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Kenza Oumlil’s book is a compelling interdisciplinary analysis of gender and cultural representations of Muslim diasporic communities in North America. The text orchestrates an intellectual dialogue between U.S. black feminists and Muslim diasporic artists, providing a prescient intersectional framework with which to discuss issues of identity and self-representation. Oumlil makes a perceptive intervention that exposes the hegemonic cultural apparatus while also highlighting alternative aesthetic practices that challenge and subvert it.

Ella Shohat, author of Taboo Memories, Diasporic Voices



Can Muslim women represent themselves? Kenza Oumlil’s North American Muslim Women Artists Talk Back: Assertions of Unintelligibility is the sustained record of her critical reflections on this vital question. The result is a pathbreaking momentum in rearticulatig the possibilities of constructing discourses of resistance to domination—a focussed and deeply satisfying read.

Hamid Dabashi, author of Contemporary Art, World Cinema, and Visual Culture: Essays by Hamid Dabashi



North American Muslim Women Artists Talk Back describes an infiltration. Artists creep up on the mainstream, ambush and unsettle what they can, when they can. Oumlil shows us that the mainstream is no easy place for Muslim women artists to navigate. Riding with them through the currents of patriarchy and white supremacy will fill us with wonder. We will gasp and laugh and shake our heads in dismay and it will all be worth it.

Sherene H. Razack, author of Casting Out: The Eviction of Muslims from Western Law and Politics and Nothing Has to Make Sense, Anti-Muslim Racism, White Supremacy and Law




North American Muslim Women Artists Talk Back

This book focuses on the ways in which North American Muslim women artists “talk back” to dominant discourses about Muslim identity and work to counter mainstream stereotypes and representations. It examines the possibilities of constructing discourses of resistance to domination.

Against a backdrop of dominant media representations of oppressed and passive Muslim women, the media interventions of the exceptional women artists, whose voices are showcased in this book, demonstrate that Muslim women are diverse and autonomous agents who have, historically, and continue contemporarily, to fight against all forms of injustice including those that seek to circumscribe their realities and experiences. To explore expressions and articulations of alternative discourses, this book analyzes the media texts of exceptional women artists: the stand-up comedy of Palestinian-American Maysoon Zayid, the cinematic interventions of Iranian-American Shirin Neshat, and the television comedy of Pakistani-Canadian Zarqa Nawaz. Using a methodology consisting of a textual analysis grounded in the theoretical framework of postcolonial theory and informed by gender studies and alternative media research, the analysis is supplemented with semi-structured interviews with the artists.

This book is suitable for scholars and students in Gender Studies, Media Studies, Cultural Studies, Sociology, and Politics.

Kenza Oumlil is an associate professor in Communication at Al Akhawayn University in Ifrane, Morocco. Oumlil holds a PhD in Communication from Concordia University in Montréal, Canada. She has published widely on representation, gender, and media, including articles in the Journal of North African Studies, Feminist Media Studies, Journal of Middle East Media, and Al-Jazeera English.
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What is my impetus for continuing to research the discursive manifestations of race politics, which are of course gendered, after all these years? My interest in hegemonic and counter-hegemonic discourses has continued to inspire my academic work for many years now, as sadly the current socio-political climate still indicates that these issues are not resolved; they are intensifying in the current conjuncture.

When I was still living in the United States during the climate of 9/11, I witnessed the implementation of measures like the USA PATRIOT Act and the war on Afghanistan. Having met and known Muslims who had been randomly detained, interrogated, and deported (all of this within a “legal” framework enabled by the USA PATRIOT Act), I was experiencing the very real consequences of hatred. During these times, what the media was presenting was surreal – with phrases like “why do they hate us?” making headlines that were diluting the complexity of these issues, erasing Western and US responsibility, as well as framing Islam as the enemy. In this context, I actively sought out alternative discourses that counter hate speech. My attempt to heal some of the “spirit injury” (Wing, 1990) that I would experience with every encounter with racism and sexism led me to take interest in online videos, music, and blogs that propose realities beyond discursive dehumanization. This interest subsequently provided the foundation of my doctoral work conducted at Concordia University in Canada.

