant community and its
representation changed, becoming highly politicized in the aftermath of the e¥ent
9/11. In this chapter, | will look at the dramatic representation of Arab Aarerientity
on stage

In less than a decade the representation of Arab American identity went through a
number of changes that could be grouped in three phases: first, the struggle tadexist a
carve a place for oneself in American society, which is very different the culture of
the parents; second, the tension between the old and new sets of codes, which reached an
extreme and a point of fracture in the events of 9/11; third, the post 9/11 world and its
impact on people of Arab descent. Each of the three plays discussed in this chapter
presents a phase in the exploration of Arab American identity. Betty Shamieh’s
Chocolate in Heat: Growing Up Arab in Ameri¢€2001) represents the first phase of
trying to define the self as it exists between the two cultures. ShanitehBlack Eyed
(2006) presents the tension of the second phase that culminates in the death of the main
character on board one of the 9/11 flights. Laura ShaRisisichio Storie$2006)

explores the position of Arab Americans experiencing the culture of fearQaftl.

A number of themes run through these three plays: integration and merging the

two cultures, heritages of Arab Americans, issues pertaining to language, th

122



impossibility of love under the circumstances pressing this community, ttustdre

people of the same ethnic group, issues of race and color, exposition of the suffering of
Palestinians and Arab Americans, and sexual politics. Alhough the subject mé#tter of
three plays are distinctly different, both Shamieh and Shamas weave petsoeshath

the larger political ones, thereby illustrating the impact of the poliicgsure on the

individual.

A useful tool for analyzing the negotiation of cultural identity is the paradigm
descent and consent suggested by Werner Sollors. According to Sollors:

Descent relations are those defined by anthropologists as
relations of “substance” (by blood or nature); consent
relations describe those of “law” or “marriage.” Descent
language emphasizes our positions as heirs, our hereditary
gualities, liabilities, and entitlements, consent language
stresses our abilities as mature, free agents and “arshitect

of our fates” to choose our spouses, our destinies, and our
political system$?

The tension between descent and consent is clear in the plays by Shamieh exmored he

Betty Shamieh'€hocolate in Heat: Growing Up Arab in America

Shamieh is the most produced of the current generation of Arab American
playwrights. A number of her fifteen plays have had performances and readingerin ma
cities in the United States and overseas. Her first plagcolate in Hea2001), is a
series of monologues illustrating some of the problems facing young ramtsgn their

host country. This play is representative of pre-9/11 writing about Arab American

%3 Werner SollorsBeyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in Americaltu@ (New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press 1986), 6.
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identity. On the other han@he Black Eye006) is a post 9/11 play that offers a
commentary on the position of Arabs, especially Palestinian women, by tracing fou

women from different historical moments, one of them a victim of the events of 9/ 11.

Though separated by only a few years, these two plays by Shamieh offer ver
different perspectives on Arab American identity, because awareneesntfy, as well
as the issues facing the community had changed dramatically post 9/11. fThe firs
Chocolate in Heat: Growing Up Arab in Amerjdacuses on the identity formation of
young Arab Americans by presenting key events in the life of the protagoigishad
and of others who interact with her. The main concern of this piece is to shed light on
some of the challenges facing a young Arab American woman whose parents are the
product of a different culture and on her attempt to survive the harsh realities of

discrimination against minorities living in the United States.

Chocolate in Heat: Growing Up Arab in Amerisadivided into six scenes. The
first five are separate monologues performed alternately betweertrgsand the
actor; with both performers participating in the final section. All scengis lvath
phrases projected on a screen. The first scene entitled "Need" sthrtiserprojection of
the FBI logo and the following words:

Subject — Aiesha Haggar. Harvard student. Displayed a
tendency towards violence. Several witnesses witnessed

her snorting large amounts of cocaffie
These projections frame the play, as the play starts and ends with projectionsalThe f
resolution of the play is projected on a screen that displays the fate of theéerharac

Although half of the six scenes are not performed by the protagonist, Aiesha, amd prese

8 All references to this play are from an unpubliéheanuscript obtained by the author.
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information on her only tangentially, the projected captions in the voice of the FBhoffer
running commentary on her activities, providing a connective structure for the pla
Scene one is a re-writing of the story of Cinderella. The modern tale ofdbe A
Cinderella includes the character of a real prince from an Arab countryparbygy
"the Society" in the University, and even a missing shoe. Since the protagosisiotioe
have the right attire for the party, her roommate sponsors her and buys her red shoes in
the local consignment shop: “There | found my version of the glass slippers withrethei
spikes.” In this re-writing of the story, the shoes do not fit the main charactetifeom
beginning, indicating that she herself is a misfit in privileged socidty.pfotagonist is
separated from the rest of the privileged college community not only by her economi
status but also because of her physical attributes, particularly her brown skin col
Elements of race and ethnicity are introduced early in the play: the maigqnista
reasons that she was invited to this exclusive society because she “could pkay tdie
the local exotique."

| was a scholarship kid, complete with a picture of me in
my college’s propaganda pamphlets that seemed to say
“See this face! Here’s your proof we're making outcasts
like this one overeducated enough to know that they'll

always be underprivileged in this world!”
Parallels with the Cinderella story are suggested throughout the scene. Bgemsbt
does not want the night to end, yet, instead of leaving with the Prince, she goaddor a r
with a rich young man who brought drugs to the party. The man attacks her on the
beach:

He is spitting and yelling “Wanna know why | can kill you

and get away with it?!” | want to answer “yes, actually, |
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would appreciate it if you could explain to me why that's

the case” but he’s gallant enough to answer his own
guestion by saying “’cause you're just a brown piece of...”
and | know exactly what that’s about.

The protagonist’s name is not spoken in front of the audience until a dramatic moment in
her struggle to free herself from the man who is trying to rape her. She has an
unmistakably Arab name, 'Aiesha’:

I’'m about to stop struggling and number my way through
it, just like how | get through the loneliness shade of
darkness by counting each step to sleep. Until | hear my
mother’s voice saying “l named you Aiesha. It means ‘she
that lives.” Bite the apple, bite into the seed till you heac
the need” and | did so, but | stopped when | felt it bleed.
Escaping her attacker by sticking her spiked heel in his right eye, Agepltked up by

a woman of brown complexion. Shamieh paints a vivid image using color: the cofftrast

the red blood of the character on the white mat inside the car, alongside taatgimil

between her brown complexion and that of her rescuer. The silence around what
happened to her, though she is bleeding in the car, signals the understanding between the
two women of color of the dynamics of oppression and of their underprivileged position

in the hierarchy.

As in the Cinderella story, Aiesha leaves one shoe behind, “If Graham floeces
only thing I left him on each girl in the kingdom, he won't find who he’s looking for.
That shoe never fit me.” The fact that the protagonist did not belong in “society” is
emphasized by the shoes not fitting her from the start.

The main focus of the second monologue, “Love,” is the Arab Prince. Yet his

character is introduced in relationship to the protagonist, Aiesha, who studiesaahéhe s
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university with him. The scene starts with the projected caption: “Subject was kaow
repeat conspiracy theories. Interacted with several Arab nationalsvairéHancluding

the prince of....” This scene reveals the infeposition of Arabs regardless of their
social stratum. It also comments on inter-Arab relations in the diaspora artidyoare
controlled by the politics of the old country. The male actor begins this sceakatiyg

the unrequited love story of the Prince. What first appears to be a separateguens|
later connected to the first scene when the Prince mentions an encounter with the
protagonist, Aiesha, in which he overheard her criticize his father’s regichéalk about
how his father plotted the murder of his mother because he feared her popularity with
Palestinians.

I’'m Palestinian, and Palestinian women don’t last long
when they marry Jordanian royalty. Look at the guy's
mother. The king killed his own wife. Sabotaged her
helicopter.

This scene also offers more personal information about Aiesha, “The few Aratas

she spoke revealed her family spoke the unmistakable dialect of a peakant.” T
hierarchy and class issues of the old country continue to control the relationshipsnbetwe
Arabs in the United States. This scene also serves to show Aiesha from atdiffere
perspective. Throughout the play the audience sees the protagonist fronmtiffere
perspectives: that of the Prince, the young man’s in the corner store, tAgéils
investigating her, as well as her own recounting of her life experieneede¥pite her
complexity and the multi-faceted nature of her character, the dominantramglms that

of the FBI report which frames the play.
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In a parallel to the incident of Aiesha’s attempted rape on the beach, the Princ
himself is subjected to discrimination and is attacked by a group of men. One of them
insults him on the beach, “The water’s toxic, you non-English speaking motherfucker.”
When the prince responds, the man hits him and throws him to the ground, showing that
neither wealth nor status can protect Arabs, even royalty, from bias and hattasaine
the end of the monologue, the Prince mentions Aiesha again, revealing that she left
school after escaping her attack on the beach. Her chance for a betteolifgh an vy
league education was destroyed

In addition to exposing the discrimination experienced by Arabs and Arab
Americans, regardless of class, this monologue also shows the ignorance of many
Americans about Arabs. The girlfriend whom the Prince showers with gits a
thousands of roses does not remember the country he is from: “You’re a prince and all
but | don’t want to move to Saudi Arabia,” mistaking Jordan for Saudi Arabia.

The third scene “Ignorance” is introduced on the screen by “Subject had violent
tendencies dating back from early adolescence. Showed an aptitude for math and
science.” This monologue, which is performed by the female actor, retunnetolier
phase of the protagonist’s life and to the trouble she had at school as an adolescent.
Because Aiesha is a good student, the social worker at school protects her from
punishment by signing her up for an art class.

“She called me a sand nigger. | had to fight her.” | whined.
“So people don’'t mess with me. Everybody got a group and
they stick to it.... There ain’t enough of my kind here for
me to stick to - I'm a rare bird, flying solo, and | ain’t

looking to become extinct anytime soon.” It was a lie,
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though. | fought with that girl over a boy. All my fights
with girls were over boys.

Aiesha’s reasoning shows a sense of humor, which Shamieh uses throughout the play.
The funny remarks help ease the painful situations the characters face:

“Why painting?” | asked.
You scratched your initials into the face of that girl
Instead of art class, Aiesha is drawn by the music of the Jazz dance claks, whi

she joins, undergoing dance training with the Red Dance Company. Aiesha is éventual
chosen to perform a solo piece. During her performance some drunken audience
members ridicule her, using her Arabic background:

“Hey, Ai-ee-sha. | see your boobies. Ali Baba is going to
get mad.” was shouted up at me over the melody and it
went downhill from there. Soon, they just started saying
“Terrorize me. Terrorize me. Terrorize me,” till | couldt
longer concentrate on the beat of the drum, the depth of my
breath, or the feel of the floor.
When she runs off stage, the teacher challenges her to go back. She refuges say
“People like me go to college.” The dance teacher’s response evokes some of the
stereotypes about Arabs, contrasting them with the negative representatiackst B
And people like you also blow shit up when you're having a bad
day. At least when Black people go crazy, we do something
reasonable — like rob a bank. Enough chit-chat about people like
you and people like me. You don't let nobody scare you off no
stage. Get out there, girl!

The teacher’s response shows how stereotypes operate within communities @bpeopl

different ethnic backgrounds.
Aiesha refuses to go back on stage, saying she doesn’t want to end up like here

teacher, who is “Washed up at thirty-nine. Washed up and ignorant.” The title of this
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scene, “Ignorance,” comments on both the illiteracy of the dance teacher, andloa Aie
own ignorance, as well as the inability to transcend the stereotypes projected on her
because of her ethnicity.

The fourth monologue, entitled “Sex,” is introduced through a connection to the
protagonist, although she does not appear in the scene. The introductory phrases are
projected on screen read, “Subject may have been the victim of abuse. A suspected s
offender.... in the area was reported, but was never tried and eventually hung himself.”
The scene is a monologue by Ahmad El-Far, who is writing a book he thinks could
protect women from rape, through field research with prostitutes on different kinds of
rapists. Ahmed recounts how he confides in a friend of his who is a prostitute:

She was the one person | told the real reason | always
wanted to write an important book, a substantial book, a
book that had nothing to do with the Middle East. Except
that it had an unmistakably Arab name on the cover and
everyone who read it would have to incorporate into their
worldview that writing books like that is something Arab

men do.
Ahmed, the Arab name, is a clear indicator of an Arab or Muslim identity, connected i
the minds of most Americans with Middle East politics. The dramatist sughasthit
name is associated in the minds of the general public with political acinéyen
“terrorism,” and introduces the “unthinkable” idea of having a man named Ahmedawrite
book about something else in a different field.
This scene is not a continuation of previously discussed characters or situations,

but the events at the end of this scene set the stage for the monologue the follows.
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It also tells the story of the sexual abuse the male character expdraena child and of

the impact this has had on his life: “Imagine being a boy who is molested. Tinere’'s

room in any society — Arab or American — for a man to ever admit.” Ahmad’s mother

molested him regularly as child, which damaged him emotionally, and made him

incapable of having intimate relationships with women. His insecurity alsorjiseivien

from speaking out when his uncle touches a young girl, inappropriately, in hislistore

the following scene, this girl is revealed to be Aiesha as a child. The sbxsal @f the

Arab man as a child foreshadows what happens to the protagonist in the following scene.
The caption introducing scene five, “Justice,” reads “Subject’s fathedabed

the family when she was seven. Subject's mother became reclusive. Hed Gantact

with the Arab community in New York.” This provides information about what is not

presented on stage, giving the audience some background on the history of the character.

The fifth monologue goes back further in Aiesha’s history, presenting incidents from her

childhood. The central event of the scene is how an Arab shopkeeper in her neighborhood

tries to tempt her by giving her expensive chocolate, against her mother’s revecdo

accept free gifts.

The more | tugged away with all my weight, the harder he
squeezed my hand around the chocolate bar. Then, | felt
his thumb press upon my left breast quick as a hammer hits
a nail. | looked at the other man and he looked away. As
Lou let my hand go and | soared backwards against and out
the glass door, | heard the roar of his laughter rush after me
like a river, as Lou said “Take it, so you grow big tits like

your mama.”
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The other man in her recounting of the incident is Ahmad from the previous scene, who
wants to save womankind from oppression and rape, but did not interfere to stop his
Uncle Lou from harassing the child.

Aiesha comes later to the store and smears “the words ‘I hate you’ a niligm t
in melted chocolate on his window,” planning to storm his store and stand silent before
him, giving him the choice to either “apologize or kill me.” But when she goes to the
store the following day “the wind and the rain had swept the chocolate words away, so
that only | could see the outlines of “I hate you” in my reflection in the glasefact
that the shop owner was Arab did not prevent him from abusing the Arab girl, who
learned that “you can’t trust people just because they speak or look or pray aneven |
the way you do.”

The theme of trust between people of the same ethnic background is fully
explored in the final scene, “Instinct,” which starts as a monologue by an AraticAme
FBI Agent, assigned to listen in on an Arab man who talked about justice in the Middle
East. While listening the Agent realizes that the man is killing his daugltandeeshe is
dating. He responds by calling an ambulance, which exposes his cover, and dda resul
is demoted in the “Company.” In the longest scene of the play, the playwrightesgl
number of themes relating to trust and human nature. The main character wonigtrs “W
could make a family turn on itself? What did it mean that the sister defendethtire fa
for his actions at the trial?”

His obsession with the murdered girl turned to nightmares so that he had to stay
with his sister, Samira, to have company at night. Shamieh uses the dialogeebetw

brother and sister to shift the focus away from the “Arab mentality,” deerapdngble
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for the murder of the girl by her father, to expose the injustices women suffenéral,
regardless of their cultural or social status. The dramatist unpacks tlueygteref Arab
men’s violence against women, by having an Arab woman, Samira, passioecbelyt
examples of systematic violence and discrimination against women acrogsultares
revealing that the position of American women is not much better than that of Arab
women.

After failing in his first mission of spying on the Arabic family, thexn@ask of
the Agent, whose name is not revealed, is to track a volunteer in the Arab Cultueal Cent
in Brooklyn Heights, who keeps repeating the code word “Amal,” meaning “hope” in
Arabic. The Agent practices his grandfather’s dialect, finds a job at ther cand
eventually asks about the meaning of “Amal.” Mohamed, the volunteer, tells hirhehat t
hope is the children studying in the center, some of whom are smuggled in fromtconflic
areas in the Arab World.

The women pick out young children who can pass for the
pictures in their children’s passports. The parents agree
that it is the best thing to send them. The women bring the
children back here and — in Brooklyn, Detroit, Chicago, all
over - each family raises one or two of them. We are giving
children hope and they are our hope.

The Agent reports the information to his boss, and when he tries later to celebrate
his success with his sister, she is infuriated that he exposed the plot to dachikan.
She tries to go to the center to warn them so that they can hide the children from the
upcoming raid by law enforcers, but he stops her by physically attacking her:

| broke her nose with the first punch. | cracked a rib with
second. Then, | cried and carried her to the car and we
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drove without sirens to the room of emergencies where we
both went undercover. She played a clumsy woman. |
played a chagrined family member.

The situation which disturbs him greatly at the beginning of the monologue, of an Arab
father killing his own daughter, and the question he poses about how family members can
hurt each other, are replicated in his own life, where he becomes the aggressor,
committing physical violence against his own sister. The sister prétecis the

hospital, as the daughter protected her father in the trial.

