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Abstract 

“What Are You?” Racial Ambiguity, Belonging, and Well-being Among Arab American 

Women 

 

 

Laila Abdel-Salam 

 

Even within counseling psychology’s multicultural literature, attention to individuals of Arab 

descent remains narrow (Awad, 2010; Abdel-Salam, 2019). Despite counseling psychologists’ 

goals regarding multiculturally proficiency, the dearth of systematic empirical research on the 

counseling of Arab Americans remains conspicuous. The present study attempts to fill this gap 

by exploring the impact of racial ambiguity and legal invisibility on Arab Americans’ sense of 

belonging and well-being. This exploratory consensual qualitative research (CQR) investigation 

analyzed interview data from 13 non-veiled Arab American women. The interview probed their 

reactions to Arab Americans’ legal invisibility in the US, queried how they believed White 

people versus people of color racially perceived them, and examined their subsequent emotional 

responses and coping strategies. The study’s results revealed participants’ feelings of invisibility, 

invalidation and hurt when they were not recognized as a person of color (PoC) and brought the 

participants’ perpetual experience of exclusion to the forefront. The results not only have 

implications for professional practice and education but also for policy. Specifically, this study 

lends support to Arab and Middle Eastern North African (MENA) advocacy efforts for census 

recognition, as this acknowledgment of the Arab/MENA community would foster a sense of 

belonging not only among other PoC but also within US society as a whole. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Despite counseling psychology's attention to multicultural issues (Association of 

Counseling Center Training Agencies, and Society of Counseling Psychology, 2009; Mintz et al., 

2009; Vasquez, 2012), some ethnic groups remain to be understudied. Among these groups are 

Arab Americans. Arab Americans identify as having origins in the following 22 Arabic speaking 

countries: Algeria, Bahrain, the Comoros Islands, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, 

Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, 

Syria, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen (Arab American Institute [AAI], 2018). 

Despite their growing presence within the US – they are estimated at a population of 4 million – 

psychological literature regarding Arab Americans continues to be scarce (Awad, 2010). The 

lack of research on individuals of Arab descent has been tied to their legal invisibility within the 

US (Awad, 2010). To date, Arab Americans continue to be combined into the White category on 

the US Census. The continued lack of legislative representation of Arab Americans has led to not 

only an undercount of Arab Americans, but also to their persistent invisibility in regard to 

legislative redistricting, civil rights laws, and education and health data (AAI, 2019; Awad, 

2019). 

Legal Invisibility of Arab Americans 

Over the past decades, Arab Americans have experienced increased instances of 

discrimination (Awad, 2010). The 2002 Zogby poll found that one in three Arab American 

individuals reported having been victims of discrimination (Zogby, 2002). Moreover, 40% 

reported that they knew someone who had been discriminated against since September 11, 2001, 

the date of the terrorist attacks against the US. In addition, 66% of those surveyed expressed 

concern about the long-term effects of discrimination and 78% reported feeling that the profiling 

of Arab Americans had increased since that date. The continued widespread negative attitudes 
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towards Arab Americans remained apparent at the time of the 2016 presidential election, during 

which Donald Trump’s campaign has been described as Islamophobic (Washington Post, 2019). 

In that vein, the Muslim ban of 2017 and 2018 represented a pivotal moment in the Arab 

American experience. Of the eight countries that were banned, four of which were Arab. 

Furthermore, a 38% increase in hate crime incidents against this population had been reported 

(AAI, 2018).   

As such, the timeliness of bringing a spotlight to Arab Americans has become evident. 

Not only does heightened anti-Arab rhetoric – which assumes that all Arabs are Muslim (Naber, 

2000) – highlight their distinct experience within the racial classification system in the US, it 

also underscores the importance of conducting psychological research on this population. Such 

research would allow mental health professionals to better understand the mental health 

implications of discrimination and racism for individuals of Arab descent. 

Racial Ambiguity of Arab Americans 

Arab Americans have been described as being phenotypically racially ambiguous (Abdel-

Salam et al., 2019; Naber, 2000). Identifiable Arab Americans may experience discrimination; at 

the same time, other Arab Americans may find themselves facing the question “What are you?” 

(Abdel-Salam et al., 2019). Zopf (2018) found that Arab American men are frequently mistaken 

for being Hispanic or Latinx, while Arab American women were often presumed to be South 

Asian. This experience of being misidentified or queried about racial-cultural identity has been 

described by Pirtle and Brown (2016) as an "identity interruption” (p.598). As such, Pirtle et al. 

identified identity interruptions as an unequivocal example of microaggressions: although 

seemingly mundane, they can bring about psychologically harmful stressors (Sue, 2010). 
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 The intersectionality of phenotype, ethnicity, and religion is relevant to Arab Americans’ 

racial ambiguity. Abdel-Salam et al.’s (2019) and Kayyali’s (2018) participants reported that 

they are often assumed to be Muslim once their ethnicity is known (Abdel-Salam et al., 2019; 

Kayyali, 2018). This conflation of Islam and Arabness in the US has implications on the 

experience of Arab Americans. First, it has rendered Christian and non-religious Arab Americans 

invisible. Second, it has led ostensibly non-Muslim presenting Arab Americans, especially Arab 

American women who do not wear the hijab, to feel invalidated and invisible (Abdel-Salam et 

al., 2019). The hijab is a head covering worn by some Muslim women in the presence of males 

outside their immediate family (El Guindi & Zahour, 2009). As hypothesized by Naber (2000) 

and Stephan and Aprahamian (20155), wearing the hijab or any other Islamic garment has 

become identified as a distinct symbol of Arabness itself. 

Focusing on Arab American Women 

In conceptualizing the experiences of Arab Americans in the US, researchers have 

pointed to the gendered stereotypes that are associated with Arab American women versus Arab 

American men. Whereas Arab American men have been commonly portrayed as being terrorists 

and oppressors of women (Shaheen, 2003), Arab American women have been described as being 

submissive, in need of saving, and veiled (Read, 2003; Stephan & Aprahamian, 2016). The 

primary focus of the psychological scholarship on Arab American women seems to have 

primarily centered on (a) expectations of and assumptions about Arab American women, (b) 

navigation of gender roles, and (c) the impact of ethnicity on intimate relationships (Aloud and 

Rathur, 2009; Dwairy, 2016; Stephan and Aprahamian, 2015). Also, the literature on Arab 

American women has considered the relationship between Arab culture and help-seeking 

attitudes (Awad et al., 2013; Abdel-Salam et al., 2019). It has suggested that newly immigrated 
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Arab American women are less likely to seek therapeutic services than more acculturated Arab 

American women (Aloud and Rathur, 2009), which is attributed to the perceived societal stigma 

around mental health, as well as a preference for informal indigenous resources. 

Community Belonging, Racial Ambiguity, and Well-being 

Although the impact of racial ambiguity among Arab American women has yet to be 

fully addressed in the psychological literature, evidence derived from the study of biracial, 

multiracial, and other cultural groups suggest that it is detrimental to emotional well-being. 

Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2004) qualitative study, in which in-depth interviews were 

conducted with 14 self-identified Black/White biracial women, indicated how feelings of 

validation and invalidation affected their respondents’ propensity to self-identify and highlighted 

how phenotypic racial ambiguity may affect both an individual's socialization and identity 

processes. Similarly, Villegas-Gold and Tran (2018) discussed the potentially harmful effects 

that racial ambiguity may have on the well-being of multiracial individuals. Their findings 

indicated that being accurately identified racially was positively related to well-being and self-

esteem. Similarly, Franco and colleagues (2016), who examined racial identity and invalidation 

among biracial individuals, illustrated the deleterious role that identity invalidation plays in the 

identity development of biracial individuals. This finding was likewise supported by Sanchez 

(2010), who posited that biracial individuals often have difficulty in determining their own racial 

identity because they are continually responding to how others may be perceiving them.  

Pirtle et al.’s (2016) study spotlighted the experiences of racial ambiguity for South Asian 

individuals, finding that Indian American women who were inconsistently observed as Indian 

American reported higher levels of depressive symptoms, suicidal ideation, and psychological 

distress. In addition, Gonzales-Backen and Umaña-Taylor’s (2011) found that for Latinx 
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adolescents who were perceived to be more Latinx-looking and were darker-skinned, the 

correlation between ethnic socialization and ethnic identity affirmation was stronger than among 

those Latinx adolescents who looked less stereotypically Latin.  

In view of these findings, the importance of extending this inquiry to the effects of racial 

ambiguity in the lives of Arab American women becomes apparent. As mentioned, Arab 

American women are already perceived as submissive and in need of saving – stereotypes which 

have been reported as being invalidating by Abdel-Salam et al.'s (2019) research participants. In 

addition, Arab American women who choose not to wear the hijab seem to be more susceptible 

to being perceived as racially ambiguous, as reiterated by Naber (2000), Kayyali (2018), and 

Abdel-Salam et al (2019).  