Today, writing from Morocco where I live and teach communication and gender, we are witnessing another moment of intensified race politics that has a transnational impact, making the terrain of alternative media all the more critical. It seems imperative to study the ways in which targeted communities participate in the construction of their own identity and lift some of the burdens of representation – which have real consequences on their everyday lives. The recent airport scrutiny procedures in the age of President Trump, the US laptop ban on flights departing from a list of eight Muslim countries, racial profiling, the rise of anti-Muslim sentiment in the Canadian context, shown for example in the January 2017 Quebec City mosque shooting, among other innumerable incidents of racism and hate crimes have serious consequences on the affected communities. At the same time, Islamic State operates to construct a narrow, religiously distorted understanding of identity and to regulate “proper” enactments of Muslim identity. With the US departure from Afghanistan, withdrawing its last remaining troops in August 2021, and the Taliban’s resurgence to power, we are reliving 20 years later a long-standing mediated war. In this and other ways, 9/11 is still present as discourses of Islamohopia persist, as we have just addressed in a special issue of the Islamophobia Studies Journal (see Oumlil, 2021). By no means have we reached a post-racial and post-Islamophobia world. 9/11 was a defining moment and a turning point that still bears relevance today. As I argue in this book, the paradox of 9/11 is that although it exacerbated discourses of fear and hatred that have real material consequences, including ongoing legislation that outcasts Muslims, it also opened up doors for Muslim voices and artists in response to a demand for their perspectives and voices in the public sphere. I argue in this book that a new genre of representations emerged in the 9/11 context (e.g., in Chapters 3 and 4, I situate Zayid and Nawaz’s emergence in the public sphere as part of this 9/11 genre of representations). Thus, the more current transnational context of Islamophobia (i.e., the fear and hatred of Muslims; Rana, 2007) carries the traces of a post-9/11 world. However, I note that anti-Muslim sentiments preceded the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, based on previous studies that demonstrated that these representations existed even prior to 9/11 (Karim, 2000; Said, 1978; Shaheen, 1984, 2001; Yeğenoğlu, 1998).

Muslim women in particular occupy center stage as Western liberal discourse places them as the markers of Muslims’ place in the continuum of modernity (Razack, 2008). Indeed, wars, occupation, and indefinite detentions, to cite but a few implications, have been conducted by using the rhetoric of liberating Muslim women, a type of race thinking that Leila Ahmed has previously called “colonial feminism:” feminist discourse deployed strategically to serve imperial and colonial goals (quoted in Abu-Lughod, 2002, p. 784).

Within this context, how do North American Muslim women “talk back” to dominant discourses about their identity? The term “talking back” is used in reference to bell hooks’ (1989) seminal work on race, gender, and representation, and is defined as acts of talking that move the speaker from an object to a subject position.

In this book, I explore the creative works of three significant women artists. In searching for a niche that was meaningful and that spoke to my reality, I came across these three artists, among others. What struck me about these women was their position as charismatic artists whose work has gone beyond the borders of their physical and cultural nations. This appeal rests on what they are saying and the realities of those who are located in these other nations and in similar situations.

This book, titled North American Muslim Women Artists Talk Back: Assertions of Unintelligibility, examines the expressions and articulations of counter-hegemonic discourses on the part of Middle Eastern and South Asian women in the United States and Canada, with particular attention to race and gender. In order to look at processes of “talking back” (hooks, 1989) to dominant media discourses, I selected the following case studies for analysis: (1) the stand-up comedy of Maysoon Zayid, (2) the visual art and films of Shirin Neshat, and (3) the films and the television comedy (Little Mosque on the Prairie 2007–2012) created by Zarqa Nawaz. These case studies were selected because they constitute long-term interventions to alter the dominant media sphere within the realm of popular culture, and benefit from a wide reach within particular “interpretive communities” (Fish, 1980).1 As well, they are widely disseminated in sites other than mainstream avenues and media.

My central argument is that these works are constitutive of a discourse of resistance. Taking the lead from bell hooks (1989), these acts can be categorized as “talking back.” What I want to emphasize here is that these representations signify a re-articulation of identity and a call for a redistribution of symbolic power. In the process of circulating their perspectives, the artists themselves have faced considerable backlash, pointing to the ways in which their discursive interventions function as assertions of unintelligibility – one of the core concepts of this book. I have defined assertions of unintelligibility as the statements that marginalized people make in support of their rights, and which are typically met with hostile responses from the dominant social order. In the persistent endeavor to utter their voice and difference in a general climate of hostility, their assertions are difficult, but not impossible, to understand. For the “interpretive communities” (Fish, 1980) that share similar experiential realities, their speech finds resonance. Within a hegemonic setting, their defense of their point of view is often dismissed as sheer nonsense through one of three mechanisms: (a) silent speech, (b) speech constructed as insane, (c) and punishable speech.2 Therefore, through this concept I have attempted to bring to the fore the question of legitimacy of speech – that is, how the social location from which one speaks, and the public to whom that declaration of self is communicated, allocate meaning to the very act of self-representation. Drawing from the work of postcolonial and alternative media scholars, I have defined self-representation as the storytelling and discursive productions of marginalized people whose voices have been historically evacuated from dominant narratives (Baltruschat, 2004; Juhasz, 1995; Loomba, 1998; Rodriguez, 2001; Shohat & Stam, 1994; Trinh, 1989).