Another Arab American Agent discovers that “hope” is the code word for drugs,
and arrestghe smugglers. The connection between this scene and the rest of the play is
revealed at the end, when the Agent is asked to interrogate a student who had been
reported by a college professor for making radical statements aboucAmpolicy in
the Middle East in the classroom. This student is the protagor@$tamolate in Heat:
Growing up Arab in AmerigaAiesha.

| thought it was stupid to waste time tracking loudmouthed
kids who were clearly not threats of any sort, neither
having the ability to organize a mass social movement, or
having expressed the desire to use violence as a means for a
political end. I voiced this opinion.

Aiesha is caught in the airport when she exceeded her credit limit toyingyta ticket

from Boston to New York. She is brought-in for interrogation by the FBI. During the
guestioning, the Agent notices something on her lips

Actress:
It's not chocolate.
Actor:
Oh. How...who did that to you?
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Actress:
| fell down the stairs.

By repeating the exact same phrase his sister uses when she tellgaghaluma the

injury inflicted on her, the playwright creates a parallel between thagositthe two
women. This echoes the initial murder account of the scene, evoking not only the abuse
of Arab women, but of women in general:

She sat looking like my mother, my sister, like Dana, like
every woman I've ever met. Just by the way she is looking
at me it is clear that — to her — | am like every man she eve
met and the men she has met have not all been good.
It is clear to the Agent that Aiesha will not be convicted by the police, for the
mysterious death of the man who was last seen with her and who was hit by a ta. Yet
Arab American FBI Agent wants to be careful, and to impress his boss, Khadija, the

Libyan American woman, who is observing the interrogations:

| could let her go.... but Khadija’s sure she is dangerous. |
can’'t be seen as untrustworthy. | can't be seen as soft.

Because they share the same Arabic identity, the Agent acts toughet foesha,
preferring to err on the side of caution. The Agent does not say his recommendations at
the end of questioning Aiesha, but the screen shows “Agent’s Recommendation:
Detain,” and the play ends with a sense of frustration at the unfulfillment of the hape of
young bright Arab American woman who made it to Harvard and who had the promise of
a better future, through good education.

Through the story of Aiesha and the people she interacts@ititolate in Heat
creates an image of the life of Arab Americans living in the United Saatkslealing

with the general problems of adolescence and growing up, and of their strugggech
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of identity in an atmosphere of hate and discrimination against minofitiedinal
monologue reveals a sense of disillusionment at the arbitrary detention of the mai
character, who had great potential, in order to protect the career of the Amican

FBI Agent. The ending comes abruptly in order to shock the audience. There is no
explanation or time for catharsis during the performance, compelling the audience
members to think about the play after it ends, perhaps to carry these questiohsrwith t
into their lives.

Betty Shamieh’d he Black Eyed

The second play examined in this chapter is Betty Shamidéle'8lack Eyedt
depicts four Arab women from across the ages: the Biblical Delilah, a ottnedieval
Christian crusaders, a contemporary Arab American, and a modern Palestitida sui
bomber. The Four women meet in the afterlife, where they struggle to conmago ter
with their lives and with the oppression they each endured.

The play’s structure is similar to that©hocolate in Heain that it presents the
story of each women, one at a time, without disclosing the event that connectsitiem
the end. In the later part of the play, the Palestinian American Architect,poke the
least in the first half and was described as “inarticulate” and adrétaary articulately
shares her story, revealing how she died on one of the flights during the attacks of 9/11.
Alhough the events of 9/11 are an integral part of this story, as the protagonist afythe pl
is one of its victims, the general focus of the play revolves around the discussan of s
sexuality and relationships between men and women.

There are tensions between the characters, yet there is no major cenilext

them. Three of them want to go into what they assume is the room where mdhgrs ga
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in heaven, but are unable to take this step. They seek Aiesha’s assistance to gm¢h and f
the men they want to meet. Delilah wants to meet Samson, the lover whose life she
helped to end by revealing the secret of his invincible power, while Tamam wargstto m
her younger brother, who killed several crusaders to avenge her honor aftesstaped

in front of him. It is not obvious throughout the play which martyr the Architect is
interested in meeting.

During the course of the performance it becomes clear that the four women have
Palestinian origins. The character of Delilah lived in the area that eetaaiern-day
Palestine, Tamam lived on the same land during the Crusades, Aiesha livezstmeal
under the current Israeli occupation, while the Architect was born in the Unatess
Palestinian parents. Though the characters belong to different histoodgehey all
use the same style of language, which is modern, contemporary, and colloquial. The
language is anachronistic, and many of the exchanges involving the historregtelsa
are comparable to dialogue between female characters in American ¢eleiisoms
about sexuality and dating. Also there is no (geographic) distinction in the dictgm usa
between the Arab American woman who lived in the United States and that of the women
who lived in Palestine. Even the Chorus uses slang:

Delilah:
That would be tacky.
Samson was a lot of things, but he wasn'’t tacky.
He grabbed her and kissed her passionately.
and she scratched and bit and pushed at him,
he told her

Chorus:
“I like ‘em kinky.”
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Delilah is presented as highly sexualized, using her sexual power to conquer
Samson, who oppressed her people, but she is not the only woman in the play who is
presented as a seducer. Tamam also uses her physical beauty to have aecess t
brother, who is imprisoned by the crusaders. Both women use their charms inrtifie afte
to seduce the Monkey-God in order to know the location of martyrs in heaven. Aiesha
enjoys her interpretation of what she believes heaven offers a female: wizaste men,
which is a twist on what the religious texts promise as a reward for malgsnart

Aiesha:
| interpreted that to mean that if | blew myself up and took
others with me,
because no one would give a shit about my people’s plight
unless | did,
| would have a hundred men of every hue.

who were lined up like fruits at the market.

Tamam:
In what religious text did you find that if you blew yourself
up you'd have a hundred men of every hue?
Aiesha:
Okay, my interpretation is a rather loose one.
But, hey, it's heaven.
That's what | believed, that's what | got.
During this exchange the characters reveal the meaning of the thie jpity: The Black

Eyedis a literal translation of the word used in the Quran to describe the beautifal virgi
women whom martyrs would find waiting for them in heaven.
The focus on sexuality extends from exchanges between the charactégsgrig of

direct advice to the audience:
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Delilah:
Women, what do you do when you want a man?
This is what | did and this is what | suggest.
Go to where he frequents.
Dress well, dress in a way that makes it obvious you are a
(pausewoman.
Men can never tell the difference
between a beautiful woman
Chorus:
and a person dressed like one.

Though all the characters ©he Black Eyedre women, what moves the play is
their search for their men. In the first half of the play the reason behinchTanth
Delilah’s search is revealed, as they present the stories of the menetisegking,
Tamam’s brother Muhammed, and Delilah’s lover Samson. Aiesha brieflg #tateshe
is a suicide bomber who took her life and that of others for a cause. While each of the
women is recounting her story, the other three act as chorus supporting her tale b
representing other characters in it, asking questions, offering commemistung
phrases. The Chorus is sometimes the three women who are not actively sharing their
narrative, while at other times the Chorus’s role is performed by only one or the of
women.

The second part of the play portrays the Architect’s story through twaiesita
which she narrates to the audience. The first occurs when she meets aatavbloite
half Arab, whom she describes as “the Half-Breed.” She fantasizes aboyhgaim,
and how that would lead her to forsake her architectural work in order to care for her
family, while her husband blossoms professionally through her support, he cheating on

her all the while. The second fantasy takes place five years later, whircliitect

139



decides to go visit the Half-Breed. She had decided to lose her virginity withiem w
she turns thirty-five. Her fear of flying leads her to imagine beirggptane hijacked by
Arabs. Through her eloguence in the Arabic language she is able to convince the
hijackers not to harm the passengers and to help the Americans on board understand the
suffering of her people by exposing the government’s manipulation of the faets. S
manages to save the day, which makes her a celebrity. Through these twoeslaborat
fantasies the audience is offered an insight into the Architect’s life ariddrsr hopes
and dreams living as an Arab in the United States. The details of her faatasies
neurosis present a depth of information about her life that differs from how the other
characters are presented. The other characters are each s@tnhaoagh one event:
that of her death, or the death of the martyr she is searching for.

The Architect’s narrative touches upon themes that concern second-generation
Arab Americans, namely: living between two cultures, holding to tradition,septiag
one’s people, explaining the home culture to the host culture, and the responsibility of
and need for marrying people from the same cultural background to keep the lineage
alive. Her fantasies reveal the importance of knowing the mother tongubeHhsrself
did not learn.

In spite of the serious and grave situation created in her second fantasyhehen s
realizes that the plane might crash, the sexual theme is the dominant focus:

Architect:
And | realize I'm going to die a virgin.
I'd stomp up to the

Chorus:
cock

Architect:
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pit.

I'd get on that loudspeaker and say -
“Unfasten your seatbelts.

Chorus:
Motherfuckers!

Architect:
If this plane is going down,
someone is going down on me!”

The intersection between the stories of Aiesha and the Architectifedlat the
end of the play when the Architect explains that she saw a poster on an Arab-hating
website with a photo of Aiesha, the suicide bomber, next to the photo of her only victim,
a young Palestinian girl with the caption, “Finally, they are killing anether.” Aiesha
interrupts the Architect’s narrative to recount more of her story, revdainghe group
she was targeting moved after she detonated her bomb, and the only person left in the
scene was the young girl who came with her mother to serve in an Israelhblold his
explains why she is not welcomed in the martyrs’ room. The two stories are cannecte
further when the Architect’s fantasies turn to reality and she redtaethe plane she
took to meet the Half-Breed, on September 11, 20Gtisally being hijacked by Arabs.

Architect:
| thought to myself - will they put my picture next to the
man who ran past my row?
Under our pictures, will they write the words...
Aiesha:
Finally, they are killing one another.

During the hijacking, the Architect is unable to act out any of her fantasieie is

incapable of using the Arabic language to save the plane or to establish compmunicat
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with the hijackers. Toward the endTfe Black Eyedhe Architect reveals that the man

she is searching for in heaven is a hijacker she had had eye contact with, but could not
speak to. She is seeking him in order to ask him what words could have stopped him from
doing what he did. Yet her search for him in the martyr’s room is problematicisince
assumes that these hijackers have done something commendable, dying foraugepd ¢
which would give them martyr status.

Even though the playwright presents an intense moment in which an Arab
American woman on board one of the 9/11 flights which is about to crash realizes what is
taking place before other passengers are aware of it, the drameggergption still
focuses on the play’s project of offering observations on male-femal®nslaips.

Architect:
As the man tied up a stewardess....
| was thinking I like chubby men.
| don’t trust men if they're too thin.

Aiesha:
| think you just don’t trust men.

The events of 9/11 do not occupy as much space as the play’'s commentary on the
Architect’s virginity and on her relationships with men, which appear to be the main
project of this play.

Though the main focus dhe Black Eyeds sexual, the play refers to other
issues, including the suffering of Palestinian women across historical andgeogira
boundaries, the guilt felt by modern Palestinians in the diaspora about thengudferi
Palestinians under occupation, and the possibility of achieving a solution to the

Palestinian-Israeli struggle through the establishment of one state ttedl United States
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of Israel and Palestine. The play also tackles the sensitive topic of saocrdeers,

evoking the notion that Palestinians are not the only people to use this form of resistanc
as killing self to help a cause has existed throughout time and in various cultugds, whi

the characters list as they refer to various groups of women waiting matiy’s room:
women from Japan, Iran, Ireland and elsewhere. The events of 9/11 are mentioned in the
course of the play, yet they are not the focus of this work; rather they adiaackdrop,

allowing the playwright to discuss the other concerns of the play.

Laura ShamadPistachio Stories

The final play to be discussed in this chapté&istachio Storieswhich expresses
the changes in the situation of the Arab American community post 9/11. The half
Lebanese playwright, writer and mythologist Laura Shamas has writtenthan thirty
plays. Her plays have been performed in a wide range of venues, from the Smithsonian
National Museum of Natural History to the 2007 Junior Miss Pageant. A number of her
plays are published in theatre anthologies, including a short versitistathio Stories
published inThe Best 10-Minute Plays for Three or More Aciar2005. The full
version ofPistachio Storiesvas developed through the Lark Theatre in New York, which
presented a reading of it in 2007. This play is also part of the 2008 season of the Golden
Thread Theatre in San Francisco.

This plays differs greatly from the plays previously discussed in thiseshdtpt
presents the atmosphere of fear that prevailed in American societyifg8/t1 and the
impact of these events and their aftermath on people of Arab descentrlivirggUnited

States. It also challenges media representation of Arab Amerarahsxplores some of
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the conspiracy theories of the time. Shamas sets this play in a city on th€&Essof
the United States, in 2004. Her choice of this particular historical moment iscsighif
2004 witnessed not only the zenith of the war on Iraqg, and the impact of the heightened
security measures implemented by the newly-founded Department of Homelandys
but also a presidential election. ThroughBigtachio Storieshe playwright attempts to
address stereotypes about Arab Americans, and to dispel them by presenting tbie live
three well-educated second-generation Arab American characteesl. IiRathe biased
American mainstream media coverage of the war on Iraq, they form a mechagraup
to bring awareness to others, including their liberal American friends. Thoughathe m
focus of the play is to expose the biases against Arabs and Arab Americans and to subvert
them, it also offers some insight into the Arabic culture, by pointing out sothe of
historical and mythical connections between Arabs and the West.

Pistachio Storiess structured in the form of a thriller. The play starts with a
mystery object — a bag of red pistachios — that one of the characters, Stevey firgls
car while his way to attend a media watch group meeting hosted by the Arailc#&mer
protagonist, Ray. This triggers the events of the play, as the Arab Americaanywom
Marguerite, had found a parcel containing two bags of red pistachios on her doorstep the
morning after 9/11. Instead of watching al-Jazeera news coverage of tios \Waq, the
group discusses the implications of finding two similar objects, which are codnecte
the Middle East, as red pistachios originated in Syria. Joe, another Arab &mmaan,
offers several conspiracy theories to explain this coincidence. The play mavethé
specific to the general, exposing the atmosphere of fear and mistrust initde States

after 9/11, and the loss of liberties in American society.
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Similar toThe Black Eyeahis play begins in a light tone, and the characters use
modern and contemporary language. Marguerite recounts that she informexhguenht
graduate school about finding the bags of pistachios, along with a note addressed to a
certain George saying, “You know what to do with these.” Despite hearing about this
incident for the first time, the two Arab American men, Ray and Joe, are abéaliot pr
what happened next, based on their experiences as Arab Americans in sinatemst

Ray:
Let me guess. She says something like: “Are you
crazy? You're Arab-American. This is highly suspicious.
You'd better call the FBI.”
Joe:
Or she’s more like “After what happened two days
ago in New York, you'd better prove you're more
American than Arab. Turn yourself in.”
ThroughoutPistachio Storiesiumor is used to lighten the impact of the intense situation.
Steve:
So did you yell at her, “Don’t you dare talk to me
that way, you waspy xenophobic elitist grad school
biyatch-bigot!”
The banter and quick exchanges of American slang between the characters, using

American slang, reflect a particular socioeconomic background, and teef las\guage
and analysis of the situation suggest a high level of education.

Steve:
“Personae non gratae.” Your Latin plural usage is
such a turn-on, Fiona. God, educated people are
always so...stimulating.
Marguerite does not go to the authorities to report the package of suspiciousgsstachi

for fear that she might be targeted. Instead, she eats some of the pistachios #mel use
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rest to recreate her family’s recipe of baklava. This play creatasections between
politics, food, and culture, which | will explore further in the conclusion.

The playwright uses the technique of revealing what took place next, not through
the words of the character going through the experience, but through others, asehis ¢
the other Arab American characters. This shifts the focus from the pergpeakace of
Marguerite to a general commentary on the impact of the aftermath of 9/11 on Arab
Americans. She is not the only person targeted, but a representative of a mynoonity
that experiences extreme forms of discrimination. Joe and Ray list soh&e of t
experiences of Arab Americans, from hearing clicks on the phone and receivinganail t
looks like it has been opened, to the feeling of being watched everywhere, even at home,
to relatives disappearing without a trace. Joe retorts “Welcome to theArakican
experience in the post 9/11 world.” The play also reveals that the scope of the culture of
fear and suspicion in American society post 9/11 expands beyond targeting Arab
Americans to putting all of American societgder surveillance. As Fiona comments,
“everyone in America is being profiled. . . . First our library cards and theneulit cr
cards.” The dialogue of the first scene also shows the changed position ofgfeople
Arabic background living in the United States, even the second-generation who were
being treated as “suspicious foreigners.”

The atmosphere of mystery is evoked again in the second scene, as Ray and
Marguerite feel there is a red surveillance car monitoring the aesiwfithe group.

When the group meets later in a café to discuss the situation Joe suggesty tmatithe
be followed by the authorities, who might believe that they are a sleepemnckthat the

red pistachios were their trigger. Ray, who is also Arab American, is the@asshable
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in refuting the conspiracy theories offered by the other characters. thceaéntroduces
a new character, Ben, a bartender in the café, who shows interest in isgiaggdo
the Middle East. Steve expresses a romantic interest in him, and invites him to the
following meeting of the group.