Along the same lines, Arab American racial ambiguity coupled with legal invisibility 

may negatively affect this population’s sense of community belonging, specifically with regard 

to belonging within larger people of color (PoC) groups. Community belonging has been defined 

as the feeling that members of a certain community matter to one another and a group (McMillan 

& Chavis, 1986) and can be manifested by a person's positive view of their community's ability 

to promote social support and cohesion, social ties, and mutual respect (Canadian Population 

Health Initiative, 2006). In addition, the impact of community belonging as a protective factor 

against various health risks has been documented (e.g. Greenfield &Marks, 2010; Hagerty & 

Williams, 1999; Kitchen et al., 2012; Ross, 2002; Shields, 2008). For example, Kitchen and 

colleagues’ (2012) quantitative investigation of the Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) 

found a significant and consistent association between sense of belonging and health, particularly 

mental health, even when controlling for geography and socio-economic status. Similarly, Ross' 

(2002) suggested that community-belonging is related to self-perceived health (Ross, 2002), 
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while Lee (2003), who recruited 91 undergraduate self-identified Asian American students to 

investigate ethnic identity and other-group orientation as possible moderators and mediators on 

the effects of ethnic discrimination, found that community belonging may also serve as a buffer 

against discrimination (Lee, 2003). As such, the application of a community-belonging lens to 

the exploration of the Arab American experience promises to be especially useful. 

The Current Study 

This study attempted to address the aforementioned gap in the literature with a qualitative 

examination of Arab American women’s reported experiences at the intersection of racial 

ambiguity and legal invisibility. The study’s aims were (a) to gain a better understanding of Arab 

American women’s conceptualization of their own racial identity, (b) to examine their 

perceptions of how others (White people versus PoCs) categorize them racially and whether it 

affects their emotional well-being, (c) to explore the potential psychological consequences of 

being misidentified and of not being “seen,” (d) to counter the invisibility of Arab American 

women, and (e) to provide counseling psychologists working with this population with tangible 

multiculturally-relevant recommendations that originate in the voices of Arab American women.  

The present study used consensual qualitative research (CQR) as a paradigm by which to 

study the narratives of a relatively invisible group – Arab American women. The results of this 

study shed light on the shared experience of Arab American women at the junction of racial 

ambiguity and legal invisibility. It revealed their collective experience of frustration with not 

being represented in the US Census (and with not being considered a coherent ethnic group). 

Relatedly, participants reported that they are not always welcomed within other PoC groups due 

to their positionality, which results in feelings of sadness, anger, and rejection. The results 

suggest differences between Arab American women’s emotional reactions regarding the ways 
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that white people versus PoC seem to perceive them. In addition, the study highlights how the 

intersectionality of these aspects of their identity impacts the ways in which they choose to 

present themselves racially and ethnically, and underscores the coping strategies that these 

women engage in.  

The study contributes to the literature by spotlighting how the racial ambiguity and legal 

invisibility of Arab American women affect Arab American's women racial identity development 

and emotional wellbeing. In so doing, the study bolsters Arab American advocates’ and activists' 

efforts to achieve an Arab/MENA category on the census by focusing on the negative 

implications that such lack of recognition has on Arab American women.  

  



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

8 

Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

 Although attention to multicultural issues is a central focus within the field of counseling 

psychology (Association of Counseling Center Training Agencies, and Society of Counseling 

Psychology, 2009; Mintz et al., 2009; Vasquez, 2013), some ethnic groups remain relatively 

invisible. Among these groups are individuals of Arab descent (Awad, 2010). Despite mounting 

instances of discrimination over the past five decades (Cainkar, 2015), Arab Americans are 

typically indiscriminately combined into the White racial category on the US census (Awad, 

2010). Along these lines, despite Arab Americans' hypervisibility in the media, Arab Americans 

are still not considered an official ethnic minority on the U.S census. As such, Arab Americans 

remain to hold legal invisibility in the US. Concerning Arab American women, in particular, the 

juxtaposition of their legal invisibility with their media-related hypervisibility poses a 

paradoxical set of contrasts: if they wear Islamic clothing, such as the hijab, Arab American 

women are hyper-visible; if not, they may be completely indistinguishable as members of an 

ethnic group. Adequately exploring the experiences of Arab Americans at the intersection of 

ethnicity and gender, while bringing a spotlight to their legal invisibility and perceived racial 

ambiguity, seems timely given national discourse in which the gendered stereotypes that accrue 

to this ethnic group have gained a spotlight. The time seems ripe for psychologists to become 

more knowledgeable about the experiences of women at this intersection, as the lack of such 

awareness could potentially fuel misperceptions and biases during work with this population.  

This chapter will begin with a discussion of Arab American ethnicity in the US. In so 

doing, it will describe Arab waves of immigration to the US, key cultural commonalities of Arab 

Americans, as well as widespread misconceptions about this population. Next, the chapter will 

profile the process of racialization of Arab Americans in the US. This will include a discussion 
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of the recent history of this process as well as current struggles for Arab American census 

recognition. Following that, the chapter will highlight the ways in which Arab American legal 

invisibility coupled with perceived racial ambiguity may impact the experience of Arab 

American women in particular, given that in many cases, Arab American women can be hyper-

visible via their wearing of the hijab. Finally, the chapter will incorporate the extant research on 

the effects of racial ambiguity on well-being for multiracial individuals, an area within the 

literature that has applicability to the Arab American experience. 

Definition of Key Terms  

 Much of the terminology surrounding race, ethnicity, and the Arab American experience 

is used inconsistently within the literature; its use within the present study will be outlined here. 

The first essential term is race. Race is understood to be a dynamic set of historically 

derived ideas and practices that sorts people into groups according to perceived physical 

characteristics, including but not limited to skin color (Alridge, 2008). It ascribes disparate value 

and power to these traits and ascertains a ranking order among the different groups (American 

Psychological Association, 2013), and has been used to justify the denigration and exploration of 

and prejudice toward other groups (American Psychological Association, 2003; Anderson, 

1988).  

The second fundamental term is ethnicity. Like race, ethnicity is not established by a set 

of natural forces but is a product of human design. It denotes groups that share a common 

ancestry, language, culture, or tradition (Betancourt & Lopez, 1993; DeCuir-Gunby & Schutz, 

2014; Hutchinson & Smith, 1996). It includes beliefs, customs, a shared historical past, and a 

sense of solidarity (DeCuir-Gunby & Schutz, 2014; Schermehorn, 1978). Unlike race, ethnicity 
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does not necessarily address a person's phenotype. Instead, as Betancourt and Lopez (1993) 

argued, ethnicity is a means by which culture is transmitted.  

The third critical term is phenotype. Phenotype is an individual’s observable traits and 

physical characteristics (Brunsma & Rockquemore, 2001). It includes both visible traits (i.e. hair 

color) and measurable traits (i.e. height and weight). While phenotypic differences are frequently 

used in most definitions of race, how specific phenotypic characteristics are used to classify 

individuals into racial groups is often not clear-cut (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Feliciano, 2015). 

Feliciano (2015) highlighted that while race is generally constructed as a set of discrete 

categories, phenotypic characteristics often occur along a continuum. As such, in extending prior 

research on phenotypic characteristics and its impact on racial classification for Latinx and 

multiracial individuals, Feliciano (2015) includes skin colors, nose and lip shapes, hair and body 

type into her operationalization of phenotype. 

As will be explored in an upcoming section, Arab Americans’ racial formation in the US 

and their diversity in terms of phenotype (Cainkar, 2009) has resulted in research that is 

inconsistent in specifying ethnicity and race. This situation is further confounded by the reality 

that Arab Americans are still considered White as per the US Census. Advocacy efforts to add a 

Middle Eastern North African (MENA) category to the 2020 US Census ended when the Trump 

administration was installed in 2016 (Jones & Bentley, 2017). As such, despite appearances that 

of political motivation as well as disregard for data indicating that the White racial label is is 

misapplied to Arab Americans (Jones & Bentley, 2017), Arab Americans are still expected to 

endorse the White category on the US Census. 

As a sidenote, in 2010, the Census Bureau implemented a test question that combined 

race and ethnicity into one item, allowing Latinx respondents to select Hispanic as their race. 
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This test question did not receive approval from the Office of Management and Budget (US 

Census Bureau, 2012). Not only does this consideration highlight the arbitrariness of the US 

Census, but it also suggests that the Latinx experience may mirror that of Arab Americans in 

some ways.  

Arab American Ethnicity in the US 

According to the Arab American Institute (Arab American Institute [AAI], 2018), 

approximately four million Arab Americans are living in the United States. Concerning the 

composition of Arab Americans in the US, the AAI (2018) described the majority of Arab 

Americans as individuals having ancestral ties to Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, Egypt, and Iraq. 

Disagreement exists concerning the precise definition of an Arab American 

identification. While some have defined Arab Americans as those who speak Arabic and 

participate in Arab culture (Suleiman, 2000), others, such as Awad (2010), consider this 

definition to be too narrow on the basis that it is exclusionary towards those who do not speak 

Arabic. In response, the AAI definition is arguably the most inclusive, as it classifies Arab 

Americans as those who have ancestry in one of the 22 Arab countries. These are countries that 

define themselves as Arab, and whose official language is Arabic: Algeria, Bahrain, the Comoros 

Islands, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, 

Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and 

Yemen (AAI, 2019). For the purposes of the present discussion, the AAI’s definition of Arab 

Americans will be used. 