My interest in language stems from an understanding of words as legitimizing and underpinning actions. The constructed or real imminent dangers sustained in a climate of fear, like in the 9/11 era and the more recent Trump years, lay the foundation for an enduring “state of exception” (Agamben, 1998). The systems created in the situation of crisis/emergency/exception (like the policies that legitimate surveillance and indefinite detentions on those grounds) have outlived temporality. This is not to deny the causality of economic and geopolitical factors but to emphasize that wars and policies are justified via discursive means.

Given that Muslim women are predominantly constructed as passive victims in need of saving and the prevalence of negative representations of Muslims, Arabs, Middle Easterners, and South Asians, it becomes imperative to think about how to respond and counter these portrayals, particularly because they have real material consequences. In this book, I examine how the selected mediated interventions “make do” from available stocks of materials from popular culture and the dominant media sphere. Sustaining discursive resistance involves reaching out to “interpretive communities” (Fish, 1980), as any given text has different meanings for different cultural groups. Ultimately though, I am interested in the power of the imagination to offer other worlds of possibility and incite visions of freedom, which might then materialize in collective action.

My book conducts a textual analysis to unpack the meanings embedded in each media text, supplemented with individual interviews with the artists involved. The book additionally incorporates in the analysis of audience responses that have been posted in the public domain, such as blogs and reviews. It examines resistance in language as it occurs through the performance/performativity of identity. It is through the performance and “(re)presentation” of identity that the selected artists circulate meaning. They are immersing themselves in the public domain and in a mediated discourse in order to gain visibility.

Furthermore, the book locates moments of “talking back” in terms of the spatio-temporality of the emergence of counter-hegemonic discourses. Drawing from Gramsci, this work conceptualizes what I refer to as the conditions of emergence of alternative discourses. I examine the content and form of the selected interventions and theorize their tactical interventions by situating them within the wider context of the hegemonic/counter-hegemonic system. The purpose of my work is to derive from my case studies the constitutive “moments” of counter-hegemonic emergence.

The analysis I present details the ways in which the selected artistic productions emanate from the cultural margins, which while they are connected to the economic margins or works produced by those who are marginalized as a result of class, are not necessarily synonymous to it.

Postcolonial theory indicates three stages to mental decolonization and taking voice, which do not always occur in a clear-cut sequential manner. The first stage is a “counter-sensibility” to one’s “own” representation in the mainstream media – referred to as “aberrant” (Stam & Spence, 1985) and “oppositional readings” (Hall, 1981) of dominant media texts, and described as sense that is not part of common sense; the reader in this case generates an understanding of the media text that goes against the dominant perspective. The second phase is being able to articulate/de-construct the dominant construction: to identify and define it. This is where studies of dominant discourse are crucial. Postcolonial theory and critical feminist race studies have greatly contributed to this area. The development of a language starts here. The third stage is one of transformation – making your own media, creating your own text. It consists of transforming the existing stock of material into an alternative discourse, into one’s own divergent language. It involves creating alternative media (Oumlil, 2016).

In this light, this book posits the emergence of acts of “talking back” as supported by larger movements and forces that permit or enhance their visibility. Drawing from Gramsci’s work on hegemony, it argues that there are moments and sites of circulating disruptive discourses that contest and challenge power and that are therefore subject either to punitive measures or trivialized and dismissed as a way of neutralizing their power. This project thus involves tracing vulnerabilities of co-optation, containment, and appropriation – as vehicles for neutralizing counter-hegemonic art.