During scene four the group reconvenes to watch the Arabic news. The scene
starts lightly, with music and dancing, then turns to the coverage of the Wagon Ira
Laura Shamas uses this scene to dispel some of the stereotypes about Areén&me
The three characters of Arab descent are well educated, fully integratédnetican
society and have full understanding of its dynamics and politics. They ddfarthe
media representation of Arab, which often conflates Arabs and Muslims. The three
characters are not Muslim, and they are not religious. They are funopataaind have
a sophisticated analysis of the situation, yet their perspective isdiffeom an
American not of Arab descent, because they have an awareness of the cgrapthgit
Arabs position and being perceived as the enemy.

Expectations surrounding the gender roles are also challenged. The Arab man,
Ray, is the one who enjoys cooking, and hosts and entertains the group regularly. While
waiting for Steve to arrive, they dance, but the belly dancing is performed dmanof
Irish descent, while Marguerite, who is second-generation Arab, doesn’'t know tlee danc

Marguerite:
| never learned because | didn’t want to fulfill a stereotype.
That's the male fantasy of Arab-American women—belly

dancing and barefoot.

Fiona:
Why can't | teach her how to belly dance? ... Belly
dancing
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is not stereotypical. It's powerful—an expression of female
sexuality, reproduction and creativity.

The men, Ray and Joe also dance. Ray recounts how his grandfather used to belly dance
in his village in the homeland. When the whole group is assembled they follow the

Arabic news, projected in low volume, as Ray offers a translation of the details of a
Arabic perspective on the war through which the characters seek “to stagteohioethe

world, and not just this administration’s spinning of the invasion.” Through the news, the
playwright presents an update on the number of people killed in the war and a timeline of
the casualties, showing the number of Iraqgis killed, not just that of the coalitioarspldi

as presented in the American mainstream news of the time. The news progrésses

illegal abuse of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. soldiers at Abu Ghraib, noting that around 50,000
Iragis were held there initially, along with allegations of torture afigc3,000 Iraqi

civilians. The play offers no immediate commentary on these gruesome pieesgsof

The group discusses coffee, tells stories about the Arabic origins of the word, and the
Sufi’s discovery of coffee beans in the Arab region. The events of Abu Ghraib, are
evoked, but not discussed during the performance, leaving the audience to form their own
judgment of what is taking place in Irag. In spite of the weight of the newsaned, it

used mainly as a background to contextualize the situation of Arab Americans.

The short fifth scene evokes the possibility that Ben, the new member of the
group, could be an undercover agent, planted by the authorities to infiltrate the group and
to report on their activities. Ray warns Joe not to mention this to Steve, who brought the
bartender to the meeting.

In scene six, discrimination against Arab Americans is clearly dematstrathe

incident Marguerite recounts concerning how her father was removed filahta f
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because of his Arabic name, even though he was the one reporting suspicious behavior.
The emotional weight given to this incident emphasizes the focus of the play onndepicti
concrete examples of the mania and fear prevailing after 9/11, which led to hethte
security measures and more racial profiling. The tension escalates wheorBes to the
meeting carrying another bag of red pistachios. Joe confronts him about begengn a
infuriating Steve, who insults Joe and then starts a fight. This incident lead$tedke

down of the group: Steve leaves, and Fiona’s husband refuses to allow her to participate
in it. Subsequently, Ben also leaves the Café, without leaving further contaotatibn,
suggesting that Joe’s suspicious about his role as an agent could be true. Theafollapse
the media watch group of concerned citizens suggests the disintegration of so@ety und
pressure of the new security measures, which target a section of the populatiomeThe t
of the play becomes darker, reflecting the frustration and disappointment of the thre
Arab Americans.

The atmosphere of the following scene, which takes place on a pistachicsfarm, i
less charged. Ray, Joe, and Marguerite visit the farm in the hope of finding satge clar
regarding the mystery of the red pistachio bags appearing to the erauddhe play.

Yet the lighter atmosphere of the outdoor picnic is subverted by a meta-theatrica
commentary. The same actor who plays Ben also play Charlie, the pistacheg famoh

Joe comments on the physical resemblence between the two characters, to support his
conspiracy theories.

The potential relationship between Ray and Marguerite referred to throughout the
play comes to fruition, but the love relationship is presented at the end of the play, whil

Ray packs his bag to search for Joe, who has disappeared without a trace. The couple, are
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separated just at the start of their relationship, implying the impossiilibve within

the targeted community of Arab Americans. The brief moment of the two proség)
connecting is not given much emphasis in the play. Their union is presented to the
audience in the background of the short scene about the disappearance of timgr missi
friend, in an atmosphere of fear, and with a backdrop of continuous rain.

The mysterious disappearance of Joe comes as a surprise, which confirms the
conspiracy theories he propounded throughout the play. The loss of Joe in the play
exposes what happened in the United States after 9/11 — the disappearance, tbe,detenti
the deportations of hundreds of men of Arab and Muslim backgrounds. In the style of a
thriller, characters continue to disappear. The group that started with dipkeplst the
two Americans after the fight. After the disappearance of Ben and Joe, thgopriet,

Ray, also disappears when he goes in search of Joe. The final scene shows the last
character remaining, the Arab American woman, Marguerite, beingagéted by the
authorities. She is incapable of dealing with the intensity of the situation, antherit
continuous rain, which is turning into a flood. She asks her interrogators to keep her in
because she cannot face more rain outside.

What started as a realistic play, cast in contemporary language, involaing m
specifics like preparing and eating Arabic food, ordering particular kinds fefec@nd
referring to nuances of modern living in the United States, changes dramdyctie
end of the play. The rain, which begins in scene nine and continues till the end of the
play, takes on a nightmarish dimension, evoking the Gilgamesh myth that Joe recounts to
Marguerite during their visit to the farm in scene eight, in order to expkajis fhability

to be in a relationship with her, which Joe refers to as “his Gilgamesh complex.”

150



Joe:

To get that diagnosis, you've got to get a really good shrink

who’s well-versed in Middle Eastern mythology. | mean,

Arab-American guys are too complex for those Western-

biased shrinks who only know characters like Oedipus or

Apollo.
The continuous rain at the endRistachio Storiegvokes the biblical flood, which
indicates the end of time. It also creates parallels between Joe aath&ly who, in the
myth, was given a lot of power but was not able to use it because he got into ftghts wi
other forces. The complete change in the mode of the play is very powerful; it fushes
play from the realm of the personal to the general and political, then to a mykidal |
the last denoting the nightmarish experiences of Arab Americans after 9/1dlayhe
ends on a disturbing note: the nightmare of endless rain, the flood, and the loss of the
three Arab American characters with no interference, support, or reactiothigoest of
society. Marguerite’s final monologue suggests that the loss of rights apbfiieg are
going to extend beyond the Arab American community to affect society at large

Similar to the connections between the sexual and the politicaleBlack Eyed

the personal and the political are interwoven througR@iachio Storiesand the
complexities of the situation in the homeland are reflected in the lives of étve Ar
Americans. An example is Ray’s wife, who left the U.S. to live in Lebanon beches
could not deal with the prejudices in American society, and was killed in a car bomb
explosion there. The Arab American characters presentbe pplay are not naive or
simplistic. Though they might be jaded, confused, or frustrated, they try to ddsamet

to change their realty. The collapse of their group epitomizes the déteatliberal
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tendencies in society under the pressure of the current atmosphere.

Laura Shamas first includes the concepts of disappearing Arab AmeRaoamsy
other conspiracy theories mentioned throughout the play, but she frames them in a
humorous context, making them part of the background of the chatter and the rumors.
Once one of the Arab American men disappears, these theories take on it dviéggat
— now they become a potential explanation as to why he is missing, along with hundreds
of other Arab men. This play also presents a number of autobiographical elements,
starting with the triggering event of finding bags of pistachio the day dft&y @hich
Shamas herself experienc@dany of the exchanges depictedFistachio Storiesire
based on personal experience by the playwright and her family, most importantly the
incident of the father’s removal from the fligft.

Pistachio Storiess the most overtly political play in this chapter offering a direct
commentary on the political situation, evoking the presidential elections, comgenti
specific figures in the American administration, examining the implicatd®/11 for
civil liberties, and presenting details of the war in Iraq and of the eveAtsuaGhraib
prison. It also mentions the Arab homeland, sometimes mythically, other smes a
nostalgic reminiscing, yet it does not shy away from addressing tlenttentative

political situation in Lebanon, which leads to the death of Ray’s wife.

Conclusion

The Arab American characters in the plays discussed in this chapter differ

® Phone interview with Shamas on 7 October, 2007.
% During the play reading in the Lark Theatre, Sharfaker attended and watched a dramatization ®f hi
experience for the first time.
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significantly from each other in terms of their relationship to consent and destent
Chocolate in HeatAiesha grows up immersed in a world controlled by rules of descent
surrounded by non-integrated immigrants. Her attempt to move into a world of her choice
(consent) is systematically halted because she is perceived ashmaretinic group.

Her potential for success in American society, through an Ivy league e csit

aborted because of another Arab American, the FBI Agent. In contrast with ha Alles
Agent is not successful in his work because his connection to his descent is weak. His
first mission failed because of the accent he used while under coverahidagher, who
lived in Lebanon, was a refugee from Palestine, and retained the Pafeatinent. “So,
when | insisted | was from Lebanon, Mahmoud knew | was speaking in an dtem t
Lebanese man my age would dare use.” He remarks on his connection to the language
and to the culture of his ancestors saying:

My grandfather taught me the language, but he could not
translate the culture. | knew how to make the right sounds,
but not what those sounds meant.

Language also plays a significant part in the tensions within the cirapathe
Architect inThe Black EyedShe is pulled between two extremes — her background of
Palestinian “descent,” and her personality which is formed by “consent” #nherican
surroundings. Her inability to reconcile these two aspects of herself manifder
failure to express herself:

Architect:
| don’t speak hardly a lick of Arabic either,
but | can make out the morsels that count.

You will not know
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that the only thing you've got going for you is
you have a chance of understanding
the two languages
| was born to learn and love.
Chorus:
Arabic and architecture.

The reason she boards the 9/11 plane reflects another tension between descent and
consent: staying a virgin as her heritage requires versus the presssetier virginity
as a modern thirty-five-year-old woman living in the United States.

Pistachio Storiepresents three Arab American characters who are comfortable in
combining these two aspects: their heritage and their American cult@gafdvery
successful in their “consent,” yet they exist in a historical moment tlifes/them
because of their descent. Their ethnic differences are illustratedfoothéhey share, the
music they dance to, the news they want to follow, and the psychological comglexitie
that stem from the mythologies of their ancestors, such as the Gilgamesiexes.

The three plays examined in this chapter also demonstrate a progression which
reflects the changes in the position of the Arab American immigrant commuorgiesd
post 9/11Chocolate In Heaportrays the problems of growing up as a minority in a
community, with the parents providing few tools to help negotiate this world, which is
new and troubling to them as well. This play could be the story of an immigrant youth,
from any ethnic minority and it is not specific to a time period. The negotiations of the
character of the Architect ifihe Black Eyedre those of someone living within the
liminal space between cultures, fully aware of their expectations andtlong. Yet she
is more anchored in the American host culture than the Arabic home culture, pdyticula

because of her inability to speak Arabic, and the feeling of powerlessndsskhis
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creates in her. The connection Shamieh creates between the PalestiniamaAmeri
character and the Palestinian suicide bomber establishes a specifiatimeelfut the
defining moment for this play is the events of 9/ 11, and the protagonist’s death on board
one of the planes at the hands of Arabs. By contrast, the three Arab Americatechara
in Pistachio Storiesre unmistakably living a post 9/11 reality. The trigger event —
finding the first bag of pistachios — is linked to that day, and the lives of the @raract
are clearly affected by the changes that impacted Americanysaftiet 2001. The
succession of these three plays reflect a changing reality fognams of Arab descent
living in the United States, from the marginal space this ethnic minority occupiad, a
essentially invisible group, to center stage in the role of the enemy as edesent
mainstream media and popular culture.

There are a number of connections between the plays, espEtiatiplate In
HeatandPistachio StoriesThe main characters of both plays disappear at the end of the
performance. In the former, it is clear that the FBI is detaining the protigin the
latter, the two Arab Americans men disappear and the final scene is thatfefale
protagonist being interrogated by the authorities. It is interesting tHaplayts end with
an Arab American woman going through an interrogation. Though the two playsyare ve
different in style, mode, and approach, they both end with the detention of their
protagonists. In both of them the characters are under scrutiny by the aeghtivdugh
it is clear to the audience that they are not dangerous characters, posingto thre
society. They are profiled because of their ancestry and their origirse €hdings have
a sobriety that puts an end to the humor used in both plays. The general dynamics of

invisibility and discrimination against Arab Americans, depicte@mocolate in Heat
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are expanded iRistachio Storieso show how the Arab American community is
specifically targeted, perceived and treated as the enemy of the State;anttha of a
general atmosphere of fear and anxiety. The characters are awsdofibwness of the
claims regarding freedom and liberty in the United States. As Marguwerntments:

Ray’s gone to all this trouble ... subscribing to an Arab
news channel, probably putting himself on the Homeland
Security Watch List by doing so.

There are fewer connections between these two playShenBlack Eyedsince
the main premise of this play is four characters from different timesngee heaven.
Though they are all Palestinian women, the question of Palestine is not astoehtal
project of the play as are issues of relationship and sexuality, which emessid
anachronistically. It is worth noting that this play does not reflect a stemge of
friendship or solidarity between the four Palestinian women. Even the three wied arr
as a team at the beginning start by saying that they have known each otheeaaigirt
time to be on good terms, but long enough to know that they will eventually hate each
other. A number of tensions arise between the three women and Aiesha throughout the
play, resulting in fights and a feeling of rivalry and lack of support among them.

Both Chocolate in HeaandPistachio Storiegontain references to food in their
titles. Chocolate itself is a running theme in Aiesha’s monologues: it is theowampt a
child, and her weapon of revenge, as wellvhat the FBI Agent assumed is on her
bruised lipsPistachio Storiepresents a number of incidents relating to food, yet the way
food is presented breaks with the traditional way of addressing this themesftiwd a
main connection to the ancestors. Shamas illustrates an awareness oh#iaditi

representations of food as a way of connecting to the homeland, at the same time, she
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establishes a strong sense of the political situation and of the implicationbatiges
taking place in society on the freedom and liberties of the general population, as well
their impact on the Arab Americans in particular. She thereby resolvemnthert that
existed in previous and contemporary work which focuses on either the political or the
culinary; she tackles both tracks, exploring the political in food. This play stike
balance between the political and the culinary. One example is what happens to
Marguerite after she finds the pistachio bags. Rather than submitting tbégstgchios

to the authorities, she eats some of them, and learns her family’s recipe foaliakiae
the pistachios in it. Hence an object that initially evokes fear because aritsation to

the Middle East, becomes a way for the protagonist to reconnect to her familyascul
tradition, and to literally consume and digest her Arabness. Another examplgss R
hosting of the media watch group, and his regular preparation of a feast of Arabic food,
which becomes part of the background for the political conversation. The play also
presents a long discussion about the roots of coffee, which Sufis in the Arab world
discovered and used to heighten and intensify their spiritual practice.

The three plays explored in this chapter are specifically Arab Anmemod only
because of the Arab American characters they present, but because ottlseorf the
concerns of these communities, their interest in concepts from Arabic cthigire
tracing of the influence Arabs had on the West, and their use of some Arabic words in
their dialogue. As Joe explains to Fiondistachio Stories

Lots of Arabic words and customs have been mainstreamed
into Western culture. Whenever you say the word “candy,”

you're saying the Arabic word “gandi.”
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In addition to evoking Arab mythology, this play also suggests a connection to the
Arabian Nights When Steve compares Marguerite to Scheherazade, and her unfinished
story. Yet, unlike the magical atmosphere of Arabic fairy tales with hapgwgs, all

the main characters in these plays suffer because of their Arabness. Numéote

plays in this chapter has a happy ending, all three become Arabic “nightnidres.”
protagonists of two of the plays are detained, while the four characters loirthevho

are already dead, are trapped in limbo unable to move forward. The plays disgussed i
this chapter all share a sense of loss, defeat and frustration that reflgsitioe many

Arab Americans found themselves in the aftermath of the events of 9/ 11.
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Chapter Four: Comedy Performances

This chapter will cover comedy performances by Arab Americansantstich
flourished following 9/11 and its aftermath. It will start with an introduction cabAr
American comedy in general, offering an overview of the work of the maim Ara
American comedy group, followed by examination of the stand-up and theatre work of
Maysoon Zayid, the most prominent female comedian. Then it will provide a survey of
the activities of the Arab American Comedy Festival, and women’s condnibitatiit,
highlighting some of the comedy performances that focus on the negotiationtdf/ide

of Arab Americans.

The comedic performances of Arab Americans can be grouped into three
categories: stand-up routines, sketches, and plays. This chapter willrieflgrtb the
first two categories and focus mainly on the comedic plays. Most of the playss#idc
in this chapter are short plays, because they were presented through the Eestied};
whose format does not allow for long plays since it offers a number of plays anuesketc

in one program.