To date, Arab Americans have been expected to identify as White or as Other on the US 

Census, Other surveys, such as the American Community Survey (American Community Survey 

[ACS], 2017) have allowed for the gathering of specific demographic information about this 
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ethnic group over the years. The ACS is an ongoing survey that provides information yearly 

about the US population and focuses on jobs and occupations, educational attainment, and 

homeownership, among other topics (American Community Survey [ACS], 2017). Notably, the 

ACS also includes an ancestry question, which has permitted the gathering of data about Arab 

Americans. In sharing the data collected by the ACS, certain limitations are essential to note. The 

AAI (2019) speculated that questions regarding ancestry have led to an undercount by a factor of 

about three. The AAI explained this supposition by highlighting the distinction between ancestry 

and race and/or ethnicity and posited that for less recent immigrants a question about race/and or 

ethnicity may be more suitable. Second, the AAI explained that the ancestry question on the 

ACS failed to capture the high levels of out-marriage among the third and fourth generations of 

Arab Americans. Third, the AAI speculated that the ancestry question could potentially 

exacerbate levels of distrust and misunderstanding of government surveys among recent 

immigrants. 

Given these qualifications, the demographic findings of the ACS (2017) reported that 

49% of Arab Americans aged 25 and older held a bachelor's degree or higher, compared to 32% 

of the American population as a whole. In addition, around 20% of Arab Americans had a post-

graduate degree, which is almost twice the American average of 12% (ACS, 2017). Moreover, in 

line with the national average, 61% of Arab Americans partook in the American labor force. 

Eighty-two percent of Arab Americans worked in the private sector and only 10% are 

government employees.  

Arab Waves of Immigration 

In keeping with these imprecise parameters, Arab Americans have been cited for their 

internal diversity in terms of religious beliefs, family structure, and generational status 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

13 

(Abraham, 1995). In general, Arab American immigration occurred in three major waves. The 

initial significant wave of immigration took place during the late 1800s and early 1900s and 

primarily consisted of Christian laborers, farmers, and merchants from Lebanon and Syria who 

immigrated in hope of improving their economic situations (Erickson & Al-Timimi, 2001). The 

next wave of immigration occurred in reaction to the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 

and was predominantly composed of displaced Palestinian Muslims. The third wave of 

immigration, which started in the 1970s and continues to the present day, principally brought 

highly educated Muslim professionals as well as Muslim individuals escaping war and political 

instability in their countries (Abraham, 1995). As such, Ajrouch and colleagues (2011) 

contended that this shift in immigration –  coupled with the present-day racialization of Islam 

and the lack of a clear understanding around what constitutes Arabness  –  has contributed to the 

marginalization of Arab Americans in the US 

Key Cultural Commonalities  

Despite the aforementioned intragroup diversity, important common cultural elements do 

exist among Arab Americans. A foundational article describing key cultural characteristics of 

Arab culture was contributed by Erickson and Al-Timimi (2001). In their article culturally 

competent services for Arab Americans, the authors emphasized the central role that family plays 

in the lives of Arab Americans. In fact, Arab Americans frequently prioritize family obligations 

over individual needs. Also, Erickson and Al-Timimi (2001) explored the integral role that 

religion plays in the lives of Arab American individuals. In discussing Arab religiosity, the 

authors highlighted how common it is for Arab Americans to be culturally religious, which they 

defined as the intertwinement of religion within various aspects of their social life. Moreover, the 
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authors spoke to the distrust that Arab Americans feel towards the American government, 

particularly due to America’s interventions in the Middle East (Erickson and Al-Timimi, 2001).  

These key cultural characteristics were further corroborated in Nassar-McMillan & 

Hakim-Larson (2003)'s qualitative study, in which the authors attempted to gain a deeper 

understanding of important counseling considerations when working with Arab Americans. In 

their study, the authors relied on a semi-structured focus group, which was made up of ten 

therapists, who primarily worked with Arab Americans in a community-based setting. Whereas 

their findings clearly aligned with Erickson and Al-Timimi (2001) regarding the centrality of 

family and religion, they also spoke to the influence of an individual’s various intersectional 

identities, such as educational attainment and country of origin, in determining help-seeking 

attitudes. For instance, their findings suggested that Lebanese culture is more accepting of 

emotional problems, while their findings also seemed to demonstrate that Yemeni culture 

seemed to advocate for “holding problems in” (p. 154), which may lead to somatization (Nassar-

McMillan & Hakim-Larson, 2003). Accordingly, Nassar-McMillan and Hakim-Larson (2003) 

highlighted the importance of striking a balance between acknowledging prevalent cultural 

norms while simultaneously considering intercultural nuances.  

Similarly, in discussing the application of culturally competent practice for school 

psychologists, Haboush (2007) reiterated the collectivistic nature of Arab culture as well as the 

pressure placed on children not to shame their families by their behavior. Moreover, Haboush 

(2007) stressed that the importance of religion in Arab culture cannot be overestimated as, 

according to the author, it permeates all aspects of Arab culture. 

The pervasiveness of religion in Arab culture was expanded upon by Read (2003). Read 

examined the impact of religion and ethnicity on gender role attitudes among Christian and 
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Muslim Arab American women. Read administered a survey questionnaire to 501 self-identified 

Arab American women: 50% of participants identified as Christian, and 50% identified as 

Muslim. Not only did Read’s findings (2003) imply that Arab American women are less 

traditional than popular stereotypes suggest, her results additionally distinguished between the 

impact of religious affiliation – i.e. Christian vs. Muslim – and religiosity, which was 

conceptualized as a belief in scriptural inerrancy and high attendance. Read (2003) demonstrated 

that introducing the measure of religiosity to her model eliminated the significant effect of 

Muslim affiliation on women's gender role ideas. As such, Read (2003) posited that Muslim 

affiliation may have been acting as a proxy for acculturation, as her Muslim respondents were 

newer immigrants who typically had Arab spouses. Along these lines, Read (2003) speculated 

that for both Christian and Muslim Arabs increased the level of traditionalism, not the religion 

itself, is what influences their tendency to use religion as coping strategies. 

Popular Misconceptions about Arab Americans 

Although they lack formal recognition as an ethnic minority, pervasive misconceptions about 

Arab Americans as a group do exist. In an examination of the portrayal of Arabs in American 

comic strips, Shaheen (1991) found that Arabs were frequently portrayed as sinister sheiks, 

terrorists, and oppressors of women. In addition, in exploring the depictions of Arab Americans 

in 900 American movies, Shaheen (2003) found that Arab men were depicted as brute murderers, 

sleazy rapists, religious fanatics, oil-rich dimwits, and abusers of women. In addition, his 

findings underscored a general trend toward social distancing, as Arab Americans were typically 

portrayed as individuals who were not seen as similar to the average American. As such, 

Shaheen (2003) reiterated the American media's role, especially Hollywood, in vilifying Arab 

Americans in general and Arab American men in particular.  
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With regard to portrayals of Arab American women, specifically, Read (2003) suggested 

that Arab American women are most popularly portrayed in the literature as Islamic 

traditionalists –  veiled, submissive, and secluded within the home. Read's 2003 quantitative 

study indicated that Arab American women, in general, appeared to be less traditional than they 

are depicted in the media. Similar conclusions were reached by Jarmakani (2004) in her 

discussion of the bellydancer as the embodiment of socio-cultural tensions between the East and 

the West. Jarmakani hypothesized that for more than a thousand years, Arab women "have been 

represented on a continuum of images that cast them as hyper-sexualized (in the sexually 

lascivious harem), as void of presence and the victim, or as somehow both," portrayals that "have 

been persistent markers of a US relationship with the "Orient" for over a century" (p. 1—2). 

These misconceptions highlight the social distancing that Arab Americans endure, as 

elaborated in Edward Said's iconic book "Orientalism" (1978). Edward Said, a former professor 

of literature at Columbia University who was one of the early expositors of postcolonial studies, 

defined "orientalism" as the "West'"s patronizing representations of the "East" and argued that it 

is inextricably tied to the imperialist societies who produced them. Said's critical application of 

post-structuralism in "Orientalism" not only influenced the development of the field of 

postcolonial theory but also led to the establishment of the field of Middle Eastern studies, 

especially regarding how academics practice inquiry when analyzing the Middle East. 

Racial Formation of Arab Americans 

Although Arab Americans are, on the one hand, legally indistinct in US culture, they 

have, at the same time, undergone a process of racial formation or racialization (Ajrouch et al., 

2011; Cainkar, 2015; Jarmakani, 2009; Naber, 2000; 2005; 2014). Racial formation, a 

sociological theory developed by Omi and Winant (1994), has become an influential perspective 
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within sociology and has contributed to the scholarly understanding of race-related dynamics in 

US society. The theory emphasizes the socially constructed nature of race and contends that 

economic and political forces determine how racial categories and hierarchies are formed (Omi 

& Winant, 1994). The notion of racial formation stands in contrast to approaches to race in that it 

emphasizes the importance of context and contends that a group’s racial classification can 

change over time as a result of shifting power dynamics.   

