Are Arabs and Iranians white? Census says yes, but many disagree - Los...  https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-me-census-middle-east-north-africa-...

(https://www.latimes.com)

T

fZ0s Angeles Cimes

19, 2:14 PM



Are Arabs and Iranians white? Census says yes, but many disagree - Los...  https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-me-census-middle-east-north-africa-...

By SARAH PARVINI (HTTPS://WWW.LATIMES.COM/LA-BIO-SARAH-PARVINI-
STAFF.HTML) AND ELLIS SIMANI (HTTPS://WWW.LATIMES.COM/LA-BIO-ELLIS-SIMANI-
STAFF.HTML)

Samira Damavandi knows that when she fills out her 2020 census form,
she will be counted. But it pains her that, in some way, she will also be

forgotten.

When asked to mark her race, Damavandi will encounter options for white,
black, Asian, American Indian and Native Hawaiian — but nothing that she
believes represents her family’s Iranian heritage. She will either have to

choose white, or identify as “some other race.”
“It erases the community,” she said.

Roughly 3 million people of Southwest Asian, Middle Eastern or North
African descent live in the United States, according to a Los Angeles Times
analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data. No county is home to more of these
communities than Los Angeles, where more than 350,000 people can trace
their roots to a region that stretches from Mauritania to the mountains of

Afghanistan.

In past census surveys, more than 80% in this group have called

themselves white, The Times analysis found.

L.A. County leads the nation
Southern California, New York and Detroit have the largest groups of
people from Southwest Asia, North Africa and the Middle East.
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Source: NHGIS, Times Analysis

* New York City combines New York, Bronx, Kings, Queens and Richmond counties

Arab and Iranian communities for years have lobbied the bureau to create

a separate category for people of Middle Eastern or North African descent.

Over the last decade, it seemed the tide would turn — the Obama
administration was considering proposals to ask questions about race and
ethnicity in a different way, shifting not only how the government would
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count the Middle Eastern community, but the Latino population as well.

In 2018, however, the bureau announced that it would not include a
“MENA” category. Instead, the next survey will ask participants who check
“white” or “black” to write in their “origins” for the first time. Lebanese and

Egyptian are among the suggestions under white.

What is this person’s race?
Mark X one or more boxes AND print origins.

Chinese Vietnamese Native Hawaiian

White — Print, for example, German, Irish, English, Italian, .

Lebanese, Egyptian, efc. ;7 Filipino Korean Samoan
Asian Indian Japanese Chamorro
Other Asian - Other Pacific Islander —
Print, for example, Print, for example,

; : A : Pakistani, Cambodian, Tongan, Fijian,
Black or African Am. — Print, for example, African American, Hmong, ete. Marshallese, etc. ;7

Jamaican, Haitian, Nigerian, Ethiopian, Somali, etc. z

_ ) ) : Some other race — Print race or orgin. i
American Indian or Alaska Native — Print name of enrolled or

principal tribe(s), for example, Navajo Nation, Blackfeet Tribe,
Mayan, Aztec, Native Village of Barrow Inupiat Traditional
Government, Nome Eskimo Community, etc. Z

The race question on the 2020 Census form.

For many, a write-in doesn’t go far enough because they identify as people
of color. The bureau’s move was seen as a blow to a group already
grappling with feelings of invisibility. Advocates say the category goes
beyond issues of self-identity and has real-life implications for Arab and

Middle Eastern communities, including the allocation of local resources.

“We are our own community,” said Rashad Al-Dabbagh, executive director

of the Arab American Civic Council in Anaheim. “It’s as if we don’t count.”

4 of 15 11-Sep-19, 2:14 PM



Are Arabs and Iranians white? Census says yes, but many disagree - Los...  https://www.latimes.com/projects/la-me-census-middle-east-north-africa-...
Sp— -

1M

Rashad Al-Dabbagh, center, looks over designs to illustrate an area of Anaheim that sought the title of
“Little Arabia.” (Robert Gauthier / Los Angeles Times)

At stake in the decennial count is nearly $800 billion in federal tax dollars
and the number of seats each state receives in the U.S. House of
Representatives. Many of the services people rely on are tied to funds and

programs determined by the census.

In addition to those resources, advocates argue, the “white” label could
hurt universities and companies that use the information to promote
diversity and could result in the gathering of little or no statistical data on

important issues, such as health trends in the community.

Support our journalism A (http://www.latimes.com/subscriptions/)

Please consider subscribing today to support more stories like this. Get full
access (http://www.latimes.com/subscriptions/) to our journalism for just 99
cents for the first four weeks. Already a subscriber? Your support makes our
work possible. Thank you.
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Maya Berry, executive director of the Arab American Institute, said this
lack of proper representation has “deprived our community of access to
basic services and rights,” such as language assistance at polling places and

educational grants.