Comedy is the most popular form of contemporary Arab American theatre, with a
large number of performers and plays and an enthusiastic, growing audience. The
prevalence of the comedic mode in the young movement of Arab American Thedtre, a
the popularity of the stand-up comedian (a genre not known in most Arab countries)
could both be connected to the Arab communities’ use of humor to challenge their status
within the power structure. One may see a similar phenomenon in recent femynist, ga
and ethnic performances. In much of this work, comedy offers an opportunity to look at

the self, to examine and dispel stereotypes imposed by society, and to preselfitathe
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the community to the larger society in a non-threatening way. Humor presents a unique
possibility to address sensitive and critical topics such as oppression ofti@snori

discrimination and racial profiling.

The Early Comedy Performances:

The early comedies presented by Arab Americans in the second half of the
twentieth century focused mainly on their communities and were not concerned with
addressing the general American audience. Some of the plays were ity Athers were
bilingual or partly in English, attempting to engage the new generations of Arabs born in
the United States who were not fluent in Arabic. As with the early productions of some
other ethnic theatres, most of these plays were amateur, performed maihéy for
community and advertised in community publications and social gatherings.

A good example of this style is the work of Ajyal Theatrical Group, based in
Detroit, Michigan, which regularly presented (and continues to present) fartasnsel
in Lebanese Arabic. The plays of Ajyal Gr8Ufpllow the Arabic theatre model of three-
act comedies with exaggerated caricatures. They are mostlynvanttedirected by Najee
Mondalek, founder of the group, in collaboration with some of the other members of the
ensemble: Michael Mondalek, Ayman Safaoui, Hassan Haj, Rita Srour, Rodney Karrom
Jennifer Mashini and Rabih Jaber. Ajyal Group describes itself as tharaist
American theatre compariyIn addition to entertainment, their mission is to provide

quality Arabic theatre, arts and cultural experiences for Arab Americamaoaities

67 Ajyal means “generations” in Arabic.
% This is indicated in their website www.arabamertbaater.com
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throughout the United States and Canada. Because their work is geared toward Arab
American communities, their performances start much later than thigotmatieight

P.M. curtain time, in order to accommodate the late shift workers in Michigamiéesct

Their first play,What a Sham@ sotna Osa wa Hkayetna Jorsa), was performed at
the Attic theater, Dearborn, Michigan, in May 1989 and toured nationally. Ajyabmdec
play Students Nowaday3alameez Akher Zaman) was postponed several times because
of the invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 and was never performed. In 1991, they
presented the musical dratdanest Thieve@Hamiha Haramiha) in collaboration with
Al-Anwar Dance Group. This performance coincided with Desert Storm and its
repercussions in Arab American communities throughout the United States. In 1993, the
group performedmile, You're In Dearbor(ibtasim Anta fee Dearborn). The following
year, Najee Mondalek wrote and directed the successfuBphag, You're In America
(Ibtasim Anta fee America), coincidentally debuting the character oéthalé
protagonist Im Hussein. Out of necessity, Mondalek performed the role of the femal
lead Im Hussein when the company lost its main actress during perform&hnees
success and popularity of this character led Ajyal Group to create a number of
performances featuring Najee Mondalek playing the role of Im Hussein, wambea
stable feature of the group’s wotkAjyal’s subsequent plays revolved around Im
Hussein and her husband Abu Hussein, and later introduced the character of her friend
and neighbor Im lllias, (another female character performed by Michasddlek, Najee
Mondalek’s brother), and her husband, Abu lllias. The mishaps of these Arab immigrants

were vividly portrayed i'We Became Americdiia'amrakna Ya Sanadi) in 1996, and the

% Since its inception 15 years ago this charactslegame very popular in the Arab American
community. The costume of Im Hussein (a floral dréeadscarf and big glasses) became a populér outf
for young men during the Halloween parades in DaaroMichigan.
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skit seriesCome See...Come Séla'a Tfaraj, Ta'a shouf) in 1998.

Their most successful performantég No TerroristtAna Mosh Irhabeye), written
by Najee Mondalek and directed by Ray Alcodray, was scheduled to be perforined in t
fall of 2001, but was postponed due to the events of 9/11. The show was performed in
Michigan in May and October 2002 and its success there was the start of a foityteen
tour in the United States and Canada. In a reversal of the old tradition of comedies from
the homeland traveling to entertain the immigrants in their new commuieeNp
Terroristwas performed in Lebanon in the fall of 2003. Its popularity with Lebanese
audiences in Beirut led to another run in the summer of 2004. This was followed by a
successful run in Sydney, Australia, in the fall of 2004. A sequel followed in 2005:
Arabic & Broud® (Arabi we Rasi Marfo(t), which successfully toured in the United
States.

Most of these popular plays deal with the complexities of living in a new culture.

The comedy arises from the situations the immigrants face in a new commuiihit
different social and cultural values, and much of the humor stems from attempts to
communicate across the language barrier and from mistranslations. Foditeca to
fully appreciate the humor and puns of these plays they need to have a knowledge of both

Arabic and English.

® The title of the playArabic & Broudreflects the Arabic mispronunciation of the woptdud” as many
Arabic speakers are not able to pronounce the s@qirahd often replace it with “b.” This linguistic
Arabic trait is exploited in the play, where a kaqgprtion of the humor arises from the language
misunderstandings and mispronunciation (for exampiéng “Beaches” and “Bitches”).

™t is worth noting that although the play’s mafmcacter is female, the title — which literallyristates as
“Arab with my head high” — adopts a masculine graatioal structure, with the noun “Arab” and adjeetiv
“high” a masculine form. It is interesting that theblicity for the play and the DVD cover depicetlead
female character with her arm up (similar to eéglyinist iconography) yet the language does nd¢cef
the female perspective.
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The company’s very successful performanc®lefNo Terroristencapsulates the
impact of 9/11 on Arab American communities, including the disappearance of a number
of its members who were detained or deported by the authorities. This play pteeent
plight of a Lebanese woman who is trying to explain that she is a “tourist,” and her
mispronunciation leads representatives of the authorities to believe shen®ast” In
the atmosphere of fear following 9/11 she is arrested and detained. While shesisnn pr
her family and friends start a campaign to free her. They become famiiglstes for
justice, but get carried away in their activities and forget her in detentiersiinple
Lebanese woman becomes a symbol of their cause, and freeing her would harm that
cause.

The plays of Ajyal Group have a wide following, especially in their home base of
Dearborn, Michigan, where there is a large Arabic-speaking community of new
immigrants, consisting largely of Iragi Chaldeans, Lebanese who fled/ithear, some
later influxes of Palestinians and Egyptians. They are drawn to the areadetavork
opportunities in the automobile industry. Most of the new immigrants are used to the
format of three-act farces, popularized by Egyptian comedies of the 1960s, 70s and 80s.
These plays were followed seen the Arab World via television, and, later, videckape
immigrants continue to follow the latest Arabic plays through videotapes and.DVDs
Ajyal Group’s awareness of this demand and of the market for comedy in the Arab
communities led them to tape their plays and distribute them, largely through Arabic
ethnic food stores, in various American cities, thereby increasing theirgoibpualktion-

wide.

Contemporary Stand-Up Comedy Routines:
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Another model of comedy presented by Arab American artists, which addresses
wider American audiences, is stand-up comedy. Before 9/11, there were a number of
comedians of Arab descent (primarily men) working in comedy clubs in various
American cities, focused mainly in New York and Los Angeles. Since therbegs of
the twenty-first century the Arab American comedians started to draw mbeméan,
and their comedy material began to explore a wider range of topics such asnget@mi
enemy, racial profiling and discrimination, in an attempt to deal with the prassirgs
of the direct oppression befalling Arabs living in the United States. Curreohg of
the comedians focus their routines on discovering their identity as Arabs fajl@wii1,
others concentrate on the overt discrimination they experience in their coubirth of
The stand-up comedians derive laughter from the absurdity of suddenly becoming the
enemy within because of their names, their heritage, or their complexions. Ahmad
Ahmad, for example, based his post 9/11 comedy routine on the fact that his name is
“Ahmad Ahmad” and the fact that he cannot fly because of his name. In a seokssof |
Ahmad exposes the discrimination Arabs and Muslims experience, particulailgonts
and security checks: “ ‘Did you pack your bags yourself?’ Yes. ‘Then you are unde
arrest!””

In addition to appearing in comedy clubs and talk shows, and participating in
writing for television comedy shows, Arab American comedians have colladosgth
each other and have presented their work in special events like the “Middle Eastern
Comedy Bazaar” and special comedy tours. The Arab American ComedsaFssrted
by Maysoon Zayid and Dean Obiedallah in New York, in 2003, gave the comedians

momentum and very positive press coverage. This spurred more activities indhgding t
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“Arab American Comedy Tour” featuring Zayid, Obiedallah and Ahmad Ahmad,
Comedy Central episodes “The Watch List” and the very successful 6AKsil

Comedy Tour.”? The latter presents the work of three Arab American comedians,
Ahmad Ahmad, Aron Kader, Dean Obeidallah, along with the Iranian American Maz
Jobrani. It is worth noting that although Maysoon Zayid is one of the best known figures
in Arab American comedy, she was not included in this successful ongoing tour. The
producers said that she would not be able to elicit the same kind of laughter, because
being a woman she “does not look like a terrofidtThis justification brings to mind the
separation between women and men that existed in many comedy clubs: unty recent
women were not welcomed in the main venues under the pretext that they are not as
funny as men, and in less hostile environments, they were given separatewtiothe

justification claiming that they could only manage smaller crowds.

The stand-up comedy routines of Arab American comedians cover a largerspec
of material, ranging from personal stories — about the tensions of crossiadtiurg
and communicating with parents who belong to a different world and have verguliffer
expectations, views, and pronunciation — to the political, recounting how their names and
physical appearance exposed them to the suspicion of being terrorists iratiegaf
post 9/11 America. They humorously tackle aspects of the Arab American experie
without sparing political figures in the United States or the Arab world fromsharp
critique. In offering this political commentary, many comedians focuseleoddtails of

everyday cultural difference, such as the mess created by taking hummua-on-pi

2 Due to the popularity of some of these tours pilsdormances are recorded, and the DVDs are sold by
major retailers online, including Amazon.com.

3 panel with Maysoon Zayid in New World Theatre Coefee: Intersections V, University of
Massachusetts, 4 April 2008.
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sandwiches to an American school. Helen Malik made light of the unique physical
features of hirsute Arab bodies, suggesting that back waxing could be the ntessfilc
method of torture used against Arab men detained in Guantanamo Bay. Aron Kader's
insights focused on cultural hypocrisy, commenting upon relatives in Jordan, who hate
America, yet eagerly consume American-made products. Amer Zahrsgapavay to
resolve the tension between George W. Bush and Islam through marriage: since Muslim
men may be polygamous, Zahr recommends that one Muslim man should marry both of
Bush's daughters. Though most of the humor stems from the comedians’ sharp
observations of the political atmosphere, the changes in society, or of datiregralyd f
situations, some of their work is self-reflexive and even self-criti¢a the work of

Dean Obiedallah and Ahmad Ahmad. Ahmad illustrates his position against the
stereotypical representation of Arabs in the media, by recounting how heattlibel

role of terrorist number four, for which he auditioned by caricaturing “Arab angleen

with a sheepish smile he shares with the audience that when offered twenanthous

dollars for one week of work, he gladly embodies terrorist number four on the keg.scre

The Comedy Work of Maysoon Zayid:

Maysoon Zayid is one of the most popular Arab American comedians. Even
before co-founding the Comedy Festival with Dean Obeidallah, Zayid touredalati
and had a large Arab American following in the United States. In the lasefw, she
also started presenting stand-up comedy in several Palestinian citieystndaantly

she co-organized a tour with other comedians in some Arab countries.
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Zayid often starts her stand-up comedy routine introducing herself astiitates
Muslim virgin, with cerebral palsy, from New Jersey.” Her comedy agibee the
concept of being an Arab American woman at this particular historical mpfimelirhig
comedy in the awkward situations during growing up within American culture and
turning out to be very different from her family’s expectations. Her routiredves
around her personal experiences in the dating arena and her attempts to finchd imusba
the United States and even in Palestinian refugee camps. Most of her jokes threng t
forefront her disability, making comparisons between her cerebral palsy-thsliaking
and Yassir Arafat’'s. The personal and the political conflate in her work, whenlIslod te
her turmolil at airports and the suspicions she raises, as an Arab who is shaking
constantly, being dropped off by her father (an Arab man with strong resemigance t
Saddam Hussein), who persistently evokes the name of Allah while wishingdfer a s
journey. Zayid remarks that if her plane crashes she would be blamed for it, befcause
her Arabic name, and Palestinian origin.

Zayid's main dramatic contribution is her autobiographical one-womarl_fitsey
American Whorg” directed by Kathy Najimy and Abby Marateck. It was presented
outside the framework of the Comedy Festival at Comedy Central Stegérd in Los
Angeles in 2006. The material, performance and presentation style of this ptdysaig
linked to the comedian’s stand-up routifeZayid presented some of the scenes from

the play in stand-up format before using them in the theatre piece, blurring the boundaries

" When | was interviewing Maysoon Zayid for a pragran the Comedy Festival to be aired on Egyptian
National Television (11 February 2008), she didus# the title of the play, referring to it as L\A.
because the translation could be offensive to Aratiences.

'S zayid's stand-up performances in NY often startwier proclaiming herself a “Muslim virgin woman.”
After performing her one-woman play, she changeddginning of her comedy routine, now remarking
that, when she moved to work in L.A., she becartgtde American Whore.”
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between the two genres. The play is also performed in the same informalf $hde
stand-up work, with the performer sitting in front of the audience, recounting some of the
humorous events of her life. Since she debuted the play, the comedian has been using
sections from it in her routines, differentiating between the stand-up and dfve therk
as the “jokey jokes, and acty Joké8One main difference betweeittle American
Whoreand Maysoon Zayid's regular stand-up work is the greater length of some of the
episodes she presents in the play. Another distinction is the staging of thepirezare
which utilizes different areas of the stage to indicate different sceh@sations.

The subject matter of the play covers the wide range of topics that thdiaome
usually tackles, from the personal to the political. She begins by introducing el
usual manner as a “Palestinian Muslim virgin with cerebral palsy fromJé¢esey,*’
and describing the town she grew up in, then quickly refers to the fact that her mother
decided to go to medical school one month after she was born, leaving the careftaking
four sisters to the father, a “Homer Simpson” character. Zayid does not aliyram
using stories about her disability to evoke laughter. She explains to the audiehes that
damaged brain sends mixed signals to her limbs that leave her shaking all tAetime
illustrate this she steps down from her chair to stand in front of the audienclg,silent
while her body moves uncontrollably. Releasing the tension in the room, humorously she
comments on the shaking: “F...ing Exhausting!”

One of the moving moments of the performance is when the writer/performer

relates that her father was told his daughter had to be able to walk in order tefiedcc

76 zayid made this distinction while introducing liekes in her presentation at the pre-conferendéesf
World Theatre Conference: Intersection V, Univgrsit Massachusetts, 4 April 2008.

" All references to this performance are from the Daflhe performance, recorded live on 7 November,
2006 at the Comedy Central Stage at the Hudsorywimbdd, CA, in the possession of the author.
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in public school. Because, as a child, Maysoon Zayid could not walk, she shows the
audience how her father put each of her feet on his shoes and “walked her” to school,
only to be told by the principal that the child needed to go to a special needs school. The
father was enraged and threatened to “suit” the school. Zayid comments hieat &w
angry Arab man walks into your office, with his disabled daughter on his toes, evoking
the name of Allah, you'd better listen.” She was accepted into the public school, and
vowed to learn to walk on her own. The performer then explains how she got cerebral
palsy, which she clarifies is not genetic, or due to her parents being firgstcoubich

they are). It was an accident at her birth: the doctor was drunk at a Layp@iddic

when her mother went into labor, and mistakenly cut the oxygen from the child’s brain
for three minutes, causing brain damage.

Little American Whoreovers many incidents in Zayid's life: from the details of

her relationship to her siblings, who decorated their sister with cookie cuttgrite dhes
bruising easily from chemotherapy treatments, to her father’s encowgagefrher
mother’s continuing education until she got a degree, followed by a divorce. It also
explores the fear of her Arab father for his daughters growing up in Amendtare,
and his attempts to protect them by setting strict rules such as “No bogsdl¢dhol,”
"No tank tops,” and “No tampons,” so that they would not turn into “Little American
Whores.” The title of the play highlights the father’s worry about his Muslita gir
becoming corrupted by living in the United States. In order to preserve theictonne
to their heritage he sends his young daughters to Palestine every summer.

Similar to her comedy routines, Zayid’'s autobiographical play devotes a much

space to dating, relating a number of experiences that end badly because’she ma
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parents cannot accept that their son would marry “a cripple.” From the personalythe pl
delves into the political, with a quote from a poem by Mahmoud Darwish about the map
of Palestine being a necklace around the necks of Palestinian women in exde. Zay
relates some of her experiences in the refugee camp where she workdd|drigm:c

“My mission: to find a husband, my cover: working with disabled kids in refugee

camps.” As she takes care of the urgent needs of the children, collecting donations from
the United States to buy them glasses and shoes, the mothers of the children help her in
her mission to find a husband by giving her an extreme make-over, waxing her, and
putting her in stiletto shoes. She evokes compassion for the 700 children who are part of
her project, yet does not let the audience settle into that emotion. She quickly unslermine
it by stating that she hates kids because they are disgusting and rifese#bedi

describing them as “filthy animals,” yet she still calls them her own.