In line with their racial formation theory, Omi and Winant (1994) introduced the concept 

of racial projects, which they defined as efforts made to shape and distribute resources along 

racial lines. Racial projects can take various forms, as they can be expressed in a myriad of ways, 

such as legislation, media representations, and political campaigns. The following section of the 

discussion makes use of racial projects to analyze the ways that Arab Americans’ racial status 

has been recast over time. In particular, Arab Americans who previously may have benefited 

from the advantages of White identification, have, as a result of social dynamics, become non-

White (Ajrouch et al., 2011; Cainkar, 2015; Jarmakani, 2009; Naber, 2000; 2005; 2014). The 

following key considerations will guide the discussion: (a) the racial formation timeline of Arab 

Americans, (b) Arab Americans' struggle for census recognition, and (c) present-day 

identification and enduring invisibility. 

The Racial Formation Timeline of Arab Americans 

The racial formation of Arab Americans evolved over time. As presented by Alsultany 

(2012) and Naber (2014), the structural exclusion of Arab Americans began in the 1970s and 

intensified since that time. This process illustrates the socially constructed nature of race: Arab 

Americans did not change phenotypically; rather, social perception of them changed. In 

considering the trajectory of the racial formation of Arab Americans, the following four-time 
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frames and historical markers are meaningful: (a) the early and mid-1900s, (b) the civil rights 

era, (c) the 1970s, and (d) the terrorist attacks on New York’s World Trade Center on September 

11th, 2001. 

Arabs who immigrated in the early 1900s coincided with the first wave of Arab 

immigration and were reportedly faced with discrimination comparable to the discrimination 

faced by other “marginal Whites” (Cainkar, 2015). In 1914 a South Carolina judge ruled that 

George Dow, a Syrian immigrant, was refused US citizenship on the bassis that he was a “Syrain 

of Asiatic birth.” The judge ruled that while Syrians may be Caucasian, they were not that 

particular free White persons to whom the Act of Congress [1790] had denoted the privilege of 

citizenship" – a privilege, he ruled, that was intended for persons of European descent (Samhan, 

1994, p.3). This ruling represented an evaluation of the alleged Whiteness of Arab immigrants 

and suggests that even during the early waves of immigration, Arabs were considered to occupy 

a socially inferior subgroup relative to Whites of European descent.  

As a result, George Dow appealed the two lower court decisions denying his application 

for naturalization as a US citizen. As highlighted by Mansour (2002), naturalization not only 

defines political status but is also "proof of belonging." As such, in Dow v. United States, a 

United States Court of Appeals, Fourth Circuit, resulted in the Circuit's Court affirmation of the 

petitioner's right to be naturalized based, as per Judge Woods, on the "generally received opinion 

that the inhabitants of a portion of Asia, including Syria, are to be classified as white persons" 

(Dow v. United States, 1915). However, as Spickard (2007) highlighted, the decisive factor in 

Dow's favor was that he was Christian, not Muslim. The Dow case's triumph in the US 

established primary legal precedence in favor of Syrian and Lebanese whiteness (Hourani, 2019).  
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Consequently, in response to periodic challenges to Arab applications for naturalization, 

the Immigration and Naturalization Services' officially declared Arab Americans as White in 

1943, an event that made Arab Americans eligible for naturalization (US Department of Justice, 

1943). 

In considering the success of Arab Americans in advocating for this right to 

naturalization, the configuration of Arab immigrants in the US prior to 1943 is significant. As 

mentioned, the first wave of immigration was composed of Christian immigrants from Greater 

Syria. As such, it appears that the first wave of immigrants may have had an advantage: not only 

do individuals from the Levant look more phenotypically White than other Arabs, the first wave 

of immigration was predominantly composed of individuals whose religion matched the 

predominant religion within the US 

Given their official designation as White in 1943, Arab Americans were not moved to 

make a claim to minority status during the Civil Rights era. Consequently, when the White 

House Office of Management and Budget (OMB) issued its Race and Ethnic Standards for 

Federal Statics and Administrative Reporting in 1977, Arab Americans were not included among 

the formally defined racial and ethnic groups – although, by that time, the Arab American 

experience had significantly changed. The lack of recognition of Arabs as an ethnic minority in 

the US proved to be disadvantageous. Indeed, the 1970s represented a critical juncture in the 

racialization of Arab Americans. As mentioned, not only did the 1970s coincide with the third 

wave of Arab immigration -– a wave composed of predominantly Muslim non-White resembling 

individuals, but also it coincided with the burgeoning of an intensified anti-Arab sentiment in the 

US. As per Naber (2014), the onset of Arab discrimination in the US in the 1970s was 

propagated to serve US foreign policy.  
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Along these lines, Cainkar (2015) suggested that the Arab Israeli War of 1967 was a 

primary event in ushering in an era of social exclusion for Arab Americans. The subsequent 

palpable shift in attitude was captured in Lipset and Schneider’s (1977) commentary on national 

polls concerning the Arab-Israeli conflict, which characterized American attitudes towards Arabs 

as “close to racist” (p. 22). Furthermore, Slade’s (1981) analysis of American polls ascertained 

that “Arabs remain one of the few ethnic groups that can still be slandered with impunity in 

America” (p. 143). As such, in a span of two decades, Arab Americans moved from being 

considered marginal Whites to constituting a structurally subordinate group in US society. The 

Gulf War of the 1990s continued to fuel anti-Arab sentiment in the US.   

While the 1970s heightened exclusionary sentiments towards Arabs (Cainkar, 2015), the 

1990s marked one of the most widespread periods of anti-Arab violence in the United States up 

until that period—from fires that destroyed Arab American businesses to public beatings, hate 

crimes, firebomb attacks, bomb threats, and vandalism (Richter, 1991; Wingfield & 

Karaman,1995). The September 11th, 2001 attacks represented a particularly momentous turning 

point for discrimination against Arab Americans. As such, in May 2002, Zogby International 

conducted a public opinion poll for the Arab American Institute (AAI). The poll had a margin of 

error of 4.5% and seventy-five percent of the Arab Americans surveyed were born in the United 

States (Arab American Institute, 2002). The 2002 Zogby poll demonstrated that during the first 

nine weeks following 9/11 over 700 violent incidents targeting Arabs, Muslims, and others 

perceived to be Arab or Muslim took place (Zogby, 2002). During the same time, more than 800 

instances of workplace discrimination against Arab Americans were estimated to take place, and 

80 Arab and/or Muslim Americans were reportedly illegally removed from airplanes (Ibish, 

2003). Along these lines, it is unsurprising that the same Zogby poll also found that one in three 
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Arab American individuals reported having experienced discrimination. In addition, 40% of 

those surveyed disclosed that they knew someone who had been discriminated against since 

9/11. Approximately 66% expressed concern about the long-term effects of discrimination and 

78% reported feeling that profiling of Arab Americans since September 11th. 

Enduring Legal Invisibility of Arab Americans 

Governmental perpetuation of Arab American legal invisibility inevitably obscures the 

unique experiences of Arab Americans. Awad (2019) referred to this distortion as “ethnic 

erasure” (Awad, 2019, 1:45) and argued that it has obliged Arab Americans to identify with a 

category that is not reflective of their experience. This persistent invisibility has arguably 

influenced the way in which acts of discrimination against Arab Americans are not only 

perceived but also how they are referred to linguistically. To date, discrimination against Arab 

Americans, even in the instance of hate crimes, is not referred to as racism but rather as 

“xenophobia” or sometimes “Islamophobia.” These terms not only minimize the occurrence and 

impact of discrimination against Arab Americans but also conflate Arabness with Islam. 

Furthermore, the failure to refer to acts of discrimination against Arabs as racist highlights once 

again the “othering” that Arab Americans are forced to endure. Even when facing hate crimes, 

they are not perceived to be encountering racism per se.  

Nadine Naber, a professor of anthropology who co-founded the first Arab and Muslim 

American Studies program at the University of Michigan, supported Samhan’s (1987, p.11) 

reference to the lack of census recognition of Arab Americans as “political racism” (Naber, 

2000). As such, her research, which theorizes the racialization of Arab and Muslim Americans in 

the diaspora, has pointed to the importance of bringing the direct connection between 

discrimination against Arab Americans in the US (and within US interventions in the Middle 
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East) to the forefront, and has highlighted the potentially misleading analytic tendency to 

spatially and geographically separate US-led empires from the realities of life in the US (Naber, 

2000).  

In addition, Naber (2014) has emphasized the collective fear that Arab Americans face as 

a group, and has reiterated the collective sense that avoiding racial targeting necessitates hiding 

emblems of Arabness, which may include changing one’s name (for example, from Osama to 

Sam), avoiding speaking Arabic in public, and avoiding signifiers associated with Arabness. 