Methodologies: Revealing Counter-Hegemonic Terms

As this book focuses on distinct case studies that reflect different media genres, I deploy a methodological bricolage as required by the specificities of the various cases I am analyzing. Since I am interested in how these case studies “talk back,” I conduct a textual analysis to scrutinize the use of language and imagery deployed in these sites and how they are mediated in the distinct genres of stand-up comedy and performance, cinema, or television. The theoretical framework of postcolonial theory and gender studies are particularly useful for this part of the analysis as they offer a genealogy of dominant discourses of racialized and gendered “Others.” The concept of intersectionality is very useful here as it refers to the ways in which different axes of identity, such as gender, race, and religion, come together to create a sense of self (Crenshaw, 1991; Mohanty, 1991). This study will particularly focus on how the particular axes of identity of gender and race interact to form both perceived and experienced identification. Postcolonial theory and gender studies provide the dominant tropes against which alternative representations emerging from the selected media texts can be juxtaposed and assessed. I additionally draw on alternative media research, which refers to disruptions of dominant discourses in tactical and counter-hegemonic terms. In Chapter 1, I detail various discursive tactics outlined in this body of work which can be broadly categorized under the rubric “literature on tactical interventions.” The case study chapters provide a mapping of tactics of resistance deployed by the selected Muslim women artists. Furthermore, I incorporate in my analysis a consideration of what is missing from the representation. I examine the unsaid and what is left to the reader’s imagination. Cultural studies’ theorist Stuart Hall (1997) argues that what is missing is as relevant, or even more relevant, as what is represented.

I supplement my analysis of the content/context of these interventions with individual interviews with the artists, as well as secondary background literature pertaining to each of these counter-cultural productions. The individual interviews, with Neshat and Nawaz, were designed to be semi-structured and focus on the individual motivations, institutional barriers, access to distribution, and possibilities of co-optation that these artists have experienced and encountered in the process of making their work. Given that it was not possible to interview Zayid, who declined the invitation for an interview due to her busy schedule, I relied on interviews with her available in the public domain to inform the analysis.

The purpose of conducting interviews was to first elicit information that was not readily available in the public domain and through the available texts by asking precise questions pertaining to my research inquiry. The intent was also for the interviews to take the form of “guided conversations” in which the interviewer and the interviewee share information. I utilized what Kirby and McKenna (1989) call “conceptual baggage,” which consisted of drawing from my own research questions to design and conduct each interview. My questions were also informed by information and comments found in the public domain and in the background literature. I have used the individual interviewee’s artistic and professional experiences as a guide for the interviews. The analysis of the interviews consisted of extracting answers that spoke to processes of talking back and the conditions of counter-hegemonic emergence. Moreover, the interviews provide an additional way of threading through the different chapters as they reveal connections between the case studies. Finally, since this research project revolves around the notion of talking back, it seemed imperative to include the artists’ perspectives and voices within the text of the book.

The analysis furthermore acknowledges the distinctiveness of the media genre and stylistic features of each case study. Case study chapters incorporate secondary background information pertaining to the contexts of the production and distribution of the selected artistic interventions in order to shed light on the public domain within which these productions are shared, and thus inform the analysis of the conditions of emergence of these works. However, it is important to note that the methodology applied for this study does not offer an audience or reception analysis. For the sections on the conditions of emergence of alternative discourses, I draw on Gramsci’s work as well as other relevant literature that further clarified or extended his analysis.

For Chapter 2, which examines Iranian-American multimedia artist and filmmaker Shirin Neshat’s work, the analysis is centered on her first feature film Women without Men (2009), which constitutes a crucial contemporary intervention that challenges the dominant sphere of mainstream cinema. The chapter provides an analysis of the content of the film by identifying the tactical interventions it deploys. Thereafter, I interrogate the conditions that make counter-hegemonic emergence, in this situation, possible by synthesizing significant contextual elements. And here, while the analysis focuses on her first feature film, it also draws from Neshat’s early work, including her photographic series and video installations. The chapter overall analyzes her work’s alternative discourses in light of the proposed concept of “assertions of unintelligibility.”

In my analysis of Maysoon Zayid’s stand-up comedy (Chapter 3), I analyze the performative aspects of her work – the embodied performance of an oppositional discourse. Drawing on the work of performance studies’ scholar Diana Taylor (2003), the analysis examines her performance at the Town Hall on Broadway in New York City on November 4, 2019, and the ways in which she performs her identity, through a “mise en scene,” by paying particular attention to her enactment of identity, and her attempts to denaturalize its defining features. Furthermore, the analysis incorporates as part of the corpus examples of her performances available through online videos, including her 2013 Ted talk “I got 99 problems … palsy is just one,” because the event marked a turning point in Zayid’s artistic journey, and propelled her, according to her own account, to a new level of popularity. The talk indeed accumulated so far 10,029,166 views (ted.com, January 17, 2019). The analysis also incorporates as part of the corpus Zayid’s stand-up comedy contributions in the Arab-American Comedy Tour, as documented in the film (Zayid et al., 2006) bearing the same title. This chapter hence takes interest in the subject of the performance of identity and explore the ways in which it exposes its performativity (as seen in dominant representations in mainstream media) and disrupts essentialized and naturalized perceptions.

