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Introduction

In the poetry collection I am Made to Leave I am Made to Return,
Marwa Helal troubles a linear and progressive narrative of Arab
immigration to the United States. Rather than imagine that relocation
to the United States is a singular, fixed act, or that it reaps positive
rewards for the immigrant, Helal highlights the fraught relationship
Arab immigrants have to their new country of residence. She does so
by pointing toward the imperial violence that may have caused Arab
departure from the Middle East and by articulating the many other
kinds of violence Arabs may face in the United States. Helal’s work
also explores how Arab immigrants are in constant motion among
multiple nations and locations, thereby muddying the permanence of
Immigration and the definition of the term itself, Helal’s work is one
lens into the treatment of immigration by writers of Arab descent,
living in the United States. Drawing on the work of Helal and her
‘ontemporaries, this essay will explore the theme of immigration in
Arab American literature, It will analyze how contemporary Arab
American! writers engage questions of movement, space and time,
"d ancestry in their work, To do so, it is useful to first give an
OVerview of the category Arab American, a brief history of Arab
"Migration to the United States, and an outline of Arab American

lterary periods in the United States.

Arab American Writers e “Arab Amont
' can be difficult to classify a category like “Arab American

Hleratyre because the idea of “Arab American§” is itself open to
lntcrpretation. The first term—Arab—refers nmt.her ;0 a singular
ountry oy geographic region. Instead, Aral; 1; obt'en use.d to
Gesignate countries or populations that speak Arabic, national
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