Such signifiers include wearing the kufiya (The kufiya is an Arab headdress consisting of a 

square of cloth folded to form a triangle and held on by a cord). Naber (2000) pointed out that 

Arab Americans may also feel pressure to self-silence about topics such as US imperial violence 

or Zionist colonization and expansion, which she referred to as “internal incarceration (Naber, 

2014, p. 1112). Naber reiterated the common Arab American fear of being exposed, as well as 

their awareness that once their ethnicity is made known, certain stereotypes will accrue to them. 

This notion of internal incarceration also surfaced in Abdel-Salam et al.’s (2019) qualitative 

study, which explored experiences of gender among Arab American women. In their study, 

participants expressed their tendency to withhold information about their ethnicity in the 

presence of Whites in order to avoid certain misconceptions.  

This tendency to withhold information about ethnicity was further discussed by Awad et 

al. (2019), who proposed a model of cumulative racial-ethnic trauma among individuals of 

Middle Eastern and Arab (MENA) descent. In their article, the authors highlighted that MENA 

individuals within the US may endure both macrolevel experiences of trauma, such as pervasive 

institutional discrimination and micro-level experiences of trauma that include struggles with 

identity and recognition. According to their conceptual model, macro- and micro-level 
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experiences of trauma intersect and compound on another resulting in deleterious mental health 

outcomes for MENA populations in the US. The authors expressed the hope that their model 

could serve as a foundation for the development of intervention efforts for MENA populations.  

Finally, in discussing Arab Americans’ legal invisibility, Naber (2000) contended that it 

is predominantly an association with Islam, rather than phenotype, that marks Arab Americans as 

"other.” Naber argued that Arab Americans, be they Christian or Muslim, do not quite fit US 

racial classification systems as they are racialized through religion, not phenotype. Building on 

her assertions, the additional ramifications of conflating Islam with Arabness are evident. The 

use of Islam as a means to racialize Arab Americans both contributes to the lack of a clear 

understanding of what constitutes Arabness, as well as further complicates the Arab American 

identity. 

Present-day Self-identification of Arab Americans 

Two trends seem to predominate among the current self-identification of Arab 

Americans. First, the literature suggests that over time, Arab Americans' propensity to self-

identify as White has declined. In the post-9/11 Detroit Arab American Study (Detroit Arab 

American Study Team [DAAS], 2009), 64% of Arabs surveyed stated that Arabs were White, 

and 31% of Arabs surveyed reported that Arabs were “other.” The DAAS is a comprehensive 

survey of the Detroit area’s Arab communities during the six-month period, July through 

December 2003. During this period, 1016 face-to-face interviews were conducted, and 73% of 

those asked to take part in the survey did.  

 Conversely, In 2010 – almost a decade later -- Awad (2010) found that over 80% of her 

Arab/Middle Eastern participants described choosing the “other” category on the census. 

Correspondingly, in her study of Muslim Arab Americans in metropolitan Chicago, Cainkar 
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(2009) reported that 63% of her participants stated that Arabs were not White, 20 % stated that 

Arabs were White, and the rest provided equivocal answers. Cainkar (2009) interviewed 102 

Muslim Arab American men and women from diverse backgrounds in terms of socio-economic 

status and nationality. Interviewees responded to the query “There have been discussions about 

whether Arabs are White or not, with different points of view; do you think Arabs are White, not 

White, or what?” (p. 95). In discussing her findings, Cainkar (2009) highlighted her participants 

considered several factors in determining the racial status of Arab Americans. These included 

how they were treated in general, their phenotype, and how they were officially defined as per 

the census. Regarding the 63% of the interviewees that stated that Arabs were not White, her 

participants emphasized that Arabs did not benefit from the privileges associated with 

Whiteness. As for the 37% of the interviewees who stated that Arabs were White, Cainkar found 

that 20% of them explained that they identified as such because that was “what they had been 

told."  

The increased demonstrated tendency of Arab Americans to identify as non-White over 

the years raises the question as to whether the continuous discrimination against Arabs has led 

more and more Arab Americans to self-identify as non-White. Relatedly, extant scholarship 

posits that Muslim Arab Americans are less likely to identify as White than their Christian 

counterparts. Along these lines, in Baker et al.’s (2004) report on the preliminary findings from 

DAAS study, the researchers found that among the survey participants, 73% of Christian Arab 

Americans participants identified as White, only 50% of Muslims identified as White. Similar 

findings were presented by Read (2008), who surveyed 335 Arab congregants in Fall 2002. Of 

her 355 participants, 155 identified as Christian Arabs and were surveyed at an Arab church in 

central Texas. The other 180 survey participants self-identified as Muslim Arabs and were given 
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the survey at an Arab mosque in central Texas. Read found that Muslim Arab American survey 

participants were significantly more likely to identify as a minority than Christian Arab 

Americans. Findings from these studies suggest that Christian Arab Americans may find it easier 

to identify with dominant US culture due to a shared religion. 

This increased tendency to identify as an ethnic minority was showcased in Awad and 

colleagues’ (2021) study. The authors (2021) asked 146 participants two primary questions: (1) 

Would you call yourself an Arab or American? and (2) Do you consider yourself a minority in 

the US? The study’s findings indicated that 84% of the participants believed themselves an 

ethnic minority, and 51% were comfortable with the Arab American label. The authors found 

that while half of their participants felt comfortable identifying as Arab for three primary 

reasons, namely: (a) viewing the Arab culture as part of their identity, (b) being raised Arab or 

being born within an Arab country, (c) and experiencing pride in their Arab heritage.  

The other 49% of their participants expressed not feeling comfortable identifying as Arab 

and used the following justifications. First, participants cited a preference for a more specific 

label, such as a label that refers to their country of origin or one that refers to a particular region, 

such as: "North African." Second, participants discussed their belief that the Arab title was 

inaccurate, as it did not encompass all nationalities, for example, Iran and Turkey. The third most 

mentioned reason for rejecting the Arab label referenced the association between "Arab" and 

"Muslim." This rejection was particularly common among Christian Egyptian Americans, who 

spoke to the Arab invasion of Egypt. Specifically, as highlighted by Awad et al. (2021), many 

Coptic Egyptians, for instance, are socialized to understand their ancestral roots, emphasizing 

pre-Arab or pre-Islamic Egyptian Christian culture (Pennington, 1982). Finally, the fourth reason 
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highlighted by participants was the negative connotation of Arab in the US and its association 

with terrorism and Islam.  

The shift in the trend to identify as an ethnic minority and some of the trepidation that 

Awad et al.’s (2021) participants name around identifying as Arab highlight the extent to which 

the Arab label has been politicized and weaponized within the US. 

As such, it would be important to investigate whether mounting anti-Arab sentiments in 

the US has altered this trend.  In particular, the most recent US presidential election seems to 

have signified a critical moment in the Arab American experience: of the eight countries targeted 

by President Donald Trump’s Muslim bans in 2017 and 2018, half were Arab (ACLU of 

Washington, 2018; Washington Post, 2017). At the same time, anti-Arab hate crime incidents 

increased by 38 percent in 2016 (AAI, 2018). Such trends call researchers to investigate the 

impact upon Arab Americans with regard to their feelings about their ethnicity and race as well 

as how they choose to identify. 

The racial formation of Arab Americans has been predominantly explored by sociologists 

and anthropologists (Ajrouch et al., 2011; Cainkar, 2009; 2015; Naber, 2000; Omni & Winant, 

1994), and has yet to be fully addressed in the field of psychology. Counseling psychology, a 

field that has a strong tradition of attention to multicultural issues (Association of Counseling 

Center Training Agencies, and Society of Counseling Psychology, 2009; Mintz et al., 2009; 

Vasquez, 2013), is well-positioned to conduct a deeper examination of the current legal 

invisibility of Arab Americans and the consequent impact upon the well-being of this population.  

Arab Americans’ Struggle for Census Recognition 

Some scholars have argued that people of Arab origin find themselves caught between 

racial classifications such as African American, White, and Asian (Ajrouch & Antonucci, 2018). 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

27 

Not only do these racial classifications not fully reflect their identities, but the lack of census 

recognition of Arab Americans also has far-reaching ramifications, including (a) an undercount 

of the Arab American population, (b) an inappropriate and inequitable allocation of resources to 

address educational and health disparities, and (c) an inaccurate picture of the disparities' gap 

between Whites and ethnic and racial minorities as Arab Americans combined into the White 

category (Awad, 2019). 

For that reason, the AAI, in addition to other scholars and activists, have been lobbying 

for the addition of a census category for Arab Americans for over 30 years (NPR, 2018). 

Specifically, in 1993, a congressional subcommittee entrusted with oversight of the US 

Census called for public comment about the extant race and ethnicity categories to prepare for 

the 2000 Census (Awad et al., 2021; Samhan, 1999). Whereas activists and scholars working 

with the Arab and Middle Eastern communities decided to submit proposals to include a separate 

category, two competing proposals were presented to the Office of Management and Budget 

(OMB) (Awad et al., 2021). Specifically, the AAI proposed separating Middle Eastern and North 

African from European to discern White groups from one another. As such, the AAI did not 

advocate for adding MENA to the existing ethnic minority groups (Awad et al., 2021; Samhan, 

1999).  On the other hand, the American-Arab-Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC) proposed 

a specific "Arab-American" category similar to the Hispanic category. Due to the contending 

proposals received, OMB called for further research to examine the particular population needs 

related to the census (Samhan, 1999). Consequently, the hope that Arab or MENA individuals 

would be counted accurately in the 2000 Census was destroyed.  