Like the work of many male Arab American comedians, this play presents
political topics, yet does not challenge the status quo with regard to geledemwhich
reinforcing the ascribed male and female roles in society. In one of #te mo
uncomfortable moments of the performance Zayid relates how her fathbomaamidst
a flock of sheep. Alhough her grandmother was in labor, her husband sent her to feed the
sheep, where she gave birth alone in the field. Upon her return to the house with a male
child, her husband asked her to prepare him some food. Whether the event depicted is
strictly autobiographical or exaggerated for comedic effect does najeliaam impact of
the scene presented without commentary or contextualization. This incident @ftan A
woman being ill-treated by her husband reinforces the Western stere@spaing the

lack of sensitivity of Arab men.
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Most of the political comedy in this play stems from the perspective of the
performer as a Palestinian American woman representing her subculturgeothetagh
her own story, and her experiences in the Palestinian Occupied Territorieks Zay
presentation offers no analysis, critique or attempt to challenge the gtad. This is
consistent with the stand-up style which highlights ruptures and sheds light on the
absurdities, but is not concerned with offering solutions.

It is important to note that not all the routines of Arab American comedians
challenge stereotypes; many of them even reiterate cultural neisegpations,
particularly those based in gender. However, presenting material that £xpcisé
tensions, identity crisis and the plight of Arabs in America while making fun of the
physical attributes or familial situations offers a refreshing gbdmecause it comes from
the perspective of the Arabs themselves, shifting the reference point, ancgkowi
closer look at this subculture.

Arab American comedians have enjoyed great success in the United &tdtes
have a large following in a number of American cities, and several Arab Esuiithe
popularity of comedy performances can be linked to the Comedy Festival, wéatbccr
the initial platform for presenting this work collectively, thereby gatxagi the efforts

of Arab American artists who had previously worked in isolation from one another.

Women's Contribution to the Comedy Festival:

In 2003, during the increased intensity of post 9/11 cultural caricaturing aald raci
profiling of Arabs and Arab Americans, Dean Obeidallah and Maysoon Zayidistiagte

New York Arab American Comedy Festival. In addition to showcasing tbetsabf
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Arab American actors, comics, playwrights and filmmakers, the festa@bkaeks to
dispel stereotypes, and create a space for Arab American artiBrie themselves,
rather than being defined. In addition, the festival strives to provide an &itertwathe
acting roles frequently offered in films and on stage to Arab American actocd) w

misrepresent their communities and their beliefs.

The continuity of the Arab American Comedy Festival over the past five year
has created a space for Arab American artists to present their work arelgesin
shaping the movement of Arab American theatre. Since most established Arabafimer
writers do not focus on comedy, there was a lack of new comedic material. Consequentl
several actors and comedians wrote short plays, which were presentedfailgeeshe
festival. This encouraged other performers, especially women, to put tlasradio
paper in the form of short plays and sketches. As a result, the majority of work groduce
by the festival was written by artists who were writing for the firse. In this section |
will offer a chronological overview of the plays and sketches presented in thed@om
Festival, and will focus on some of the plays that engage with identity issues.

The First Comedy Festival (2003)

The first festival, in 2003, featured the work of stand-up comedians as well as
some short films and plays. Three of these plays were expanded and had longer runs in
the New York Fringe Festival: Sami YounBfown Town(mentioned in the
introduction), NibrasSajjil (discussed in chapter two of this dissertation,) and Jana

Zenadeen'sive with Pascal and Chantéh parody of Lebanese television programs).
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The Second Comedy Festival (2004)

The following year, the festivalttracted more attention and wider audiences,
with a larger number of Arab American comedians and more experiencee thatdrs
such as Yussef el Guindi withrenade and Michael Scassera wilignificant Romance
in Compressed Tinf& The theatre segment also presented sections of longer plays by
women: Betty ShamiehBlack Eyedand Kathryn Haddad¥/ith Love from Ramallgh
and introduced new theatre writers: Lena Rizkalladyla’'s Sahra and Bethel Caram
and Neil PotterThe Grey Areg

Kathryn Haddad ‘&Vith Love from Ramalldf (2004) discusses the problems of
assimilation and the challenges of immigration and occupation as experiencpédiby a
of separated lovers: Ziad in Minneapolis, in the United States, and his beloved Mona in
Ramallah, in Palestine. The section presented in the Comedy Festival egeexkérom
the parts written by Kathryn Haddad about the Palestinian immigrant workang i
convenience store, dealing with different customers and interacting with twe of
cousins: one a new immigrant, the other born in the United States. The three cousins offer
different positions on assimilation into the American culture: Ziad is asfaén living
in the United States for economic reasons, waiting to be reunited with his fiancée in
Ramallah as soon as he can afford to return. His cousin Mohammed, on the other hand

wants to forget his past and enjoy the luxuries of being American. The third coasin gr

"8 directed Michael Scassera’s play for the secastivial, which gave me insight into the workings of
the festival. The following year, | was asked tathe artistic director for the theatre segmentedliohed as
| found this could conflict with the objectivity drdistance needed to write about this work crikycal
remain involved through attending the play readisgéection sessions and fundraising events.

" The authorial credits of this play are complicatédthryn Haddad and Juliana Pegues co-wWhita
Love From Ramallalas residents at the Minneapolis Playwrights’ Ceritee scenes that take place in
Minneapolis were written by Haddad, while the sseineRamallah were written by Pegues. The text |
obtained has only the scenes by Haddad, from whiglComedy Festival version was selected.
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up in the United States, and although he does not speak Arabic, he tries to create a
connection to his ancestors’ land through reading its poetry and literature.

For the festival, Omar Metwally, the directorwith Love from Ramallglthose
some comic scenes from the play, including exchanges between Ziad and imis cous
Mohamed, who prefers to be called Moe,

Mohammed:
See you soon, dawg.
Ziad:
Dog? Did you just call me “dog”?

Mohammed:
It is not “dog.” but “dawg.”
Ziad:
What's wrong with you? What are you talking about?
Mohammed:
That's a good thing, Ziad. Dawg means “excellent friend.”
The rappers say this. It's vefyause and slowlphat.
Ziad:
Fat?
Mohammed:
Yes, PHAT. You spell it in a different way, | think, but
this one sounds the same. That means very first-class°%Ziad.
Mohammed advises his cousin to “talk like the Americans” in order to succeed, and
“learn some of their limbo,” thereby showing his own superficial knowleddeeof t

language and culture of his host community. Mohammed dissociates himself from the

80 Al references to the text are from an unpublishethuscript obtained by the author.
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struggle of the Palestinian people and uses his presence in the United States as an
opportunity to forget about the “sad story” of his people. Ziad, on the contrary, keeps the
connection to the homeland through an exchange of letters with his fiancée ingRamall
believing in his duty is to keep the struggle and the hope for a better future alnvght

the third cousin, Samir, does not speak Arabic, he is connected to Arabic culture

intellectually through his academic studies and his interest in Arabig/poetr

The following scene presents a humorous encounter with a customer who is
deciding on the best food for her sick cat and wondering if Ziad had seen cats before
coming to the United States. After she leaves the store, Ziad expressasthasidn
about the limited knowledge his clients have about his culture:

Ziad:
(Sarcastically, to himself)Do you have cats in your
country? Have you seen cats before you came to
Minnesota? Cats? | never heard of them before | came
here. Only in Minneapolis did | see such a thing. | was
walking down the street one day and behind a tree, one
jumped out and | screamed. ‘What is theees?’ | asked my
smart American friend. It is called a CAT, Ziad, a CAT,
he said. CAT, | repeated. And who would guess that now,
two years later, | am lucky enough to SELL food for these
animals. Who would have guessed it? Only in America.
Only in America. Trying to get animals to drink water.
Water. And me, selling food for cats who have problems
with their you-know-whats.

Contrasted with the lack of basic rights of Palestinians under Israeliaimuphis
customer’s concern for the well-being of animals seems excessive spldgad to Ziad.

This scene also exposes the ignorance of the average American about otres. cultur
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Haddad wrote a number of dream sequenc®¢ith Love From Ramallgrand
Metwally chose to end the play with one of these, depicting a surprise visitifeom
Palestinian President Yassir Arafat to Ziad’s store in MinneapolibelsdengArafat
expresses his deep concern that Arab American stores in the United Staietssatling
the potato chips that have his face on them.

Arafat:
In fact, none of the Arab stores sell them in the U.S. My
people have traveled to Cincinnati and Milwaukee, to
Seattle and Spokane, to Los Angeles, New Jersey. They tell
me that no one sells my chips. Where are my chips?

Ziad:
Your chips!?

Arafat:
If I can’t count on the Arabs, who can | count on? Potato
chips with my face on them. They are all the rage in Cairo.
All the children love them. Children sit on the street
corners and eat bags and bags of Abu Ammar chips.

The play was performed during the time Arafat was besieged in his compound in

Ramallah by the Israeli Army, and its comedic commentary on the laclabfg&tidarity
was very timely.

With Love From Ramallas main project is comparing the limitations and
suffering of the Palestinians inside the Palestinian territoriéstiw frustrations of
Palestinians who immigrated to other countries. The original play ends with aghoid-
the store, during which Ziad is killed by an intruder, while in Ramallah thereaid an

Ziad’s fiancee’s house, during which she is also killed while trying to protetammdy.
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The section presented in the Comedy Festival focuses on the lighter scenekesthm
most of the comedy that arises from cultural misunderstandings.

The second Comedy Festival also presehtsdia’s Sahra(2004) the first play by
Lena Rizkallah, who had her acting debut in the first Comedy Festilzatenwith
Pascal and ChantalThe following year she wrote and acted.ayla’s Sahra which
portrays the preparations for the wedding of Layla, and the party beforeddage
(sahrg which her Lebanese family is throwing in their house in Brooklyn. Layla is the
first in her family to marry a non-Arab, and the play shows the cultural eliites
among the different generations and the members of the two families. In bobas str
Rizkallahoffers a comedic social commentary on Arab American culture: the
grandmother living on the memories of the past, the mother trying to impress hier new
laws by preparing and ordering huge amounts of food; the bride who is more American
than Arab, understanding the cultural traditions yet not appreciating them;das bri
sister who married an Arab man to please her parents, not realizing that he is
homosexual; and the newly immigrated cousins who are immersing themselves in the
club culture and enjoying the sexual freedoms of American society.

Rizkallah also tackles the delicate topic of the sexuality of Arab Anmerica
women, who embrace the American way of living while trying not to offend their
families.

Samar:
It took guts for you to bring him home. It meant that you
were officially “dating” an American! And you know what
that could mean...Sex before marriage! (mimicking Arabic

81 sahrais a Lebanese tradition where the family of thiddthrows a party for the family of the groom
one day before the wedding.
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accent) My daughter is very good Arabic girl. She does not
date (pause) but if she does, she respect herself and her
body and her parents and her family and her village and her
country and--

Layla: (laughing)
As far as Mom knows—or chooses to believe—Charlie and
| end each date with a handshake and a hiffive!

Though Layla is in love with her fiance, she has apprehensions about marrying a non-
Arab. She tells her sister that she is afraid “this whaleais going to freak him out. My
crazy family, all this ethnic food, all the traditions.” Despite the factttieprotagonist
and her fiancé both grew up in New York, culturally they are separated by their
respective Arab American and Italian American heritages. Laglsgbe advice of her
grandmother regarding marriage and Tata tells her that she was maagedfifieen,
and found love and friendship in her marriage. She humorously expresses the closeness
she felt with her late husband using an Arabic proverb that she translates ass‘iwo a
one underwear!”

Food is an integral part of the representation of Arab American identity in this
play. It is also a strong way to demonstrate aspects of Arabic culiitb@ generosity
of its people:

Layla:

Lamb-S? How many lambs did you order Mom?
Mother: (innocently)

What? Only 5 roasted lambs...
Layla:

Five WHOLE lambs?! That's crazy? Are you trying to

feed all of Brooklyn?

82 Al references to the text are from an unpublishethuscript obtained by the author.
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Mother:
No, these people are coming to my house for my daughter’s
sahra. (innocently) | don’t want them to starve

The short version of the play, presented in the festival, captured some of theaklefnm
second-generation Arab Americans who are trapped between the old traditidhs a
new ways of living. Like the children of other immigrant communities, theyrar
constant negotiation between their parents’ culture, and their contemporarncam
existence. The gap between the generations, and between the new immigtainés a
second-generation, was articulated clearly in the humorous exchanges baevieanily
members during the party preparations. The favorable reception of this pbayaayed
Rizkallah to expand it into a full-length play, which was performed in New York in the
summer of 2005. It was produced by members of the team that produced the Comedy
Festival. It also paved the way for Rizkallah to write other plays, which pvesented in
the following years of the Comedy Festival.

Similarly, the work of Bethel Caram and Neil Potter developed along with the
festival. In the second Comedy Festival, the couple presented an excerphidarey
Area a comedy routine about their relationship, which they had written and previously
performed in comedy clubs. The success of this piece, presented as part attbe the
night, led them to write a number of short plays that were performed in subsequent
festivals.

The Third Comedy Festival (2005)

By its third year, the festival became an annual event, growing eacinysze and
visibility, carving out a place for itself in the New York theatre scargeneral, and in

theatrical representation of American biculturalism in particular. By Mbee 2005, the
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third Comedy Festival had expanded to five evenings featuring thirteen stand-up
comedians and six new short plays, four of them by women and one co-written by a
woman, reflecting the prominence of women’s voice in the Arab Americandheat
movement.

The short plays in the festival continued in general to resemble stand-up comic
routines in aesthetics. Jana Zenadekanig in Las Vegador example, presents a
newlywed odd couple: the bride, a pregnant Arab American stripper from Las,\lega
groom, a closeted gay man from Lebanon. Dean Obeidaldaidshow a word from our
sponsordollows the format of an infomercial for a set of videotapes teaching Arab
American viewers how to act more Arab.

On the other hand, Bethel Caram and Neil Potfésn had more theatrical
elements, depicting a young couple, George and Renee, heading towary acangn
and musing about their families' joyous reactions to the fact that they tehvéoaad a
partner of Arab descent. The play humorously examines the culture of fearaterts,
and security color codes as the couple's playful pondering is disrupted by thiosiss
about four Middle Eastern men on the same train. They become baffled as to how they
should react to what they think could be "suspicious behavior." George tries to report
them to Security but cannot bring himself to do so, and jokingly explains to Renee that
they might be relatives heading to the same reufiiansraises complex and intriguing
issues about Arab American culture, but does not examine them in much depth.

The actor Lameece Issaq has performed in the Comedy Festivaltsince i
inception. In 2005, She wrote and performedAh Date which portrays a dating service

for Arabs and Middle Easterners living in the United States. In a series o5sbnés
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this play presents a selection of Arab and Arab American men and women looking for
partners. They range from a Muslim lesbian to a man seeking his third wife.alilme m
theme revolves around the attempt(s) of Miriam, the dating service ownerufo rser
daughter Lamia with Maher, the son of her friend. The two young people oppose the
plan, but when they see each other they realize that they have met beforeusithe m
performance world. Interestingly, neither of them had ever suspecteldlaher was

also Arab American. Though the plot line is not new, it is used effectively to praeent t
pressure young Arab Americans feel from their parents to marry withimmhe culture.

In "A" Date Issaq creates an effective situation comedy tackling the gemmegatp, Arab
American style, with a happy ending.

The third Comedy Festival also presented comedian Maysoon Zayid'’s first
dramatic contributionti Joan! This short play takes place in a post office where an Arab
American woman tries to send a package of Christmas decorations to heratergdm
whose town in under siege in Palestine. The postal worker insists on getting a zip code or
a country code, and the client is not able to provide this information since Palesbhe is
recognized as a country. After a long exchange, the postal worker decided tbese
package to Israel. The misunderstandingdiidoan! humorously portray the problems
and nuisances the political situation creates in the daily lives of Arab Aamsr@nd in
the lives of their loved ones who live in Arab countries.

The sixth play in that festival was also written by a first time womatemwri
Marie-Therese Abou-Daoudidext Year in Jerusalef2005) is a musical utilizing

popular show tunes to describe the meeting of three characters: a Muslim, i@rChrist
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tourist, and a Jew in Jerusalem. This ends up being part of a bad dream President Bush is
having.

The Fourth Comedy Festival (2006)

By its fourth year, the Arab American Comedy Festival had become widely
recognized as a major platform fdrowing the work of Arab American theatre artists.
This was evident in the increasing number of play submissions to the festival. The
organizers changed the format of the theatre night, renaming it “Sketch Comngédly N
to accommodate more theatre pieces and to be able to show the work in a larger theatr
space® The fourth festivaincludedfive short plays, and three very short sketches. Out
of the eight pieces, three were written by women, and two were co-wijti@omen.

The first co-written play is Bethel Caram and Neil PottBittner Gamé&” (2006).

It depicts the conflict between the ethnic identity of a young Arab Amermapie and
their interest in belonging to the American society at labgener Gameackles a

myriad of complex issues relating to Arab American identigm the desire to belong to
the host culture while keeping one’s integrity and beliefs, to the war on terror,liraoug
comedic framework that exploits the tension between the two couples with opposite
political and cultural positions.

