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To Falsify or Not to Falsify:
The Cost of Misrepresenting Palestinian Identity
in Roar by Betty Shamieh

Hiroko Arima

Abstract
In the history of American theater, Arab American productions are nothing new;
however, since 9-11, the urge to accurately represent themselves has grown keener
among Arab and Muslim Americans, especially towards countering prejudice arising
from those terrorist attacks. Among the most prominent Arab American playwrights
have been Betty Shamieh and Najla Said (the daughter of scholar and intellectual
Edward Said and writer and activist Mariam C. Said), who are both of Palestinian
descent. Shamieh and her characters are caught in the classic dilemma between
celebrating their Arab roots and craving success and assimilation into the American
mainstream, especially via artistic productions.
Shamieh’s own inner struggles are reflected in four of Roar’s Palestinian American
characters and one Palestinian character. The balance between affinity with Arab
culture and retaining painful Palestinian memories varies drastically among them,
leading to complex family feuds. Such strife in the shabby Detroit living room,
however, can be found among any family of any ethnicity. The author thereby
succeeds in making ethnic themes universal and appealing to general audiences.
Another significant element is casting musical art as a catalyst that both divides and

unites characters and places the universal pursuit of art in the foregrounds.
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Yasser Selim argues that Shamieh’s plays don't accurately represent Arab identity or
capture Palestinian experiences for fear of offending general American readers. This
paper, however, asserts that the dilemma between seeking acceptance by American
readers and celebrating one’s own ethnic distinctions is a core characteristic of this
American-born author of Arab and Palestinian descent, and commends Shamieh’s

Roar exactly for these characteristics.
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