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Description: This issue brief discusses the discrimination that Middle Eastern/Arab Americans
must contend with in a post 9/11 society. It highlights the

Key Points:
-

Although Middle Eastern/Arab Americans are registered as white on the United States
census, they do not enjoy the unearned privileges associated with whiteness.

-

Middle Eastern/Arab Americans experience discrimination akin to that of People of
Color (POC).

-

In a post 9/11 society, Middle Eastern/Arab Americans face more discrimination than
before.

-

LGB1 Middle Eastern/Arab Americans must contend with sexual orientation based
discrimination from society at large and within Middle Eastern/Arab communities.

Issue Brief
Middle Eastern/Arab Americans may comprise a small portion of the United States’
population but they are a diverse group of people. Arab Americans in particular come from 22
nation states such as Iraq, Somalia, Egypt, Morocco, and Jordan and represent a range of
religions. In a post 9/11 world, Middle Eastern and Arab Americans must contend with an
1

Research has predominantly focused on LGB individuals, not transgender, thus I have chosen to not include the T.
Hopefully there will be more research and literature that speak to the experience of transgender Middle Eastern/Arab
Americans.

increased amount of discrimination. However unlike People of Color (POC), Middle Eastern and
Arab Americans are not protected from race based discrimination because they are officially
classified as white on the United States census. Thus they do not enjoy the unearned privileges
and protection that stem from whiteness. Additionally, this classification erases the complexities
and differences that exist within the Middle Eastern/Arab American identities. For these reasons,
Middle Eastern/Arab Americans are marginalized like POC.

LGB Middle Eastern/Arab Americans must deal with an additional discriminatory layer
due to their sexual orientation creating a double minority status which adds additional strain to
their lives. Although society is becoming more accepting of LGBT people, LGB Middle
Eastern/Arab Americans are not immune from experiencing discrimination for they continue to
live in a heterosexist society where that is not uncommon.

They must also face discrimination from members of Middle Eastern/Arab American
communities. It is not uncommon for LGB individuals to struggle to reconcile their sexuality
with their familial obligations. Generally speaking, Middle Eastern/Arab Americans come from a
collectivist society that emphasizes the importance of family. Many people are expected to marry
and have children and some families may feel that this is not possible for LGB individuals.
Additionally, homosexuality is usually associated with Western culture and white men.
Consequently, to be lesbian, gay, or bisexual is an affront to cultural norms. This is particularly
strong in Muslim communities because being lesbian, gay, or bisexual goes against the usual
interpretation of the Qur'an's stance on homosexuality.

According to the Qur’an, it is the story of Lut that condemns homosexuality. In it, God
sends two angels to stay with Lut in his home. Apparently the people surrounding Lut’s home
wished to ‘know’ the angels. This knowing is alluded to be the gang rape of men. For this reason
God chooses to punish and destroy the people of Lut. There are more modern interpretations of
the story that state that the people of Lut committed numerous sins and there is no one sin in
particular that led to their damnation. In spite of these contemporary teachings, the traditional
story of Lut continues to be the widely accepted standpoint. This suggests that this anti-LGB
sentiment is more cultural than it is religious.
A qualitative study about North American progressive gay Muslim men, researchers
found that some gay Muslim men often struggle with their faith due to their sexuality. 2 For
example, some men felt “betrayed” by their God and faith because they felt that they had done
nothing wrong by being gay. Others cleaved to their faith in order to “deflect heterosexist
pressures and assumptions by family”. However for some, forming a strong relationship with
Allah help them to reconcile their faith and their sexuality. These instances serve as a counter to
the general notion that religion is oppressive and that faith and a LGB sexuality cannot exist at
the same time.
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