The protagonists Phil and Alex are a second-generation Arab Americae.déhipl
invites his boss, Jerry, and his wife, Courtney, to their house, and tries to prepaferAl
this meeting, describing Jerry as a “real red state Republican,” and hisspai “bright
red.” Phil informs Alex that his boss does not know that they are of Lebanese amijin,

convinces her to “take one for the team,” listing all the material achievsitiert come

8 Renaming the Theatre nights as “Sketch ComedytNighowed the festival to present the work in
spaces larger than 99 seat auditoriums, while &vpiEquity’s strict regulation on theatre produngo

84 Though the play credits both of them, it is knoWwattCaram is the writer of the pair.
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from his job from a big house to a Mercedes car.

Phil:
| know | can count on you.
Oh. Don't talk about the war, the Middle East or your
Arabness.
Alex:
Are you serious?
Phil:
Yes.
Alex:
Why don’t you just tell them I'm mute.
You married a mute Lebanese woman.
You felt sorry for hef®
Phil writes a list of topics that he wants his wife to stick to, Alex refusestears the list

to pieces. After a lot of persuasion, she finally agrees to play along.

The cultural, intellectual and political differences between the couggdesxplored
in the following scene. The Arab Americans Phil and Alex are presented as equal
partners, negotiating their relationship and their priorities, while the dgriztween
Jerry and Courtney is very old style, and the language he uses to describe her is
condescending: “sugar,” “honey.” The gap in values and world views between the
visitors and their hosts is highlighted when Alex says she teaches MiddienEztsidies
at the University of Houston. Courtney responds:

The Middle East, we always wanted to go there to see
where the Baby Jesus was born.

Jerry:
But we decided we like living too much.

85 Al references to the text dinner Gameare to the unpublished manuscript obtained byathbor.
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Hell, if Jesus was alive today, | do believe he would live in
Texas.

The hostile attitude of the Texan couple intensifies when they realize that thieexgpe
are Middle Eastern dishes. Jerry exclaims, “Hell, you didn’t tell me swddibe eating
the food of the enemy.”

In spite of being referred to as the enemy, Phil continues his attempts to betbng, a
to create common ground with his boss. He dresses in country club fashion, which his
wife hates and his boss commends. He agrees with some of the his boss’s statetnents
he even adopts Jerry’s approach, calling his own wife “sugar,” which does not go over
well with her. When Alex expresses her inability to bear the insensitivityeaf guest,

Phil pulls her aside and pleads with her:
Phil:
Please, just give me one night. This is what America is
about...sacrifice, playing the game....
Alex:
Selling out.
Phil:
Yes.

From the perspective of the visitors, Phil and Alex are “weird” because thiey ha
Moroccan Furniture and g&he New York Timas Houston. Jerry thinks there is
“something un-American” about them, while Courtney naively asks “What kind of an
animal is a hummus?” The tension between the two positions (represented bypderry a
Alex) reaches it peak when Jerry, summarizing some of the sentimentc&mdeel

about the war on terror, says that the only way to win the war on terrorism is to keep

going and get Iran, then Syria, to bring democracy to the whole Middle East.
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Jerry:
Actually it's pretty simple, only way to stop terrorism as t
blow the whole fucking place up and give everyone a flat
screen television and an air conditioner. Throw in a
McDonalds, boom — they’ll never curse us again.

Alex cannot tolerate her husband’s acceptance of his boss’s ideas about bombing the
Middle East which he describes as “insightful.” She demands the right to respond and her
husband agrees when she threatens to withhold sex from. Alex lets their gueskeknow
position on George Bush and the continuing war on terror. When Jerry asks “Phil don’t
you have a little Arab blood running through you?” Phil maintains his position saying
“Yeah, a little...but Alex has a little more than me.” And Courtney shows her surprise
because the couple “look so normal.”

The tension escalates when Jerry describes the war as part of evolution,
comparing Arabs to American Indians, suggesting that it's time to adapt: “a@smna
and play the game or it’s off to a reservation.” When Jerry asks them wibyratists
are Arab, Phil throws away his caution and aggressively responds to his boss saying:

Phil:
Most human beings have a conscience and don't believe
that blowing people up is the answer.
Jerry is surprised by the shift in Phil’'s position, asking which side he is on. Plaitetecl

that he is on the side of not dropping bombs all over the world. The culmination of this
intense exchange happens when Phil says that he does not like working for Jerry, and his
wife says that he quits. But then the tense moment is surprisingly resolved when
Courtney sings John Lennorimagineand makes everyone in the room hold hands.

They agree to forget what happened and continue their evening plans to have dinner in a
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restaurant.

The humor irDinner Gamestems from the well-drawn intricate situation, and the
comedic tension is maintained through a divided stage, providing a space where each of
the couples can voice their true opinions about the other. Though the tension is defused to
createacomedic happy ending, it is clear that the disagreement is not resolved. The last
lines of the play show Alex’s attempt to make peace when she goes back to pick up the
pieces of the list of approved topics for conversation that she tore up earlierremd sta
talking about television. This attempt fails, as they have different pnefesen
programming. The play ends with her asking about sports, in an effort to find common
ground with their guests.

This play encapsulates many of the problems second and third generation Arab
Americans face regularly in their professional and social lives, when theytdha
negotiate on a daily basis the possibility that revealing their ethnic ideatitgt
jeopardize their careers, or social contacts

The fourth Festival also presented the short corheds Layla (2006)
written by Ahmad Amer, in collaboration with Marie-Therese Abou-Daoud and Ahma
Ibrahim. Like a number of other writers discussed in this chapter, the crebtois play
have participated in previous Comedy Festivals and were inspired by the pgpmilarit
the festival to write this short play. Egyptian Filmmaker Ahmad Amer w@iddaain for
the third Festival while Marie-Therese Abou-Daoud wrote the muded Year in
Jerusalem

The main project ofeila Laylais to humorously critique the performances of

identity by Arab Americans artists, which the playwrights caricaanceparody. The
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collaboration of Ahmad Amer and Ahmed Ibrahim, both Egyptian immigrants, with
Marie-Therese Abou-Daoud, who is second-generation Arab American, allowed the
writers a unique position from which to offer a humorous commentary on the cultural
condition of artists of Arab descent using their art work as a way to belong. Through the
use of songs, children rhymes, quotations from plays and other cultural refdfesoes

both cultures) they presented a parody of Arabness as performed by secondegenerat
Arab Americans. Having a team of playwrights who are both in and outside American
culture gave this play a distinctive voice in the Comedy Festival, wheseahthe
comedians and theatre makers base their humor on a surface knowledge of Araleic cultur
and language. Amer, Abou-Daoud and Ibrahim’s depiction of the performance of
identity, their parody of the awkward liminality of the Arab American artstd their
command of the nuances of the colloquial language won their play the audience’s
selection award in the play readings preceding the festival LAma Layla was directed

by Ahmad Amer and Marie-Therese Abou-Daoud for the Fourth Festival.

In quick snapshots the play follows the life of a young Arab American woman,
from her birth through her youth and search for her roots and identity, presenting some of
the pivotal moments of her life. This play adopts the framework of the Arabian Nights,
which is presented in its humorous subtil@ale of 9125 Nighid eila’s age, in days, by
the end of the play. Unlike most of the other comedy works in the festival that base thei
humor on the physical features and tastes of Arabs, reinforcing some of ¢otygies
about Arabic culturd,eila, Laylapresents a fresh look at the identity formation of this

minority through self-critical observation of Arab American artiseng immersed in
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both the Arabic and American cultures, the writers of this play are able to caihedic
problematize the identity search itself.

The identity humor starts in the first scene, performed to the background music of
“Thousand and One Nights.” The Narrator, a Scheherazade character, itetiof thtg
Arabian Nights, introduces the parents of the newborn child and their dilemma about
what to call their daughté&?.

Father:
Do not say Habibti. Say my dear.

Mother:
You're right my dear. We should not confuse her. She
is 100% American now. | was thinking of calling her
Jennifer

After some disagreement, the parents agree on naming their daughter Lalaglibcs
name is “Egyptian and American at the same time.” The playwrights use mstijjds

of comedy, some based on the language, other on the situations, even some audio
comedy. At the end of the first scene, the mother prays for her daughtebio. Aden

the father nudges her she translates her prayer to English saying, “chayp&oall the
doors for you,” which is directly followed by the sound effect of a door slamming. This
comedic technique is used throughout the play, where the words of the performers are
immediately contradicted by the actions or the sound effects on stage, vdatds@

humor that stems from the incongruity between what the audience sees and hears.

8 There are parallels with Leila Buck’s autobiograathiplaylSite, though the playwrights of both plays
were not aware of the existence of each other'&wor
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The following scene explores the differences between the Arab Amehitdn c
and her peers in school. This is presented through a series of rhyming couptetsy s
the schoolgirls chorus, mocking Layla and her habits and behavior:

Girl Chorus:
| like peanut butter, | like jam,
Layla can't eat anything especially ham.
We like cars, we ride bikes,

Layla just takes camels day and night.

As a young woman the protagonist meets Jamal, an African American, who is i

awe that she is “from the motherland” and flirtatiously describes her asdAfQueen.

Layla:
African? I'm not African!
Jamal:
Do I have to teach my new Nefertiti about geography?

Egypt is in Africa.
Layla’s ignorance about her ancestor’s culture is shown through her oriemfalix
over-romanticizing it: wanting to “ride camels at dusk” and do unlikely aigt$vitke
“climbing the pyramids.” Jamal encourages her to write about her roots pukars
Word performance, and she starts to discover her non-American identity. The bbift i

identity is summarized in the words of the narrator:

Narrator:
Layla full of excitement began a new transformation.
Writing day and night listening to Oum Khalthoum instead
of top 40, while burning incense. Replacing her Brad Pitt
poster with a King Tutankhamoun poster from the US tour.
Layla never felt so grounded before as she memorized her
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ten lines to share with the rest of the world.

The protagonist’s short contribution touches upon many of the concerns that occupy the
second-generation including: identity, the veil, being categorized as othgrintegks,
and Arabness. Though the subject matter is serious, the playwrights derieé a lot

comedy from presenting it in superficial language and funny rhymes:

-Ridin da train, you see a woman veiled
-Why you trippin sayin she don't wash her hair
-Course she do, Arabs are clean

-We the ones taught Europeans bout Hygiene
Layla’s poetry is not well received, yet it opens the door for her self-discaner
growth.

In the following scene she meets Mohammed (Moe) who works at a hot dog
stand.Though they have known each other for only two months, Mohammed starts
talking to Layla about marriage. The humor is developed further as he kneels in front of
her and starts sobbing that he needs “za Green Card. Ya mama | need za Visas” Lay
relieved that he is not proposing to her. Before they can do anything about Moeis Gree
Card the Narrator recounts that two men in black suits knocked on Mohammad's door at
four A.M. the next morning. The same comedic technique discussed earlier is employed
in this scene, where the actions on stage are contradictory to the dialdgleel &yla
asserts that “nothing can come between us,” two men escort Moe off stage tdaepor

out of the country.

The deportation of Moe leads the protagonist into a new stage in her journey of

growth and identity formation. She prepares to “fight for all her Arab brethoehet
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background music of the pan-Arab nationalistic sixties anthgatdni Habibi EI Watan

El Akbar' (My beloved Country, The Greater Country). Layla wraps a PalestinfgraKi
around her neck and starts her physical training and doing push-ups on stage, tten carrie
a banner with the slogan "Straight Arab Women in support of HAMAS." The Palestinian
scarf and the militant training lead the audience to assume that she supports t
Palestinian organization Hamas, but playing with these expectations temavaals

that Layla co-founded an organization to support “Homosexual Arab Men Against

Sunbathing."

The final scene exposes the conflation of identity in the mind of the Arab

American protagonist.

Narrator:

As an African, Arab, Muslim, American, Grieving, female,
who wanted her voice to be heard, Layla enrolled in an
acting class.

The performance presents quick moments from the protagonist’s actor trainingpethen t
narrator announces that Layla is ready to “fulfill her duty.” With an audiehae

hundred and three people, and an art critic ftbmshaventhe local Feminist Newspaper,
Layla premieres her one-woman performance piece “Take back the Humus¥ In t
parody of Performance Art, the protagonist stands silent on stage with alktegef
Humus in front of her on the ground. Then she starts her monologue with “Falasteen,
Falasteen, where art thou my Falasteen.” Though the character of Ldgkrlig c

identified as Egyptian American, the playwrights present her in the P&essicarf and
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start her one-woman show with a monologue about Palestine, to comment on the identity
of Arab Americans, which is often connected to the Palestinian préblem.

“Take back the Humus!” the performance within the play mocks the performance
of identity as Layla describes her hair as her identity “I can dye iy mwalors but it's still
my hair. Yellow, Red, Brown, Black, White.” She uses all the markers of Arab Aamneric
identity, mixing the cultural with the gastronomic: the pyramid, the Nile, humas, pit
bread, dates, etc. In the course of the performance within the play, Layla begjowly
spread the humus on her face like war paint, making the sowadj@futa(ululating)
confusing the sounds of happiness used in Arabic celebrations with the war cries of oth
cultures. As Bananarama's song "Venus" plays in the background, Laylalsmgs a
listing the chains of oppression she is intending to break, specifically her mother’s
oppression. She announces to the men of the world that she will be throwing her chastity
key into the Nile. Her mother, who is attending the one-woman show, interrupts her
performance, scolding her for mentioning her chastity.

When the narrator shows sympathy for the weak ending of the protagonist’s
performance, Layla, in a meta-theatrical shift, turns to the narnadiostarts attacking

her. The narrator tries to explain the she is on Layla’s side:

Narrator:
Layla | know your future holds more happiness than you
can imagine and more adventure than you've ever dreamed

of. I know because this is my story. Layla | am you.

87 Regardless of the specific location of their anggshany members of the Arab American community
often assert “we are all Palestinian,” in solidaviith the Palestinian cause, and since 2003 Arab
Americans show support to the Iragis under occopataying “we are all Iragi.”
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Layla:
What, are you on crack lady?

The play ends with a Scheherazade style comment. “I hope you enjoyed our steweiting Leila,

Layla, a tale of 9125 nights

Amer, Abou-Daoud and Ibrahim chose to title their laja Layla which is the
name of the main character spelled in two different ways, indicating therten$er
identity, and playing with the notion of how Arab names are often mispronounced. To
appreciate the full range of the subversive humor presented in this play, and the nuance
of the parody and the intertextuality requires a bilingual, bicultural audienicé is
familiar with Arabic as well as American references. It is wortlngahat a number of
performers, and some of the producers of the Comedy Festival (though Arabaxseric
themselves), were not able to fully understand the humor in the play, treating stime of t
text as high poetry, rather than a parody, which confirms the speculations oframer t
“lots of Arab Americans have a strong need to belong...they often romanticize thei
roots.”® They high regard for anything that is connected to the home culture is fully
explored in the poignant parody of the Arab American identity in this play.

Playwright/performer Lena Rizkallah wrote two pieces that wer@peed in the
fourth festival: the short playiving It Up In Long Islandand the short sketdfriends
and Family.Living it up on Long Islandlescribes how a young couple, Silvia and Doug,
decide to temporarily stay with Silvia’s Arabic family, to save moneytfeir new
condo. But thdamily’s interference makes life difficult for the couple. Rizkallah'srs

sketchFriends and Familypffers a parody of a cell phone company advertisement “Arab

8 personal interview with Ahmad Amer on 10 Febru2g0s.
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Friends and Family Plan,” a wireless plan that offers special featndesenefits
exclusively available to Arab Americans and their Arab relatives in the
homeland, evoking the government’s surveillance of the Arab American community.
Both pieces rely heavily on stand-up devices, and neither of them create a dkvelope
dramatic situation that parallels Rizkallah’s second year contribléigla’'s Sahra

The Panelvas devised by Nisaa’, a group of Arab American women spearheaded
by Leila Buck (her autobiographical play is discussed in chapter one ofgbestdtion).
This play replicates a panel discussion moderated by a scholar, and presenting
Egyptian-American performance artist responding to questions from theneeididost
of the questions conflate Islam with Arabness, and push the artist to comment sn issue
beyond her expertise, like the veil, the status of women in the Arab world, and the
political climate. This parody of panel discussions comments on the lack of knowledge
by a large number of the American public, and sometimes even by moderators mho see
to only want to discuss particular issues (like the veil and Arab women’slisgxwaen
the conversation revolves around Arab or Muslim women.

The Fifth Comedy Festival (2008)

The fifth Arab American Comedy Festival, the largest so far, wasriesbm
January 2008 in The Zipper Theatre, which allowed for all the activities of the festival
(stand up comedy, theatrical performances, and film and as waltgsights) to be
presented under one roof. The work of the comedians, in general, became moreereflect

in the writing and showed more maturity and experience in delivery, but the

8 For the first four years, the Festival was preseim the Fall season. The dates ranged from Octobe
November to accommodate for the changing datdseofaisting month of Ramadan, and the availability o
theatre spaces and comedy clubs. The Fifth festigalpresented in January 2008 to avoid confliotiith
the NY Comedy Festival, and the schedule of theetbams’ tours.