Although the AAI and the ADC continued to struggle for a separate racial/ethnic 

category on the US 2000 Census, it was not until after 2010 that the inclusion of a separate 
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MENA or Arab category gathered momentum (Awad et al., 2021). The reason for the gained 

traction was that over 1 million respondents wrote in an Arab or MENA ethnicity under the 

"some other race" option. As such, activists and scholars' efforts culminated in creating the 2015 

National Content Test (NCT), which tested permutations of a MENA category (Jones & Bentley, 

2017). The NCT showed that when a MENA category was present, MENA individuals were 

more likely to report as only MENA and less likely to identify as MENA within the White 

category. However, when no MENA category was available, MENA respondents were less 

likely to report as only MENA and instead reported their MENA identity within the White 

category. These findings suggested that the inclusion of a MENA category allowed MENA 

respondents to more accurately report their MENA identities (Awad et al., 2021; Jones & 

Bentley, 2017).  

Consequently, the Obama administration was supportive of adding a separate category 

for Arab/MENA Americans. However, when the Trump administration stepped in, it evaded the 

data and hampered efforts to add a distinct category resulting in missing the Census' 2020 

operational deadline for launching the 2020 decennial census. Accordingly, the Census Bureau 

announced in 2018 that it did not plan to add a MENA category to the 2020 census (AAI, 2018). 

In a written statement, the executive director of the AAI referred to the decision as a "severe 

blow" (p.1), stating that "our communities, like others, rely on representation through legislative 

redistricting, civil rights laws, and education and health statistics. A continued undercount will 

cause harm" (AAI, 2018, p.1). 

The reality that the Obama administration supported the addition of an Arab/MENA box 

and that the Trump administration stalled those efforts highlights the degree to which the denial 

of an Arab/MENA census category was political, not scientific. Despite substantial evidence, the 
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Trump administration disregarded the overwhelming data that the “White” racial label is 

inaccurate (Jones & Bentley, 2017). 

Denial of Arab American Visibility: A Political Decree 

The repudiation of Arab American visibility on the US Census is not happenstance. On 

the contrary, as indicated above, it was a conscious political move from the Trump 

administration to deny Arab American discernability within the US. In so doing, the 

administration rejected the Arab American experience. The ignoring of the scientific evidence 

(Jones & Bentley, 2017) that has pointed to the need for an Arab/MENA census box merely 

emphasizes the more deeply rooted systemic issues within the US. In other words, the Census is 

not wholly responsible for the invisibility of Arab Americans. Instead, there is a historical and 

political context that has prompted the purposeful exclusion of Arab Americans from being 

integrated within the US social fabric.  

First, as highlighted above, Islam’s intensified racialization over the past century has 

hindered Arabs’ sense of belonging and integration within the larger American society.  

As indicated by Garner and colleagues (2014), the process of racialization entails ascribing sets 

of traits viewed as inherent to a specific group because of their physical or cultural 

characteristics. As a result of this process, the features emerged as “racialized.” Racialization 

provides the language needed to deliberate forms of racism that are not based on skin color, such 

as Islam’s racialization (Garner et al., 2014). That is, Islamophobia is a specific form of racism 

targeting Muslims, and the concept of “racialization” helps capture how it works.  

The continued conflation of Arabness with Islam and the constant positioning of Arabs as 

a racialized non-White enemy who is violent and uneducated – despite statistics that show the 

opposite (Samhan, 2001) –have excluded Arabs from a sense of belonging to the larger 
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American society. As pointed out by Samhan (2001), being Arab is often associated with being 

anti-American. As such, whereas Islam has been demonized for centuries in the West, as 

highlighted by Sabic-El-Rayess (2020), Islam, in fact, inspired a search for knowledge and 

enabled the European revival after the Dark Ages, as at the time, the concepts of belief and 

rationality in Islam were considered harmonious. The lack of attention to the merits of Islam’s 

educations history and its contributions to Western knowledge once again demonstrates how 

damaging the societal perceptions and myths about Islam – and by extension of Arab Americans 

– are within the US.  

A second factor that has politically instigated the renunciation of Arab Americans as 

belonging to the American society is the reality that in the past 30 years, most US military action 

took place within Muslim countries (The Atlantic, 2020). So much so that many have argued that 

the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 marked the beginning of America’s “endless wars” in the 

Middle East (The New York Times, 2020). As such, the vilifying of Muslims and Arabs as 

“enemies of the state” continued to be of political necessity. 

Third, Muslims are notably the fastest-growing religious group and will be the largest 

religious group globally in a few decades (Pew Research Center, 2017). As such, the Pew 

Research Center (2018) estimates that by 2040, Muslims will replace Jews as the nations’ 

second-largest religious group after Christians and that by 2050, the US Muslim population will 

reach 8.1 million, or 2.1% of the US total population – almost double its size today. 

Consequently, the revival of fears of Islam – which became particularly apparent during the 

Trump administration – is understandable and has been fueling a growing White supremacy 

movement (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2019; The Guardian, 2020).  
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Fourth, the denial of the Israeli occupation of Palestine within the general US narrative 

and the accusation of anti-Israeli and anti-Zionist positionalities as being anti-Semitic further 

complicates the sense of belonging of Arabs and Muslims within the US (Naber, 2000). 

Interestingly, the lack of acknowledgment of Palestinian strife and the recrimination of anti-

Israel stances by mainstream America has garnered Palestinians support by Black and African 

Americans. Black support for Palestine has long- existed. Specifically, key historical figures 

such as Malcolm X, James Baldwin, and numerous Black organizations, including the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, 

supported the Palestinian cause. The support was rooted within the premise that Black people in 

the US and Palestinians in Israel are oppressed by the same capitalist, racist, and imperial system 

(Davis, 2016; Fischbach, 2019). Davis (2016) asserted that similar to how the Black freedom 

movement in the United States organized to help end apartheid in South Africa, it should aim to 

do the same in Palestine. However, despite this support, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains a 

contentious issue within the mainstream US society.  

Consequently, the points above highlight the extent to which the denial of Arab American 

visibility and the denial of their official inclusion within the US social fabric are 

political, not coincidental. Due to Islam’s conflation with Arabness, Arab and Middle Eastern 

Americans continue to be considered outsiders within the US. And such, the OMB’s choice not 

to add a census category on the US Census for Arab/MENA is purposeful as it maintains a lack 

of acknowledgment of Arabs/MENA as American. This is of significant importance as research 

on radicalization has indicated that (a) lack of sense of belonging to one’s cultural heritage and 

one’s host culture (b) leads to feelings of insignificance, which (c) can ultimately lead to more 

significant support for radicalism (Lyons-Padilla et al., 2015). Specifically, the othering that 
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Muslims repeatedly receive in the US, the lack of acknowledgment of their belonging within the 

US and Western social fabric, and their constant denigration and vilifying have been connected 

to Muslim radicalization (Ahmad, 2017).  

In considering both the current considering lack of sense of belonging and radicalization 

and the literature focused on trauma incurred by Arabs due to a lack of structural validation of 

their experience (Awad et al., 2019), the upshots of denying the Arab American experience 

become evident. Not only does it contribute to the perpetual invalidation of Arab individuals, 

which, as underscored by Awad et al. (2019), is a hallmark of the Arab/MENA experience in the 

US, it also has long standing effects on society as a whole, especially in regard to radicalism and 

the rise in White supremacy.  Specifically, research on radicalization has indicated that 

Islamophobia fuels White supremacy and is positively correlated mass radicalization of Muslims 

(Aljazeera, 2020).  

Bringing a Focus to Invisibility and Racial Ambiguity 

Although counseling psychology has increased its attention to intersectional multicultural 

considerations, some intersections remain to be adequately explored. Among these are the 

intersections of ethnicity and phenotype for individuals of Arab descent. To compound their 

legal invisibility, Arab Americans are arguably phenotypically racially ambiguous (Abdel-Salam 

et al., 2019; Naber, 2000). At this racial-cultural intersection, however, the experiences of Arab 

American women take on unique characteristics: when wearing the hijab, they are hyper-visible; 

when not, they are often indiscernible.  

Similar sentiments were expressed by the participants in Abdel-Salam et al.'s (2019) 

study participants. Despite not being explicitly asked about their phenotype, the majority of 

participants – none of whom wore the hijab –  expressed feeling that people did not know where 
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to place them as a result of their perceived racial ambiguity. Consequently, not only did 

participants express feelings of anger at having to identify as White on official documents, but 

they also conveyed feelings of frustration and invalidation in being told that they did not fit the 

preconceived mold of what an Arab American woman should look like (Abdel-Salam et al., 

2019). Whereas some of the participants attributed that to them not wearing the hijab, others 

attributed it to the varying tones of skin color and hair textures that Arab women hold. 