“I think it’s a big disappointment to people because there was a real effort
made from the last census to create that category,” said Persis Karim,
director of the Center for Iranian Diaspora Studies at San Francisco State
University. “It’s another erasure of both Middle Eastern and North African
people.”

Those communities have struggled to become visible for decades, Karim

said, especially in the post 9-11 period.

Persian business signs on Westwood Boulevard in Los Angeles (Michael Owen Baker / For The Times) and Arabic
signs on Brookhurst Street in Anaheim (Robert Gauthier/Los Angeles Times).

In 2015, the census bureau tested creating new categories
(https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/program-
management/final-analysis-reports/2015nct-race-ethnicity-analysis.pdf)

— including MENA. Government research showed that Middle Eastern and
North African people would check the MENA box if given the option.

Without it, they would opt for white or “some other race.”

“The results of this research indicate that it is optimal to use a dedicated
‘Middle Eastern or North African’ response category,” a 2017 census report
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said.

Still, census officials have said they need more research before committing
to a change, citing feedback (https://www.census.gov/library/video
/2018/2018-01-26-2020-pmr.html) suggesting MENA should be treated
as an option for ethnicity, not race — something the bureau has not

researched.

A generational schism

Sarah Shabbar grew up in Santa Barbara feeling underrepresented. In
school, she was counted among the white students and wondered why she

had to “conform to something I don’t agree with.”

“It was such a weird thing to grow up and be told, ‘You should be proud to
be Jordanian. You should be proud of where you come from,”” said
Shabbar, now a graduate student at Cal State Northridge. “None of these
forms are allowing me to feel proud of it, because I'm just white according

to them.”

Her parents would tell her to choose
“white” if that’s how Middle Eastern
people were classified by the
government, she said. There wasn’t a
discussion about identity, or what it
would mean to properly classify the

community.

“It’s like, khalas, just put it,” said
Shabbar, using the Arabic word for

2 <«
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“enough.” “For them it doesn’t matter. Until you apply for college ... then

it’s like, there’s no money for Arabs?” the 25-year-old said with a laugh.
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Damavandi was in the second grade at the time of the 9/11 terrorist
attacks. That was when it became obvious that she wasn’t white, she said.

She was bullied because of her background.

“When they’re saying, ‘Go home, terrorist,” or those types of slurs, it’s quite

bab

obvious I'm ‘othered,” Damavandi, 25, said. “If I'm white, then why is it

that my community is completely considered different?”

Her parents, like many older Iranian Americans, saw it differently. She was

raised in a home that believed Iranians were white, she said.

Most check ‘white’

A Times analysis found that more than 80% of individuals of
Southwest Asian, Middle Eastern or North African descent called
themselves white in past census surveys.

Syrian 96%
Lebanese 94
Israeli 92
Middle Eastern 91
Iraqi o1
Egyptian 89
Palestinian 87
Iranian 85
Arab 84

Moroccan 81

Sources: Minnesota Population Center, Times analysis

Experts say that generational divide is a common split within the Middle
Eastern and North African community. For some, it stems from the notion

of being from the Caucasus region — and therefore, literally Caucasian —
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and for others, identifying as white became a means of survival in a new

country.

“Our parents came as immigrants and worked with this idea of aspirational
whiteness, that if you work hard and put your head down you’ll be
successful,” said Khaled Beydoun, who teaches law at the University of
Arkansas. “But for young people, with 9/11 and now with Trump,

whiteness means something specific.”

The generational schism has narrowed for some after President Trump’s
inauguration, said Neda Maghbouleh, author of “The Limits of Whiteness:

Iranian Americans and the Everyday Politics of Race.”

When her book came out in 2017, older Iranians would tell her they did not
agree with — or understand the need for — her exploration of Iranians’

complicated relationship with whiteness.

“Now they tell me, ‘After the travel ban, I see the country doesn’t see me as

2

white,”” she said. “It was a tremendous surprise to me.”

Some worry that in the current political climate, it may be dangerous to

create a separate category.

Beydoun, who is Egyptian and Lebanese, served on a committee of field
experts that provided the Census Bureau with feedback on the idea of a

MENA box on the 2020 census.

He supported adding the classification, he said, but also worried that the
information could be used to track where Arabs or Iranians live or be used

against the community “during times of crisis.”

Change begins in California
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Prior to the 2010 census, the Arab and Iranian communities in Southern

California teamed up to spread a message: “Check it right, you ain’t white!”

The tongue-in-cheek campaign encouraged people to choose “some other
race” and sought to combat the notion that Arabs and Iranians are white —
an idea that experts say has roots in a legal battle from the early 1900s.
Arab immigrants from modern-day Syria and Lebanon, who were
considered Asian, successfully fought to be classified as white and thus

eligible for citizenship.

That classification was cemented in the late 1970s when the Office of

Management and Budget listed all Middle Easterners as white.