194



sketch/theatre pieces lacked depth and originality. Most of the eight thesgketches
continued to follow the style of stand-up comedy, which can support an extended joke,
but is often not enough to sustain a short play

Another change was evident in the fifth festival and was clearly reflectbe
advertising and program of the festival, which carried the title “Arabe®@dild.” The
logo for the first four years of the festival had the face of a camel withrbaround its
neck with the famous phrase, “l love NY.” The advertisements for the fiftivdést
showed a number of camels standing on their back legs, removing the scarf amdycoveri
their bodies in embarrassment with black censorship strips. The content of some of the
stand-up routines and of a number of the sketches also echoed that change, presenting
more adult content and sexually explicit jokes, being even more liberal in usibig Ara
slurs and profanity. This change reflects a level of comfort on the part of tivalfes
organizers and writers. In the first couple of years they were not surdivt atf
reception their work was going to receive, but after four years of sold outrparfoes
and supportive reviews they relaxed more in regards to the image they areny@jedt
the kind of material they choose to present.

As in previous years, plays by women writers had a prominent place in the
festival. Out of the eight theatrical sketches, four were written byempand one was
co-written by a woman. Three of these plays were authored by festigedwet
writers/performers: Bethel Caram and Neil Pottéfter the Festivahnd Lameece
Issag’'sSamia’s CumndNeighborhood Nightly NewsThere were also two sketches by
new writers who previously participated in the festival as actors: EmaredkLove

Matchand Alia Tarraf and Tamar Veziri&eirut Hills.
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After the Festivals a comedic commentary on the Arab American Comedy Festival
and current American politics. It presents an Arab American couple who have jus
finished attending the festival in New York. The wife is slightly uncomfoet#iiwht they
might be watched because they went to the festival, and the husband comforts her. In a
quick turn of events, the play reveals that the wife, who works as a news anchor for Fox
news channel, is hiding Osama Ben Laden (an actor in the employment of the US
government) in their basement. To the bewilderment of her husband, Dick Cheney pays
them a visit to convince Ben Laden to perform in yet another tape “threateningcame
interests.” Ben Laden accepts, but only after Cheney agrees to let hiondimgtape.

The humor in this play stems from the absurdity of the situation, and the speculation on
the connection between Osama Ben Laden and the U.S. government. Its comedic
aesthetic resembles that of the stand-up comedy routines.

The three plays by Caram and Potter, written especially for theale@train,

Dinner GameAfter the Festivgl all share common traits. There is a young Arab
American couple at the center of each of these plays, and all have to nebetlatenal
space between their American present and their Arab background as thepdame te
because of their ethnic identity. This tension is often the source of the comedly,isvhi
expressed through one-liners and quick banter between the central chanadters, a
through a language that reflects the writers’ comfort with Ameritzargsand familiarity
with American pop culture. In contrast with their first plaire Grey Areawhich

focused mainly on the relationship of a young couple, Caram and Potter’s later play
reveal a greater awareness of the absurdities and ironies facing peAmb descent in

American society, especially the second and third generations, who wiatigjrated in
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that society. Some of the plays demonstrate maturity in using theatcicaigees (rather
than the stand-up aesthetic) in developing the dramatic situation. This islpdsticlear
in Dinner Gamewhich makes the most of the writers’ expertise in exposing the humor in
relationships, as well as to the absurdities of the current Arab American conditi
making the authors fourth Comedy Festival contribution their most theatrically
sophisticated play.

The fifth Arab American Comedy Festival also presented two playsitsrivr
performer Lameece Issa§amia’s CumndNeighborhood Nightly New# Samia’s
Cup, Issaq creates a bizarre atmosphere surrounding a fortune teller whoofésesls ¢
grounds suggesting an oriental environment with a snake around her neck, incense
burning, and weird curses that befall whoever dares to contradict her. A whitee&mer
woman is illogically convinced by the fortuneteller to pay her a large sum ofynmone
order to reverse the reading and release the curses. The secaddigidyorhood
Nightly Newsin which Issaq plays the female lead, is a caricature of the Ameri¢an sty
news, presenting the news of the “alley” including sports, and gossip, as well asgover
the activities of the advertisers and depicting the tension between the matenaihel f
news anchors. Both plays appeared to be highly improvised, utilizing stand-up comedy
devices, with little focus on the characters or the dramatic structure dathe p

Both plays by new writers, Eman Ahmetleve Matchand Alia Tarraf and Tamar
Vezirian’sBeirut Hills are parodies of television prograrheve Matchpresents a young
Arab American woman tricked by her mother into appearing dating television show.
She ends up being matched to a man she doesn't like, at the persistence of the progra

host.Beirut Hills presents an exaggerated parody of another television program focusing
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on gossip in Lebanese society. Both sketches draw heavily on the stand-ugnstyle
offered forced situations with no dramatic strength. These sketches fadidvetine two
genres: stand-up routines and comedic plays, and do not attain either the pointed
commentary of stand-up, or the depth of theatrical presentation.

In spite of the slow evolution of the theatre component of the Arab American
Comedy Festival, the festival as a whole has been successful in itsmussi
encouraging and showcasing the work of Arab American artists. The festival has
emerged as a platform, "a space of their own," for Arab Americatsadigefine
themselves and their work, negotiate stereotypes, and joke about their own habijts, fea
accents, misunderstandings, and the challenges of living between two culbhgres. T
Comedy Festival has also been successful in creating and solidifying alhefwoab
American artists who are co-creating, cross-pollinating, and perfoimach other's
work. Additionally, it provides the media with stories about Arabs and Arab Americans
that relate to something other than crisis news. It has succeeded imngti@aetgular
yearly audience, which strengthens the sense of community in New York, laogl in
Angeles where the festival is expanding. It is worth noting that since its imcejbte
festival has encouraged the work of first-time Arab American women writers
Conclusion:

Alhough most of the comedy of Arab American artists is concentrated in the New

York Arab American Comedy Festival, there is also a considerable amount othabrk t
occurs outside the framework of this yearly event. Comedians show their work iarregul
comedy clubs, and stand-up engagements like “the Middle East Comedy Bazaar” and

“the Brown Comedy Hour.” Since their appearance in Michael Moore’sHdhrenheit

198



9/11, a large number of the Arab American comedians have had many appearances on
television programs. The Comedy Central channel produced the exclusively Middl
Eastern comedy seridfhie Watch ListThese comedians also presented the “Arab
American Comedy Tour” and “The Axis of Evil Comedy Tour,” both of which toured
nationally and had commercially distributed DVDs. Due to the success of this work and
the demand for comedy by Arab Americans, the Comedy Festival itsetigegb#o
include the West Coast, presenting some of stand-up routines and plays in Los,Angeles
and since 2006 the Festival has presented a run in Los Angles following that in New
York.

There have been fewer opportunitiespresenting comedic material in
traditional theatres. One venue was through the New York Theatre Workshegl fest
ASWAT (2007), which presented new plays about Palestine. Among the works offered
there were two very distinctive comedy pl&sod and Fadwd® and a theatrical
adaptation of the political humorous mem®iraron and My Mother- in- Law

The Comedy Festival remains the main arena for comedic Arab Améreztne
work. The perseverance of the festival and its continuity over a number of years
encourages new Arab American voices to write for theatre, as the playsddoughis
chapter reveal. Since this platform came into being, potential writers amdiegnartists
have geared their work toward it, writing new material in a format tisatife festival,
because it is the only stable and guaranteed outlet showcasing the work of Arab
Americans. The change in the theatre section of the festival, which wsaédketch”

night, had strong implications on the nature of the work presented. More plays adopted

%0 jack Kader submitted the first version of this pglayhe fourth Comedy Festival, and it was not ptee
in that year’s festival. Since then he teamed Wwimeece Issaq and co-wrdteod and Fadwawhich
premiered in ASWAT, and was developed during sum2068 through the New York Theatre Workshop.
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the short sketch format, which uses stand-up comedy devices and moves awag from t
theatre aesthetic. These sketches, which vary in length, base their humor meoserli
a joke at the end, which does not encourage theatrical situation comedies, orahwastig
of relationships or situations. The choices and preferences of the festivakergalso
set the tone for the theatrical performances. Because most of them haveupstand
comedy background, their selections from the large pool of submissions favor the stand-
up approach to theatre, encouraging a style and comedic aesthetic whighed stee
stand-up jokes while ignoring other comedy formats. This is not only reflected in the
plays and sketches presented, but also sets the tone for the new mategia| sunice
writers cater their material to the style they think would most likelyupparted and
produced by the Comedy Festival. This unity of style, tonality and performances,dcouple
with the fact that most of the performers use the same accent to repregsat Ar
speaking people, help to create a “one voice” festival, rather than the mitytigiic
voices presented in the early festivals, which offered work of more establsatbt
writers.

Nevertheless, the Comedy Festival has succeeded on many fronts. One of its
major achievements is the positive media attention it has attracted. Dedal@hei
remarks that after 9/11, the media had two stories about Arabs, one where thewasppear
terrorists and murderers, and a slightly better story where they apgabegesd”
terrorists and murderers. The Comedy Festival offers a differentadiot Arabs and
Muslims, one that appeals to the media. There has been extensive coverage of the

Comedy Festival in the American press, radio, television and online reviewsl| as
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Arabic-speaking medid. Here Arab American plays and stand-up comedians ruminate
on thorny issues of identity, stereotypes, political and racial tensions. When this
reflection emerges through comedy, Arab culture seems less intimidatingore
approachable. And as with any sub-cultural group, it is more appropriate (and)ftmnier
hear these jokes from the mouths of those referenced.

In addition to positive media feedback, the Arab American Comedy Festival has
also succeeded in gathering a community of Arab American artists who suggort e
others’ work both inside and outside the festival framework. Promoting the work of Arab
American performers through the festival have led to a number of comediansgppeari
in television series and television comedy shows, as well as some of thebagtgrsast
in Broadway and Off-Broadway performances and getting bigger roles &’filffihe
festival has also created a community of audience members in New Yorklddsay,
and Los Angeles that supports this work, and awaits it from one year to thensexing
that all the performances are sold-out, often before the festival startsoifezl

Festival utilizes various techniques to build community and audience following. In

%1 There has been an extensive coverage of the festivarious media formats, The Festival websiésli
a few: “Arab-Americans are never far from the hewa” lan Munro, theage.com , Jan 14, 200khe 5th
Annual New York Arab-American Comedy Festival: Caipavith a purposeDaniel Petrino,
PunchlineMagazine.com, Jan 8, 2008ab-American Comedy in New York: Routing Suspi@on
Prejudice with HumorCarolyn Weaver, Voice of America, Nov 27, 2006.
http://arabcomedy.org/news/press-clips.stdownloaded on 20 November 2008.

9 Eor example, after their appearance in the Secamle@y Festival, Omar Metwally, and Sam Younis
moved to L.A. to pursue careers in film. Metwallstsince starred in a number of major films inaigdi
Munich Rendition andAmsterdamIn addition to the comedy tours, Maysoon Zayigegred in Comedy
Central'sThe Watch ListAdam Sandler’s movi¥ou Don't Mess With ZohaAs The World Turns, Law &
Order, MTV, NBC Nightly News, CNN, ABC's 20/aleed Zuaiter, one of the lead actors and the
festival’'s co-producer recently starredBatrayedat The Culture Project, The Public Theater Lab
production of Naomi Wallace'Bever Chart HBO/BBC miniseries "House of Saddam," featumfil
Veronika Decides to DjBroadway:Sixteen Wounded he PublicMother CourageandStuff Happens
Ramsey Faragallghlayed many roles in film includindgdichael Clayton Thelnterpreter, Celebrity,
Hollywood Ending, Small Time Crooks and Curse efade Scorpioand onTV: The Sopranos, Flight of
the Conchords, 30 Rock, Law & Order, Special Vistlamit, Criminal Intent, Third Watch, The Job, Hope
& Faith, as well as off-BroadwayBetrayed, Guantanamo, Afterplay, StonevatilOrestes
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addition to the festival itself, the organizers develop this community — usints eme
list serves — through comedy events, and fundraisers for the festival andaoites.clThe
festival also organizes play readings of festival submissions, wheramegdiembers
can rate the plays. The “best play” from the reading is guaranteed a prodict

during the festival, giving the audience a sense of ownership of the festival.

Although the comic, even farcical tonality of most of the work discussed in this
chapter is far removed from the generally serious and even tragic tone of mecth curr
performance by Arab American women, the subject matter within theseediffgEnres
is often remarkably similar, based as both are upon the exploration of conflicting
identities and loyalties in those growing up between two cultures. Both poédehbod
stories, discuss the pains of growing up as an outsider to both cultures, and portray the
frustrations of dealing with American friends, on one hand, and parents or relatives i
their countries of origin on the other hand, neither of which have any clear undegtandin
of the other. Yet, as seen through the examples discussed in this chapter, cdenedy of
unique opportunity to artists of Arab descent to examine their condition, highlighting the
absurdities of the tensions in society and commenting on the gap between their Ara
heritage and the demands of their American life style, crystallizinguligral conflict in

a fresh perspective.
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Conclusion

| get this funny thing every semester: | get a student
who comes to my office hours ... who says: “I just
found out I'm Arab American.” Actually what they
say is “l just found out I'm Arab.”
ELLIOTT, Sajjal
A few artists discussed in this work had expressed their Arab Ameriaaityde

artistically before 9/11. However, this event and its aftermath crystdlhrab American
identity, foregrounding the Arabic portion of it, and in some cases pushing artists to
articulate issues they were facing as individuals who are part of a niiaeginand
sometimes ostracized community. While 9/11 increased the systematimitiaton
against people of Arab and Muslim descent, it also generated an interest in thess cul
and in people who originated in Arabic countries. This curiosity about “the other”
initiated a demand for more information, books adutArabs and Muslims, creating

an opportune cultural moment and a space for wygrkrab Americans. There was an
increase in the number of fiction and poetry publications by Arab Americans, and an
even greater increase in Arab American visibility in the theatre iélappearance of
many new dramatists and performers, especially women. This could be attrdouted t
several factors. After discussing these factors, | will consider thencsteances that led

to the prominence of political theatre in Arab American writing, summariznge of

the traits of the writing style and aesthetics of women writerdl tamclude by looking

at some of the reasons behind the prevalence of women'’s voice in this emergdneg thea

movement and the latest developments of the movement.
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The Political Aspect

While previous generations of Arab American theatre writers were ndtyover
political, most of the women playwrights discussed in this thesis have a cle@apolit
project. Earlier cultural production focused on presenting Arabic culture to auslience
through connection to its traditions. This tendency persists in contemporaryitgeea
considerable part of it is still occupied with the search for roots through gaaadt
grandparents’ stories about the homeland, often including recipes of the food they
enjoyed as children. By contrast, recent theatre writers have broken awathét
tendency and have established a firm political position that deals with curreigpoli
tensions or identity politics. The political awareness of the emergingA&radsican
theatre artists is both internal and external. Their position as Arabs and Aslc#&m
in a society that is often hostile to Arabs compelled a rapid process-desiaition and
encouraged an awareness of identity — a coming of age for these artists.ahbéhtnse,
developments in the contemporary political situation inside the United States aad abro
advanced the political sensibility of these artists and their sensitivetyetats in Arab
countries like Palestine and Iraq.

While 9/11 and its aftermath were the first impetus for the Arab Americatr¢he
artists to present their work, two other influential events relating to Arabtges helped
shape the work of this group: the Israeli attacks on the Palestinian Tesritortethe
anti-war movement before and at the onset of the war on Iraq. A few months after 9/11,
and while the war in Afghanistan was under way, the situation in Palestine @géetior
Employing the same rhetoric of the American administration regaftlfar on Terror,”

the Israeli army launched an attack on Ramallah, surrounding the headquatters of
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president of the Palestinian Authority, Yassir Arafat, and closing theimgsgshe main
entry points of food and provisions to Gaza and the West Bank), which led to near
starvation of the Palestinian population there. The continuous portrayal of thenRadest
as terrorist, the uneven coverage of the siege of Ramallah and other towns in the
Palestinian territories, the lack of support from the international commuonitie
Palestinians, and the biased American government’s support for Israel rousedithe A
American community. In a show of solidarity with the Palestinian peopley ofahe
artists and intellectuals who were not of Palestinian descent adopted the mettarg'W
all Palestinians.”
Meanwhile, the beginning of 2003 witnessed more pressure on Iraq, and stronger
public outcry against the war. Many theatre artists expressed their toppésithat war,
and the Theaters Against War (THA%®/novement was born from the public
demonstrations to stop the war on Irag. The theatre community in New York and other
American cities was actively engaged in the political demonstraflét&W encouraged
the work of some Arab American theatre artists and presented early writisgsie of
the events hosted by the movement prior to and during the onset of the war on Iraqg.
Members of THAW and other theatres were interested in addressing thagressi
issues of the post 9/11 changing world, and in opening dialogues with representatives of
the Arab American community. These theatres looked for plays about the Middlle Ea
and the Arab world, and found that there were few translations of Arabic plays

available?® In addition to the demand by theatres, the newly founded Comedy Festival’s

93 THAW is an international network of pro-peace theairtists responding to the United States' ongoing
"War on Terror," aggressive foreign policies, asdagating attacks on civil liberties in the US and
throughout the world.

% Though there are some translations of Arabic pleyany of them are out of print or not in circubati

205



search for material by Arab American writers created a demand foplags: The
appeal of this material and the success of some of the plays encouragedpmoge as

artists to put their thoughts to paper and write plays.

