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The Middle 
East and the 
Origins of 
Belly Dance
What is “the Middle East”?

Before we can examine the subjects and histories that Jamila 
explored and introduced in her articles, we must introduce and 
understand several topics. The first, of course, being “The Middle 
East,” the region from which our dance has come.1

The Middle East (from a European and American perspective) is 
a region that encompasses southwestern Asia and 
northern Africa. In some contexts, the term has 
recently been expanded in usage to sometimes 
include Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Caucasus 
and Central Asia, and North Africa. It’s often 
used as a synonym for Near East, as opposed to 
the Far East; however, since the early 1900s, the 
term “Near East” has fallen out of favor except 
in select academic contexts. The corresponding 
adjective is Middle Eastern and the derived noun 
is Middle Easterner. The term itself is inherently 
Eurocentric; for Europeans, the area is the middle of what is east, 
but for the rest of the world, the directional reference is inaccurate. 
That said, the term “Middle East” has become used globally, even 
used by those in the region, who refer to it by its Arabic term, ash-
sharq al-‘awsaṭ, which literally means “the Middle East.” We con-

On the Way Between Old and New Cairo, Citadel Mosque of Mohammed 
Ali and Tombs of the Mamelukes, by Louis Comfort Tiffany (1872).
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tinue to use the term “Middle East” 
simply because there is not another 
term that adequately describes this 
region of the world. Some scholars 
will, however, refer to the region 
as Middle East/North Africa, and 
abbreviate it as MENA. Other terms 
used to describe certain areas within 
the region include “Arab World,” 
but it excludes Turkey and Iran. The 
term “Islamic World” is too broad, 
as it would include the Muslim-ma-
jority countries in South and South-
east Asia. For the sake of this study 
guide, we will be using the term 
“Middle East” to describe the Arab 
states, Turkey, Iran, and North Af-
rica, and this volume focuses main-
ly on the Islamic history of these 
states, as it more directly affects 

us as belly dancers than does the region’s 
rich ancient and pre-Islamic history. In 

addition, in keeping in the spirit of Jami-
la’s writing and time, we also use the now 
somewhat antiquated term “Oriental.”

The modern political Middle East as we 
understand it today began after World 
War I, when the Ottoman Empire, which 
was allied with the defeated Central Pow-
ers (which also included the German and 
Austria-Hungarian Empires), was parti-
tioned into a number of separate nations. 
Other defining events in this transforma-
tion included the establishment of Israel 
in 1948 and the departure of European 
powers, notably Great Britain and France. 
We will explore this transformation later in 
this chapter.

Ethnicities and Languages
The Middle East, as defined for this survey, 
is home mostly to Arabs—remembering, of 
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Lithographs of Algerian (above) and 
Persian (below) clothing by Charles 
Auguste Albert Racinet (1825-1893), from 
Le Costume Historique Volume I (1888).  
From the Art and Picture Collection, New 
York Public Library Digital Collections.

Map of North Africa and Middle East Countries.