“In the Arab community, there are varying degrees of assimilation,” said
Omar Masry, who was part of the 2010 census movement. “They are
categorized as white, but they aren’t treated the same as the white guy in

front of them in line when they are in an immigration line coming back

from a trip.”

a8 N 25 & ;
A march through L.A.’s Little Armenia to commemorate A float honoring Armenian culture in the 2017 Rose
the Armenian Genocide (Kent Nishimura / Los Angeles Parade (Francine Orr / Los Angeles Times)
Times)

Some feel the census should follow the UC system’s example.

Nearly a decade ago (http://articles.latimes.com/2009/mar/31/local/me-
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arab3i), students successfully pushed for UC to add a Middle Eastern
category on undergraduate admissions applications. In 2013, the
University of California became one of the first in the country to track data
from students in a new category — “Southwest Asian/North African,” or
SWANA — that included people of both Middle Eastern and North African
descent. More than 10,000 freshmen applicants checked the box last year,
nearly 5% of the total.

Competing categories

The University of California’s Southwestern Asian and North African
group includes more countries than the census bureau’s Middle
Eastern and North African category.

MENA SWANA

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, University of California

Students said they lobbied for the change on UC admissions applications
because they felt “the Middle Eastern community has formed into an
‘invisible’ minority.” They settled on the term SWANA because they
believed the term Middle Eastern was “problematic” due to its “colonial
and Orientalist origins,” according to the resolution (https://usac.ucla.edu

/documents/resolutions/ UCLA%20SWANA%20Resolution.pdf).
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The category also expands on the census’ 2015 definition of who would be
considered Middle Eastern by including Armenians and Afghans, among

others.

One family’s debate

For David Shams, the census question codifies a feeling he’s known all his
life: a sense of straddling two worlds, both fully American and intensely

proud of his Iranian heritage.

“It makes me feel unheard,” he said, “like I'm shouting into this void saying

that we’re not white and no one is listening.”

The 36-year-old remembers a conversation he had with an administrator
about the lack of inclusion of Middle Easterners in diversity scholarships
when he was a student at Murray State University in Kentucky. The school
official told him Iranians weren’t considered for diversity scholarships
because they were white, and minorities needed help more than “you all
do.” All the talk did was push “the misconception that we’re white,” Shams

said.

“Having the federal government label us as white, while our social status is
anything but, further stigmatizes our position in society,” said Shams. “We
have no recourse. We have no way to talk about diversity or discrimination
because if we're white, we can’t be discriminated against based on race.

And so we're left in this gray area.”

Although his mother is white, he said he considers himself a person of

color “because that’s how society looks at us.”

That wasn’t a topic Shams had delved into with his father until two years

ago.
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The two were sitting at a beer garden in Washington, D.C., during the
Persian New Year when they started discussing Trump’s administration
and the rise of white nationalism. The elder Shams emigrated from Iran in

1964, more than a decade before the Islamic Revolution.

“They hate brown people,” Shams told his father as he sipped his favorite

lager.
“But we’re white,” his father replied. “I'm white. You’re white.”

“Stand up on this bench right here and say that,” Shams said. “Nobody in

this bar would agree with you.”

About this analysis

The Times consulted a variety of datasets to study the U.S. population with
roots in North Africa, the Middle East and Southwest Asia.

There are competing definitions of who qualifies to be counted. The U.S.
Census Bureau offers a narrow definition, known as MENA, which includes all
people, regardless of race, who claim ancestry from a limited set of countries
in the Middle East and North Africa. Other groups, including the University of
California, count people from a wider set of nations and ethnicities, including
Armenia, Afghanistan and Turkey. That group is known as SWANA.

The numbers in this story were calculated using the broader SWANA
definition. Each dataset provided population totals for a different set of
ancestries. In some cases, the source data did not include smaller countries
found in the University of California's definition.

The overall population of roughly 3 million was drawn from the American
Community Survey's ancestry question (http://factfinder.census.gov
/bkmk/table/1.0/en/ACS/17_1YR/B040067#) and a 2015 study by the
census (https://www?2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial
/2020/program-management/final-analysis-reports/2015nct-race-ethnicity-
analysis.pdf).
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The Times determined that more than 80% of people in this group have
called themselves white by conducting an analysis of census microdata
(https://usa.ipums.org/usa/) published by the Minnesota Population Center
(https://www.pop.umn.edu/). The Times compiled how people in each
ancestral group answered the census' race question. Where available,
SWANA countries were combined to create a nationwide total.

County-level totals were drawn from the National Historical Geographic
Information System (https://www.nhgis.org/user-resources/project-
description), another dataset published by the Minnesota Population Center,
using a similar method.

The computer code that conducted the analysis is available for review as
open-source software (https://github.com/datadesk/swana-census-
analysis/).

Credits: Digital production by Ben Welsh

Lead photo: California State University Northridge student Sarah Shabbar, who is of Jordanian heritage, sits at
the Oviatt Library on campus (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)

More from the Los Angeles Times
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