Along these lines, the upcoming section will attempt to lay the groundwork for 

understanding the potential impact that racial ambiguity may have on the mental well-being of 

Arab Americans. In so doing, it will bring a spotlight to Arab American women given their 

distinct experience with the hijab and will explore the intersectionality of (a) phenotype and 

ethnicity, (b) phenotype and religion, as well as the interaction between (b) wearing the hijab and 

ethnicity.  

Intersection of Phenotype and Ethnicity 

As mentioned, some Arabs, especially those of the Levant, may often pass as White as a 

result of their skin color and hair texture. Others are more likely to be racially identified as 

people of color, such as Arab Americans from Djibouti, Nubia, Sudan, and Yemen, among 

others. Despite the centrality of phenotype and skin color in the conceptualization of race in the 

US (e.g., Bonilla-Silva, 2006), there appears to be only one empirical study that has grappled 

with the notion of racial ambiguity among Arab Americans and how it interacts with their ethnic 

identity.   

As mentioned, Cainkar (2009) interviewed 102 Arab American men and women from 

diverse backgrounds in terms of socioeconomic status and nationality. Interviewees were asked 

the following question: "There have been discussions about whether Arabs are White or not, with 
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different points of view; do you think Arabs are White, not White, or what?" (p. 95). In 

interpreting the response of 63% of her participants – that Arabs were not White –  Cainkar 

examined the second and third most common explanations and their linkage to the concept of 

colorism and the variation of phenotypes among Arab Americans. Cainkar (2009) found that 

28% of participants supported their answer to her research question by referring to skin color and 

phenotypic features. For instance, one of Cainkar's (2009) participants expressed frustration 

about having to identify as White on the census and reiterated that she was darker than some of 

her neighbors, who identified as Black.  Moreover, Cainkar reported that 24% of participants 

stated that Arabs cannot be a racial group because they encompass many different geographic 

regions and skin colors. As such, these findings highlight the need for a research focus on the 

interplay between the phenotype of Arab Americans and how they choose to identify ethnically 

and racially. They additionally raise questions about the understanding of race in the US in 

association with contemporary societal patterns of discrimination against Arab Americans. 

As emphasized by Naber (2000), Arab Americans do not always possess the power of 

passing, and in any case, they are often perceived as different from and inferior to Whites if their 

ethnicity is known. The associated fear of being exposed reiterates the racial formation that Arab 

Americans have undergone and underlines their “less than White” position on the US racial 

ladder.  Moreover, as discussed by Naber (2000), some Arab Americans are racially marked by 

choice, a phenomenon that the author defines as a choice to present oneself in a way that 

purposefully distinguishes oneself from European Americans. Similarly, Majaj (1994) asserted 

that Arab Americans make choices that “allow (them) a measure of resistance against the larger 

patterns that map (them), a measure of self-creation” (p. 83). Along these lines, three types of 

racial self-presentation seem to emerge: (a) those who are phenotypically marked as people of 
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color, (b) those who are White-passing, and who do not choose to adopt racial/ ethnic markers 

that distinguish them from their European-White counterparts, and (c) those who can be White 

passing but who choose to enact their ethnicity in a way that distinguishes them from their 

European-White counterparts.  

Intersection of Phenotype, Ethnicity, and Religion 

As argued by Ajrouch & Jamal (2007), immigrants are not inherently White or non-

White. Rather, they associate or disassociate themselves with Whiteness in reaction to various 

circumstantial considerations. In considering the experience of Arab Americans in the US and 

their choices of self-identification, the sharp shift from predominantly Arab Christian to 

predominantly Arab Muslim immigrants seems to be one of the main factors influencing the 

historical question of whether or not Arab Americans are considered White (Naber, 2000; 

Samhan, 1994).  

The findings of Kayyali's (2018) ethnographic qualitative study related to this issue. 

Kayyali interviewed 51 self-identified Christian Arab Americans of Syrian, Lebanese, and 

Palestinian descent on how they self-identified ethnically and gathered information on how the 

intersection of their other identities influenced their decision. Kayyali's interviewees all 

expressed that the majority of Americans conflated being Arab with being Muslim, and as such 

79% of her participants reported being assumed to be Muslim. Furthermore, participants 

expressed that the potential for discrimination impacted how they chose to perform their 

Christian identity in public, with one-third reporting that they wear a cross or a saint pendant. 

Moreover, female respondents in the study who did not choose to publicly demonstrate their 

religion seemed to rely on the fact that they were not veiled. Kayyali (2018) emphasized that the 

trope for the Muslim Arab woman in the US is frequently a woman wearing a hijab. In that vein, 
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the non-veiling of Christian women may serve to identify and distance Arab Christians from 

Arab Muslims in the public sphere (Kayyali, 2018).  

The ambiguity with which Kayyali’s (2018) respondents addressed their racial and/or 

ethnic identity also stands out. Her participants, who were of Lebanese, Palestinian and Syrian 

descent, highlighted the role that skin color played in their racial self-identification. They 

explained that the stereotypical image of people from the Middle East is much darker in skin, 

hair, and eye color than the average person from the Levant who possesses light brown skin, 

hair, and eyes. As such, Kayyali’s (2018) participants explained that they did not fully identify as 

White, they also did not fully identify as non-white. Accordingly, her findings point to the 

importance of considering the intersection of being Christian and having a White passing 

phenotype. It appears that her Christian respondents’ ambiguous phenotype corresponded to 

ambiguous responses regarding a self-identification as White, all of which seem to be mediated 

by their religious affiliation. 

The findings of Zopf's (2018) qualitative study, in which he interviewed 53 Egyptian 

Americans about their experiences of racialization in the US, seem to contrast with Kayyali's 

(2018) findings. In his study, Zopf (2018) interviewed 30 Muslim, 21 Christian, and 2 atheist 

Egyptians. Zopf (2018)'s findings suggest the unique experience of Egyptian Americans with 

regard to the US racial hierarchy: participants reported the racialization of Islam as a decisive 

factor that positioned them as people of color. Moreover, Zopf's participants addressed the 

intersection of gender, ethnicity, and religion, in how they were perceived by others. As such, 

Zopf reported that while he found that Egyptian men – especially those with light to medium 

skin tone -- were often mistaken for Latinx or Hispanic, Egyptian women – especially those 

wearing the hijab – were often mistaken for South Asian. Accordingly, Zopf’s (2018) research 
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revealed racialization as a layered process in which ethnicity, race, nationality, and religion 

interact in unique ways to define Arabs and Middle Easterners not only as brown and foreign but 

also more specifically as anti-American Muslim terrorists.  

Ethnicity and the Hijab: Intersections with Gender 

 Although the previous sections reiterated the invisibility of Arab Americans in some instances, 

there are other occasions when Arab Americans are clearly visible. In the Western world, 

wearing the hijab or any other Islamic garment has become a distinct symbol of Arabness 

(Naber, 2000). Notably, these instances of visibility are expressly linked to a specific gender 

(being a woman) and to a specific religion (Islam). Thus, the fact that the hijab has become an 

emblem of Arabness in the Western world not only perpetuates the previously discussed 

conflation of Islam and Arabness, it similarly highlights the uniqueness of the female Arab 

American experience.  

In addition, 9/11’s impact on Muslim Arab American’s women’s inclination to wear the 

hijab demonstrates the role of the hijab as a tool of resistance. According to Stephan and 

Aprahamian (2015), whereas some women rejected their religious identity entirely to avoid 

discrimination, others started wearing the hijab to confirm their identity. This employment of the 

hijab as a way to confirm one’s identity is not a new act. During the Algerian Revolution, 

Algerian women started to wear the hijab to distinguish themselves from their White French 

colonizers (Bradford, 1999).  

Given these possibilities, the dearth of research regarding the impact of the hijab upon 

women's experiences of perceived discrimination and subsequently their mental well-being is 

conspicuous. Only a handful of scholars appear to have engaged with this topic. In her 

dissertation, Mango (2008) noted that being invisible – and conversely, being misrepresented 
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when noticed – presents a nearly unavoidable series of difficulties. Similarly, Alnabhany (2014) 

posited that Arab American women experience higher levels of discrimination because they are 

more easily identified by their clothing. While both authors make important points around the 

consequences of wearing clothing that is associated with Islam, they both seem to conflate 

Arabness with Islam. 

Consequently, it would be of interest to understand how the full spectrum of Arab 

American women, including those who are not Muslim, or who are Muslim but choose not to 

wear the hijab, relate to these issues. In their study, Abdel-Salam et al. (2019) found that their 

non-veiled participants often felt invalidated or misunderstood, as they did not fit the prescribed 

mold for Arab American women. The conflation of Islam and Arabness has become undeniable 

seems to perpetuate the invisibility of non-veiled Muslim Arab American women as well as 

Christian Arab American women.  