In Chapter 4, the object of analysis is primarily Zarqa Nawaz’s television series Little Mosque on the Prairie as the focus here is on analyzing processes of transitioning to mainstream media. The television series aired on Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) for six seasons and in more than 90 countries, including France, Finland, the United Arab Emirates, and several countries in francophone Africa. My interest in this series is based on its duration – as a long-term intervention – and its widespread popularity. However, the chapter also addresses the ways in which Nawaz’s early films are part of the renaissance of self-produced Arab and Muslim cultural works that emerged within and in response to the 9/11 context. Further insights are derived from her memoir Laughing All the Way to the Mosque, which was published in 2014, in order to analyze her evolution as an artist and the potential of her media interventions as constitutive of alternative discourses.

The focus of this chapter is to examine the content and form of this mediated intervention and identify the various types of tactics included in her television series. My corpus consists of all 91 episodes (each lasting approximately 22 minutes) of the six seasons of the show (from January 9, 2007, to April 2, 2012). Using a textual and visual analysis, I examine the uses of language and imagery in Little Mosque on the Prairie. For this analysis, I turn to the various tactical interventions (in visual and textual language) identified in Chapter 1. Using them as working thematic categories, I endeavor to identify the discursive tactics of Little Mosque on the Prairie as I am particularly interested in how it talks back to Islamophobic discourses. I look at whether, for example, playful tactics of resistance are used. I incorporate these notions as needed for this part of my analysis – a methodological bricolage tactically deployed as required by the various strands of this analysis. Finally, the chapter offers a reflection on the potential of humor and comedy to generate alternative discourses.


Case Studies

The analysis discusses how these counter-discourses symbolize sustained, focused, and in-depth counter-hegemonic moments that are constitutive of an intervention. These case studies are relevant in terms of their location within the realm of popular culture, their dissemination in sites other than mainstream avenues and media, and their positioning as alternative interventions. The selected three groundbreaking women artists are working against a backdrop of colonialist, Orientalist, sexist, and Islamophobic discourses. I have used the category of North American Muslim women to distinguish them from Muslim women artists living in Muslim majority countries. The selected women artists self-identify as Muslim women and are identified as such when invited to speak, perform, and in interviews. They have furthermore demonstrated a long-term commitment to counter anti-Muslim sentiments and stereotypes.

The first case study examines the visual art and films of Shirin Neshat, paying particular attention to her first feature film Women without Men. Neshat is a celebrated visual artist based in New York City who moved out of Iran to receive her college education. She became known through her work in video and photography – particularly her videos Turbulent (1998) and Rapture (1999), which won the International Award of the Venice Biennale. Her artistic debut via the photography series Women of Allah, depicting veiled women covered in Persian calligraphy with guns, had previously received considerable attention and acclaim. Women without Men is her first feature film and offers an adaptation of Shahrnush Parsipur’s magic realist novel, which was banned by the Iranian government in the mid-1990s. The film follows the stories of four female protagonists as it responds to the media’s amnesia about Iranian-US relations. It presents a view of Iran in 1953 when a British and American backed coup removed the democratically elected government. Neshat’s new film Looking for Oum Kulthum (Neshat & Azari, 2017), about the late Egyptian singer Oum Kulthum who is a popular figure and an icon of Arab culture, was one of the 12 selected films from all over the world in competition for the Official Awards in the 74th Venice International Film Festival.

The second case study focuses on the stand-up comedy of Palestinian-American Maysoon Zayid. Zayid is a celebrated comedian and actor and one of the first Muslim women comedians in the United States. Zayid contributed to the creation of the art collectives The Arab-American Comedy Tour and The Muslims Are Coming (Farsad & Obeidallah, 2013). She is the co-founder with comedian Dean Obeidallah of the New York Arab-American Comedy Festival. Zayid debuted with her one-woman show Little American Whore in 2006 (Zayid et al., 2006). Her show’s screenplay was selected for Sundance Screenwriters Lab. She has used humor to denounce stereotypes about her ethnicity and to lift the taboos on disability.