Changing Perspectives

Two of the plays discussed here were written before 9/11: Leila Bi8itesand
Betty Shamieh’€Chocolate in Heatbut their significance changed when presented after
that critical moment. As the image and position of Arabs in society changed, thei
cultural production in general, and their plays, in particular, acquired more urgéecy. T
project of Arab American women artists changed as well. Instead ofadjgregfdressing
a topic of interest to some audience members, they were challenging tinarwtom
stereotypical images of Arabs in mainstream media by offeringAlnearican audiences
a glimpse into their own world, with its fears, hopes, dreams and frustrations, hingani
the face of the ‘enemy’ and allowing audiences a better understanding @fctings ©f
the population. Soha Al Jurf recounts that often she is the first Palestinian hecasdien
have ever met in person. Her physical presence on stage and in post-shosiotisasis
in itself (regardless of the content of her play), an important act of représentdte
audience can then have a first-hand experience with a Palestinian woman who speaks
their language (with a clear American accent), shares many oAtieiican cultural
references and, through her knowledge, familial and emotional connectionsstireal
is also able to offer a first hand account of some of the stories that areprassnted to

the American publié®

% There is parallel between the impact of the posistiiscussions of Soha Al Jurf's work and that of
Heather Raffo, where audiences get a chance teecbimthe performer as a representative of theieul

of her origin
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While some of the plays examined in this dissertation focus on stories from the
homeland, most of the plays, and especially the comedy performances, focus on the
American part of the performers’ identity, their experiences living in thieed States,
and the pressure of representing their communities. As second-generagos, Wwrdgst
of the artists have only emotional ties to their country of origin. Since they haveeaubt li
in these countries and do not speak their language, their view of their homelands is
through the “American immigrant eye.” An interesting examp&farts of Desirg
which presents the experiences of a number of Iraqi women, yet it entesstlta
through the Iragi American woman. This character provides the audience withta way
relate to the events of the Iragi war through an American[ized] eye thatahing the
same events the audience could be following in the media. This adds a different
perspective: what it feels like to be watching the war progress if youféiang under

fire.

The Aesthetics of Arab American Women'’s Theatre:

The plays and performances discussed in this work share more than having Arab
American characters as their focus. There are some basic traitsrthlatough all the
plays that could be seen as Arab American in style and aesthetics. Regafdieir
genres, all the plays aim to educate their American audiences aboubA raiad
Americans. The playwrights share with the audience some moments that inform the
existence as Arab Americans, and sometimes show the audience how they as Ar
Americans, are personally affected by current political events. Tage perform a

different role for their Arab American audiences, validating their ggpees and giving
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voice to their suffering or frustration, both with the current discriminatiomagthe
Arab American community and the oppression of their families in the Arab cauntrie

Formally, a number of performances, suclhséae andOn the Coachuse
storytelling techniques, evoking this ancient art, while other plays foregrountaiter
storyteller of theArabian Nights Scheherazade. Layal, the main charactérdrts of
Desirg not only quotes Scheherazade, but also identifies with her both as the storyteller
and the imminent victim of oppression by the tyrant ruler. While Marguerite, the
protagonist oPistachio Storiesis compared to Scheherazade because of her unfinished
stories,Leila Layla uses the format of the Arabian Nights, with Scheherazade as the
narrator of the play.

Most of the plays also use Arabic words, even though the playwrights are not
fluent Arabic speakers, to create a connection to their ancestors’ land andj&angua
Pistachio Storiesot only uses Arabic words as part of the dialogue, it also dedicates
sections of the play to discussing the Arabic roots of many words used in thénEnglis
language like coffee and candy. The inclusion of Arabic in the dialogue hdsrartif
effect in comedy performances, which use some insults in Arabic, or copag¢ely via
the use of Arabic profanity that only Arabic speaking audiences could compréhend.

In addition, a number of the Arab American women plays examined here use the
call to prayer in their performance text or soundscape as a clear markabaf &nd

Islamic culture. These are used for different purposes in different playke WR@iurf

% This practice is double edged since the more Artdt@qerformers use in the comedy routines, theemor
they alienate their American audiences. An exanglke increased use of Arabic in some of the Fifth
Comedy Festival performances, which created theceéff an inside joke that the general audiencendtd
feel connected to. IBecolonizing the Stag&heatrical Syncretism and Post-Colonial Dran@hristopher
Balme argues that this is a conscious techniquepbeessed intentionally use so that the opprestpnot
understand.
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chants the Eid prayers in the opening scerfere$sing Beyond In Betweanorder to set

the stage for the tension between her sexuality and her connection to the divine within the
contested space of her body, Leila Buck uses an abbreviated version of thie Musli

prayer to introduce the audienced®iteto various aspects of Arabic culture. While,

Heather Raffo uses the daily five calls to prayer in specific parts ebtlnedscape &

Parts of Desirdgo connect the rhythm of the play to that of a full day in the life of an

Iraqgi city, evoking an auditory connection to the atmosphere of Arab cities, thieecall

to prayer is part of the sound of daily experiences.

Theatre and Identity formation:

The theatre created by Arab American women artists is an attempttmamea
identity, not only searching for the self, but also constructing a self. In thadrofri
shifting identities that current generations from immigrant commugniggotiate, and
amidst the bombardment of media presentation of Arabs, there are no positiveonsflect
of self in the culture. The collective work of this theatre movement helps in cdimgjruc
a positive “Arab American self,” by accumulation and layering of AraleAcan
characters struggling to present themselves and their stories orirétadact that a
number of the performances are autobiographical or based on interviews helps in the
construction of this image. As Arab American audiences see echoes of theduaton
community story on stage and as they build a connection with the characters on stage,
they are able to extend their individual web of connection to other Arab or Arab

American audience members who might be in similar situations.
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The construction of the Arab American identity operates differently in eatie of
genres used by Arab American women playwrights. The autobiographical mode @&xplore
in chapter one starts from the self and tries to create connections to thperfemer’s
family, then to the community in the land of origin. Each of these personal stones see
to interact with a major political event: the Palestinian Intifada, #eglhan war, and the
first Gulf War, the genocide of the Armenians and the exodus of foreigners figoh Eg
The identities of Al Jurf, Buck and Armani are all impacted by their geogralplis well
as ancestral, journeys.

These three autoperformances function in analogous ways. They identify the self
name, claim and present an identity, explain aspects of their stories of iftemti&gion
to the audience, then two of them hold post-show discussion about these complex issues.
These discussions often take the process a step further, connecting the p¢a®aner
representative of her ethnic group) to the current political concerns. In so thaifyab
American writer/performer acts as a bridge to her cultural heritpwing audience
members to walk in her shoes and to experience some of the incidents that shaped her and
her culture.

On the other hand, the documentary plays discussed in chapter two present a
compiled identity of the communities they are presenting on stage, nambly Ara
Americans and Iragi women. The verbatim selections from interviews adtlaaout
Arabs in America in the first performance, and the compiled portraitsgfvi@amen
based on interviews by the playwright/performer in the second performaneat@gs
image of identity that is rooted in reality. Still, this works differentlydidferent

audiences. For an American audiertaajjil offers an image of Arabs as presented by
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fellow Arabs and Arab Americans, namely, as a group encompassing a wjdeofan
personalities and perspectives. These portraits humanize Arabs, and shed light on thei
experiences that are rarely highlighted in the media. For Arab Amerideémnaas, this
performance presents a range of characters with differing positionsiiorlémgity

tension as both Arab and American, which provides the audiences with varying
perspectives regarding expressing that identity tension under the prsth@&ehanges

in society post 9/11, and chances for identification with the characters and some
emotional release.

Chapter three reveals a continuum in the trajectory of Arab Americatityden
portrayed on the American stag&hocolate in Heatlepicts an Arab American young
woman tracing her youth and childhood in the U.S., as well as three Arab American men
in different phases of their identity search. Shamieh’s first play preseagslgrstage in
the formation of Arab American identity, and how it operates under societal pressure
When the political climate changes post 9/11 the same dramatist shows diffiedsndiki
psyches: four women of Arab descent. The two modern ones are a Palestinian suicide
bomber, and a Palestinian American victim of 9/11. Presenting the perpetuator of
violence next to the victim of violence, both Arabs, is an attempt to balance the image of
Arabs as solely responsible for violent acts and complicates the pictuesttseycare
also at the receiving end of violence. The main character, the Arab AmerndateAt,
represents a later development in the character of the Arab Americamwarstage,
with a clear tension between her evolved American side and her under nourished Arabic

side, that dominates her psyche.
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Shamas’ characters Ristachio Storiesire a clear expression of the changes that
occurred in American society post 9/11, and of their impact on the lives of Arab
Americans who became targeted as anti-American, and suspected jusé lné¢heas
ancestry and cultural heritage. This play confirms the fear and suspicianAetth
American communities after 9/11, dramatizing the detention of Arabs with nocolea
and capturing the culture of fear that prevailed in the society at largehrBeeplays
explored in chapter three signal three different stages in the Arab Amielécdity on
stage: first, the struggle to exist and to carve a place for oneself incAmsociety;
second, the conflict between the old and new sets of codes, which reached a pegk leadin
to a fracture (represented in the events of 9/11); and third, the portrayal of the post 9/11
world and its impact on people of Arab descent.

There are obvious differences between the characters in the plays oft tiveofirs
chapters and those in chapter three. The former are based on the real, in the form of
autobiography and documentary. The modus operandi of the “real” depicted on stage — “I
experienced, witnessed it, or met someone who said this or witnessed that"— gges the
characters more weight when it comes to representation of identity and iggiéorm
This differs greatly from the fictitious lives created by the dtsstsadiscussed in chapter
three.

The continuum from the real to the fictional takes a different direction when it
comes to comedy performances. The stand-up comedy routines discuss thesdiéntity
from passing as white, or being seen as unique and exotic, to becoming “terrorist”
overnight. They highlight the difficult moments faced by Arab Americans.yMéathe

comedy routines are dedicated to exploring aspects of Arabness in the Ansedizy.
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Although, the short plays presented in the Comedy Festival cover a wide rangesf topic
at the core of most of them are issues of identity. Using comedy to explareshess

helps disarm the American audiences, allowing them to connect to the humanityp of Ara
Americans; at the same time it gives Arab American audiences a chanpéote some

of the challenges they face within a framework that makes these chaléasiesto

handle. Laughing at themselves and at their plight lightens the emotionahéyaalé

carrying in their continuous negotiation of identity in American society.

Creating Community

Arab American artists also create community by working together and sagpor
each other's worR’ Through working on each other’s shows, reading each other's work,
performing in each other’s plays, or attending rehearsals, readings fordhpeces of
other Arab American artists, theatre artists have formed a wide kebivireatre
professionals. This network helps in the casting, production and presentation of Arab
American performances and acts as a sounding board for new ideas, and as af sourc
critical responses through panel discussions.

The voice of Arab American theatre artists gathers around it the Arakicame
community. Arab American plays perform the function of affirming the egpees,
confirming the feelings of Arab American audience, thereby, helping tealme that
they are not alone in these feelings. The emotional and social ties tHaisacedated

help in building community, extending the connections not only to the characters/actors

°”When Nibras was founded in 2001, each of the maigiounding artists had thought that they were the
only theatre artist of Arab descent. One of theaimmissions, therefore, was to find and conneztite
artists of Arab background. After only a handfulyefirs, a noticeable network of Arab American ttis
was formed. It is easy to see this in the worlkhef Comedy Festival, where a large number of aniste

and perform in each other’s theatre work, and sttghe stand-up comedy by volunteering in the exent
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on stage, but also to members of the audience. The Arab American audiences who are
drawn to these performances extend the community, by attending the fundeaiders
other community activities in support of the art work of Arab American artistajuealty

becoming familiar faces to each otfier.

Women’s Voice

As women are perceived as silence[d] in the Arab world, there has been a
particular appeal to ‘revealing the mystery’ and giving voice to that sdiegr@aip. This
phenomenon is not exclusive to women of Arab descent. There are parallels with the
popularity of other forms of cultural production by women of other cultures. A clear
example is the rise in circulation of fiction by and about Asian women, as vik# as
increasing popularity of Iranian women'’s literature and memaoirs, writténrauaslated

into English.

Another factor that contributed to the increase in the number of performances
created by Arab American women is that some of the new playwrights areabyigi
performers. While Arab American male actors were able to get rotegatre and film
(often playing the roles of terrorists), women actresses of Arab desckfevirer
opportunities. Some of them, therefore, began writing plays in order to have roles to act.
Others wrote their own stories as autobiographical performances. lroaddiis
possible that the American host culture encouraged the voice of women writersebecaus

it seemed less threatening than that of the men. In American mainstreianArad men

% It is possible to track the Arab American artistimmmunity and its following in non theatrical eten
such as fundraisers for Arab causes, music perfoces cultural events, opening of galleries and art
exhibitions, book readings and signings as wediaasal gatherings.
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are perceived as violent and hostile, and are associated with terroristesctirotiowing

the same paradigm Arab women are presented as oppressed, silent/ silencel&dand ve
Similar to the orientalist approach, which attempts to save the brown woman from the
brown man, there is a mechanism of “neo-orientalism” through which the American host
culture welcomes the voice of Arab and Arab American women on stage, whilengllow

little or no space for the voice of Arab men.

The prominence of the voice of women in the Arab American theatre could also
be attributed to the economic dynamics of the immigrant culture, whereethans
expected to find traditional jobs to support their families, potentially freeinggdhgen

to play bigger cultural roles, to tell their own stories and the stories of tmamanities.

The Latest Developments:

Arab American women seized an opportune moment and took advantage of the
demand for their work that was created following 9/11. Their work grew in iapoet
and popularity in the first few years of the twenty-first century, with soinieem
managing to find a space for their work in more mainstream venues. The cultural
activities of the last few months of 2008 suggest that these women have crealed a nic
for their work. PBS aired a one-hour program about Arab American and Muslim gomed
America at a Crossroads Stand Up: Muslim American Comics Come pivAgé
premiered May 11, 2008, and featured Maysoon Zayid and two of the Arab American
male comedians. Zayid also participated as a performer and delegat®antberatic
National Convention in Denver August 2008. Betty Shamieh had readings of three new
plays, including a new commission from the Time Warner program in colladrorsaiih

Second Staged6é Soon As Impossibléune 2008, and a double bill event at the Segal
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Theatre, October 200&@ain and AgainstandKingmakej. Laura Shamas had a new
play reading Chasing Moneyat the Public Theatre, November 2008. As part of the New
York Theatre Workshop’s Unusual Suspects program, Leila Buck worked on developing
her playln the Crossingabout her experiences in Lebanon during the 2006 war, while
Lameece Issaq and Jack Kader workshopped a full-length verdtmodfand Fadwa
during the New York Theatre Workshop summer program in Vassar, which will have a
reading at the New York Theatre Workshop on 15 December 2008.
In addition to the plays, and readings by some of the known writers, new Arab
American women voices appeared. Jennifer Jahjah prederézat Hamasat the New
York Fringe Festival, and Nathalie Handel had readings of new plays she ispiayelo
Oklahoma QuarteandTheStone Cutters
Another interesting development is the establishment of the Middle Easicamer

Playwright Award (MEA). Three theatre organizations from across thenn&olden
Thread Productions in San Francisco, the Lark Play Development Center idddew
and Silk Road Theatre Project in Chicago, created a national new plays/mitatd
awarded the 2008 Middle East America Distinguished Playwright Award to Adriana
Sevan. This prize provides a $10,000 commission for Sevan to write a new play, with
intensive developmental support from the Lark, possible productions at Golden Thread
and Silk Road, and travel funds to be available at all stages of the process. Adglitionall
due to the outstanding pool of applicants, MEA has also honored both Leila Buck and
Sinan Unel with the 2008 Middle East America Special Jury Prize.

As we can see, the work of this emerging theatre movement grew explbnentia

within a few years and created a space for itself, through the sucqesskmtation of

216



powerful plays in extended off-Broadway runs and through the continually growing
Comedy Festival. Arab American theatre, with women dramatistsfearits is gradually
becoming an important part of the American theatre scene, with dedicateal$esnd
performances in mainline theatres like the Public Theatre and New Yorkd heat
Workshop, as well as regional theatres and university theatres and acadeens: Géet
upcoming Kennedy Center Festivalabesque: Arts of the Arab Wor{@d3 February- 15
March, 2009) provides further evidence of a growing national interest, groupikg @for
Arab American artists with works from the Arab world. The theatre sectibpnesent
Raffo’s 9 Parts of Desiren concert form The Sounds of Desjeand ElImaz Abi Nader’s
Country of Origin®® In addition, the preparations for the 6th Annual Arab American
Comedy Festival are under way, accepting submissions for the upcomingl fist6
May, 2009). The continuity of the Comedy Festival encourages establisherbs woit
create new works, at the same time that it provides a space for new voicesde and
maintain the growth of the Arab American theatre movement. As this movement
continues to expand and gain more ground it will play a larger role in the future of
American theatre, and its growth will add another unique color to the rainbow of
contemporary American theatre through the distinctive voice of Arab Aamewomen

dramatists.

% am directing this production of Elmaz Abi Nade€ountry of Originfor the Kennedy Center Festival.
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