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My art work draws on imagery associated with notions of women, Islam, and the manner in which they
have been represented in art throughout history

To understand my work, one must examine longstanding perceptions and conventions—those held by
diverse audiences as well as myself herself, and those embedded in history continuing into the present
day. Empowerment for me is to challenge, diversify, and revise longstanding stereotypes and
perceptions of women within Islamic cultures, as well as of the cultures themselves to challenge the
boundaries that shaped my upbringing. My work, with its very intimate Muslim and Arabic worlds where
the position of women has historically been marked by reified gender roles, limited expression,
constrained individuality, and exoticizing stereotypes. Is not just about these women and the spaces
they inhabit, it delves into a much broader historical treatment of the way women are portrayed in
Western art history, primarily through the eyes of Western male artists who represented Arab women as
exotic and erotic, with languorous and exposed female forms inviting a voyeuristic view. This intimate
relationship with my work empowered me and gave me courage to reclaim the Arab woman'’s right to
self-expression and representation.

This offers a critique of both Eastern and Western problematic representations of Arab women by
literally rewriting them from within. What prompted me to write is that the text effectively works as a
feminist strategy laying claim to my voice and although it seems to confine women, it suggests that
women’s bodies are constantly over written by the discourses of others.

My message to the Arab women in general is Western viewers often see Arab women as "oppressed
and marginalized," but in the arts, as well as many other areas, Arab women are “significant participants
in the dramatic transformations of the Arab World today and their participation can do wonderful things
to break down stereotypes while exposing people to new perspectives.

And as with all women, Arab female identity is complex and fluid and, of course, individual. Arab
women are not universally oppressed, subjugated, or depressed. Their lives are no more to be defined
by stereotypes than anyone else’s. There are many difficulties living in a culture with long traditions and
hierarchical structures. But Arab women also live with a tremendous amount of determination and
creativity, to say nothing of the humor at life’s absurdities which is characteristic of all cultures. Perhaps
by continuing to be who we are, we could promote in Western women a greater sense of commonality
with their Arab counterparts as well as a more accurate sense of the many differences.

— Lalla Essaydi
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