The third case study examines the films and the popular television comedy Little Mosque on the Prairie created by Zarqa Nawaz, a British-Canadian Muslim woman of Pakistani origin. Nawaz founded a production company called FUNdamentalist films, which in her words, is aimed at “putting the ‘fun’ back into fundamentalism.” She became known for her use of humor to explore the experiential realities of being Muslim in a North American context. Her television comedy series, Little Mosque on the Prairie, aired on CBC for six seasons (from January 9, 2007, to April 2, 2012). In addition to being a filmmaker, Nawaz is also a freelance writer, journalist, and broadcaster. This case study is particularly interesting because it allows for an analysis of the movement of alternative discourses into mainstream media. In tracing this movement, I make reference to Nawaz’s work prior to Little Mosque on the Prairie. After Little Mosque on the Prairie, Nawaz wrote her memoir Laughing All the Way to the Mosque, published in 2014, and shortlisted as a nominee for the 2015 Stephen Leackock Award.

These cases are selected because they are women embodying and performing identity and counter-discursive moves. They were also selected on the basis of self-representation – they are defined by their actors as constitutive of counter-cultural practices. Scholars have pointed to the importance of producing work in one’s own voice and being one’s own storyteller to recodify one’s identity (Baltruschat, 2004; Ginsburg, 1995; Juhasz, 1995; Oumlil, 2016; Rodriguez, 2001; Salaita, 2006).

In response to the criticism that this call for self-representation draws from identity politics, postcolonial studies’ researchers denounced the implications of speaking on behalf of another (Shohat & Stam, 1994), and argued that identity politics are typically mobilized in order to achieve collective goals (Spivak, 2005), and that the marginalized must maintain their existence and difference (Trinh, 1989). What should not be dismissed in this regard is the imperative of taking voice by those who have been historically silenced; a need undergirded by the necessity to circulate different and empowering narratives. These narratives are not only “personal,” they also reflect a position of shared marginality and can thus be mobilized for collective political goals.

These case studies were also selected because they articulate different forms of “talking back:” from using humor, visual arts, performance, cinema, to television. In addition to how their messages are mediated through these different channels, there are many ways to respond to and challenge mainstream discourses – one may use dissent, irony, humor, satire, appropriation, opposition, and so on. Thus, these various genres and forms offer conceptual tools for examining different ways of talking back and assessing the evolution of these discursive attempts to exert socio-political change. These creative interventions are further circulated through old and new media, which suggests that they are not only interesting in terms of their content but also because they are technologically mediated.

The selected case studies constitute long-term interventions defined in terms of sustained efforts to display work to counter mainstream stereotypes and representations. As Jiwani (2006) explains, interventions are


momentary when viewed against the larger backdrop of the continuous and cumulative stock of knowledge being produced and reproduced by the media in their telling and retelling of stories. For such change to be long-lasting, the interventions must be equally consistent and persistent in challenging dominant definitions.

(p. 85)


The selected case studies reflect long-term engagements and involvements; they offer unique insights into processes of “talking back,” particularly as they point to some of the barriers, difficulties, and effective tactics that the individual artists have encountered.

These case studies are also “popular”: they benefit from a wide reach to particular “interpretive communities” (1980). Media texts have different meanings for different socio-cultural groups. How the readers who constitute a particular “interpretive community” assess cultural work varies. It is predicated on the collective experiences of particular communities – in the sense that they bring to light structural, social, and political questions, problems, or barriers. The selected artists are thus also interesting because of their popularity – they not only have the ear of marginalized communities, but they also have been able to infiltrate the mainstream.


A Note on Terminology: Assertions of Unintelligibility

The selected case studies have inspired the development of the concept of “assertions of unintelligibility,” which I have defined as the statements that marginalized people make in support of their rights, in acts of self-representation, and against a backdrop of dominant discourses that have categorized them in dehumanizing and infantilizing terms. Dominant colonial, Orientalist, and gendered discourses, as well-established and institutionalized regimes of truth that widely circulate in mainstream media, have not only constructed the “Other” as inherently or culturally inferior, but they have also very importantly deprived the colonized and marginalized from their right to speak and represent their own interests.

The phrase “assertions of unintelligibility” is modeled after the concept of “discourses of denial,” developed by communication and critical race and gender studies’ scholar Yasmin Jiwani. By “discourses of denial,” Jiwani (2006) means the refutation and dismissal of the very existence of race thinking and behavior in everyday life – all the discursive mechanisms deployed to erase marginalization and the discrimination against racialized women and men.
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