
Middle East and Immigration 
 

Key Words 
Arab American, immigration, United States Census, terrorism, human rights violations 
 
Description 
This issue brief will discuss patterns of immigration from the Arab world to the United 
States, profile the current Arab American community, and summarize the difficulties the 
Arab population has encountered in immigration since the events of September 11, 2001. 
 
Key Points 
• People have been immigrating from the Arab world since the 1880’s, with a majority 
having immigrated since 1970; 
• A majority of Arab Americans are citizens, and a majority of those that immigrate 
eventually naturalize; 
• Arab Americans come to America from all over the Arab world and reside in mostly in 
certain parts of the country; 
• Their demographic indicators are generally at par with the rest of the American 
population; 
• Since the events of September 11, 2001, people from the Arab world have experienced 
severe discrimination in immigration policies. Arab Americans are thus becoming a 
louder voice in the fight for comprehensive immigration reform. 
 
Issue Brief 
Arab Americans are made up of several generations of immigrants from the Arabic-
speaking countries of southwestern Asia and North Africa that have been settling in the 
United States since the 1880s. More than 80 percent of Arab Americans are U.S. citizens. 
They come from 22 Arab countries as diverse as Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco, Yemen, 
Tunisia and Palestine.   
 
 

 
 
 
While Arab Americans live in all 50 states, two thirds are concentrated in 10 states, the 
top ranked of which are California, New York, and Michigan. About 94% live in urban 
areas. Los Angeles, Detroit, New York/NJ, Chicago and Washington, D.C., rank as 
having the highest population of Arab Americans.  46 percent of Arabs in 2000 were 



native U.S. citizens (born in the United States or born abroad to parents who were U.S. 
citizens), compared with 89 percent of the total population.  Over half of the 54 percent 
of Arabs who were foreign born had become naturalized citizens by 2000, a higher 
proportion than in the total foreign born population, for whom 40 percent were 
naturalized citizens.  Of the foreign-born Arab population, around 46 percent arrived 
between 1990 and 2000, compared with 42 percent of the total foreign-born population. 
Ten percent of foreign- born Arabs arrived before 1970, compared with 15 percent of the 
total foreign born.  Arab immigrants arrive in the United States for several reasons: 
 

1. Seeking refuge from religious or political persecution, as in the case with 
immigrants from Iraq, Afghanistan and Iran 

2. Education, such as immigrants from Saudia Arabia 
3. Economic advancement, such as immigrants from Yemen 

 
Much of the immigration from the Arab world, especially immigration in the 1960’s, 
resulted in a brain drain in the sending countries. 
 
In 2000, the Arab population in the US could be described by the following: 
• 57 percent male, whereas the total population was 49 percent male 
• 69 percent aged 5 and older spoke a language other than English at home, compared 
with 18 percent of the total population. 
• Among men 16 and older, the labor force participation rate was higher than that of the 
total population (73 percent compared with 71 percent). 
• The labor force participation rate among women aged 16 and older was lower for Arabs 
than for the total population (46 percent compared with 58 percent). 
• 42 percent aged 16 and older worked in management, professional, and related 
occupations, compared with 34 percent of their counterparts in the total population. 
Another large proportion of Arabs worked in sales and office occupations 
(30 percent compared with 27 percent of the total population). Arabs were less likely than 
the total population to work in construction, extraction, and maintenance (5.3 percent 
compared with 9.4 percent). 
• The median income for men working year-round and full-time was $41,700, compared 
with the national median of $37,100. Lebanese men earned $49,100 per year, compared 
with $32,800 for Moroccan men. 
• Women earned a median of $31,800, compared with $27,200 among the total female 
population in 1999. 
• Around 17 percent were in poverty in 1999, compared with 12 percent of the total 
population. 
 
Immigration discrimination, in particular unreasonable and unlawful delays in 
immigration procedures, especially naturalization processes, has affected thousands of 
immigrants and potential immigrants from the Arab world. Difficulties arising from the 
special registration process continue to trouble large numbers of Arab Americans and 
others who seek to immigrate. The government has instituted a number of immigration-
related policies that are outright discriminatory on the basis of national origin and, in 
effect, use national origin as a proxy determining other unrelated factors. It is especially 



of note that all immigration and immigration law enforcement policies based on 
stereotyping or ethnic, religious or national identities have proven useless as counter-
terrorism measures, while creating damaging and unnecessary divisions between the 
government and the Arab-American and American Muslim communities. 
 

 
 
Immigration reform, on the agenda for the Obama administration after November’s 
elections, is a priority for the Arab American community given post 9/11 American 
immigration policies’ conflation of anti terrorism measures with immigration control.  
Immigrants from the Arab world are routinely subject to unlawful deportation due to 
ethnic or racial profiling, or are limited in their movement to or in the United States due 
to strict immigration policies that apply specifically to Arab Americans. For example, 
tourist and immigrant people from the Arab world are required to register with the 
Immigration and Naturalization Services, a poorly conceived policy that results in 
targeted and unwarranted scrutiny of a population based solely on ethnicity or country of 
origin.  The Arab community will fight hard to combat this and other policies.  
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