Portrayals of Arab American Women 

As discussed, stereotypes of Arab Americans frequently seem to be gendered. The 

portrayal of Arab American men as terrorists and oppressors of women is starkly juxtaposed with 

the representation of Arab American women as veiled, submissive and in need of saving (Read, 

2003; Stephan & Aprahamian, 2015). These sentiments were expressed by Elia (2006) in her 

essay on Islamophobia in the US and its differential effect upon Arab American men and 

women. She suggested that mainstream American culture seemed to favor Muslim women, who 

unlike their male counterparts, have been portrayed as powerless victims of their own religion 

and culture (Elia, 2006).  In her article, Elia (2006) pointed to various cultural phenomena in the 

US in order to support her contention that Muslim and Arab women are "privileged" over their 

male counterparts (p.158). For instance, Elia (2006) stated that the most recent group of Arab 
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Fulbright scholars to the US at that time were predominantly female. Furthermore, Elia (2006) 

pointed to the discrepant ratio between Arab women to men writers available in American 

bookstores and simultaneously highlighted that Arab women, who wrote about the shortcomings 

of Islam, were favored over Arab women who denounced Zionism and the state of Israel. Her 

latter point, once again, suggested that Arab Americans are privileged when their belief systems 

and the way they choose to present themselves are aligned with the American view of them as 

being submissive and victims of their own religion. 

Moreover, in considering the misrepresentation of Arab women in the media, Abdel-

Salam et al.’s (2019) qualitative study highlighted the feelings of invalidation that many Arab 

American women experience as a result of prevalent portrayals. As such, the majority of these 

participants emphasized that they do not feel that they fit society's prescribed Arab American 

mold. Accordingly, participants expressed feeling misjudged and misunderstood, as well as 

frequently being confronted by expressions of surprise on the part of non-Arab Americans when 

they learned that participants were in fact Arab. These findings seem to be in line with Stephan 

and Aprahamian’s (2015) naming of gender and sexuality as a point of “crossfire” (p.117) of 

culture, ethnicity, and religion for Arab American women. As per these authors, being an Arab 

American woman involves feeling pressured to embrace American culture while simultaneously 

attempting to preserve one’s Arab heritage. 

Existing Scholarship in Psychology 

As is the case generally with regard to literature on Arab Americans, the scholarship 

focused on Arab American women seems to primarily have taken place within the fields of 

sociology, anthropology, and nursing (e.g., Abboud et al., 2015; Ajrouch & Jamal, 2007; Aloud 

& Rathur, 2009; Cainkar, 2009; 2015; Eid, 2003; Hassouneh & Kulwicki, 2009; Kakoti, 2012; 
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Kulwicki et al. 2015; Read, 2003; 2008). The primary focus of scholarship on Arab American 

women within these fields includes (a) expectations of and assumptions about Arab American 

women, (b) navigation of gender roles, and (c) the impact of ethnicity on intimate relationships.  

Anahid Kulwicki’s (2009; 2015) work on Arab American women's help-seeking 

propensities suggests an overlap between the concerns of the nursing field and psychology., 

Kulwicki, a Lebanese RN, and Ph.D., has primarily focused on the health of immigrant, refugee, 

and minority populations and has studied Arab American women's conceptualization of their 

own mental health needs. For instance, seeking mental health services is considered an action 

that could potentially tarnish a family's reputation, an issue that is highlighted in a qualitative 

study exploring mental illness among Arab American and Muslim American women (Hassouneh 

& Kulwicki, 2009). In a more recent study, Kulwicki et al. (2015) demonstrated a positive 

correlation between acculturation and the help-seeking tendencies of Arab American women, 

particularly in the case of intimate partner violence and depression.  

Within the field of psychology, the scholarship seems to have primarily accentuated the 

traditional nature of Arab culture and has explored the extent to which that may impact the 

choices of Arab American women. For instance, in his book Counseling and Psychotherapy with 

Arabs and Muslims: A Culturally Sensitive Approach, Marwan Dairy, an Arab-Israeli professor 

of psychology, proposed a multicultural approach for working with Arab and Muslim individuals 

and families (Dwairy, 2006). In so doing, the author highlighted the collectivistic nature of Arab 

and Muslim culture. He emphasized that Arab American women are typically held accountable 

for maintaining their family’s honor and highlighted the linkage between being considered an 

eligible marriage partner and the monitoring of Arab girls’ reputations. Moreover, the author 

pointed out the importance of considering culture when attempting to apply Western-based 
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diagnoses to the population at hand. He explained that while the Western model of mental health 

seems to be based on a reductionistic approach that makes clear distinctions between 

psychological and somatic disorders, Arab theories of mental health are more holistic to the 

extent that they interweave supernatural entities with people’s lives (Dwairy, 2006; p. 82).  

Aloud and Rathur (2009) focused on the factors that affect attitudes towards seeking and 

using formal mental health and psychological services among Arab Muslim populations. They 

explored some of the cultural barriers – such as the stigma associated with mental health -- that 

may hinder Arab American women from seeking psychotherapy. The authors’ quantitative study, 

which consisted of the distribution of 360 questionnaires to Arab Muslims, indicated that their 

respondents’ attitudes towards seeking formal mental health services were most significantly 

affected by (a) traditional beliefs held about mental health issues, (b) perceived societal stigma, 

(c) the accessibility and use informal indigenous resources, and finally (d) respondents’ actual 

familiarity with and knowledge of formal mental health services. Consequently, the authors 

pointed to the stigma that is still sometimes attributed to mental health issues in Arab Muslim 

communities. This finding also indirectly highlights the need for practitioners seeking 

multicultural competence to not only make their services available to marginalized segments of 

society but also to support the roles that indigenous healers play in the Arab Muslim community. 

Stephan and Aprahamian (2016) echoed Aloud et al.'s (2009) considerations concerning 

the perceived stigma of mental health in the Arab culture, in that mental health issues may be 

perceived as a source of familial shame for Arab families. Additionally, in discussing the 

particular interaction of gender and sexuality for Arab American women, Stephan and 

Aprahamian (2016) posited that while family functions as a great source of economic, emotional, 

and social support for women, it also operates as a tool of social control in Arab culture. As such, 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

42 

the authors highlighted the unique roles that Arab American women have within their families, 

as Arab American women are primarily responsible for maintaining their family’s honor. As 

such, psychologists who have studied these issues remind practitioners to be cognizant that, for 

many Arab American women, the negotiation of gender roles may be a source of acculturative 

stress.  

Extant Research in Counseling Psychology 

Counseling psychology’s strong commitment to social justice and multiculturalism is 

reflected in its scholarship on Arab Americans. In their quantitative study, counseling 

psychologists Moradi and Hassan (2004) focused on the experiences of discrimination endured 

by Arab Americans. The authors surveyed 108 self-identified Arab Americans and attempted to 

explore (a) the interaction of perceived discriminatory experiences to self-esteem and 

psychological distress, as well as (b) the mediating role that perceived personal control may play. 

Their results illustrated the positive role that psychological factors such as perception of control 

can play as Arab Americans brave instances of discrimination. Accordingly, the authors 

demonstrated that an increase in perceived discrimination coupled with a decrease in an 

individual's perceived level of control was associated with reports of rising psychological 

distress (Moradi & Hassan, 2004). As such, the authors highlighted the applicability of their 

findings to multiculturally competent practice and advised counseling psychologists working 

with Arab Americans to provide clients with tools and strategies that can increase their sense of 

perceived control. They also highlighted the advocative role that counseling psychologists can 

play when working with clients who have experienced discrimination and prejudice.  

Building on these findings, Germine Awad (2010) pointed to the role of acculturation 

levels and religious affiliation in her quantitative study of participants' perception of 
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discrimination. Awad, a notable advocate for Arab American census visibility, attempted to 

determine the impact of acculturation, ethnic identity, and religious affiliation on perceived 

discrimination of persons of Arab and Middle Eastern descent (Awad, 2010). Awad surveyed 

177 participants, 61 of whom were males and 114 of whom were females and found that 

religious affiliation seemed to be linked both to levels of acculturation and perceived 

discrimination. As such, Awad's (2010) findings seem to be in line with Read's (2003) 

supposition that Muslim affiliation may be considered to be a proxy for acculturation.   

In addition, Awad (2010) illustrated the interplay of acculturation level and religious 

affiliation as they impact perceptions of discrimination. While more recent Arab immigrants 

indicated similar levels of discrimination notwithstanding their religious affiliation, among more 

acculturated Arab Americans, Muslims perceived significantly more discrimination (Awad, 

2010). As such, Awad’s (2010) findings may be related to the racialization of Islam. Awad’s 

(2010) findings may also speak to the visual cues often associated with Islam, such as the hijab.  

In line with counseling psychology’s championing of intersectionality research as a way 

to critique systemic oppression (Grazanka et al., 2017), Awad, Martinez & Amer (2013) brought 

their multicultural lens to bear on the infiltration of stereotyping throughout the daily experiences 

of Arab American women. In their (2013) article, which discussed considerations for 

psychotherapy with immigrant women of Arab and Middle Eastern descent, the authors 

discussed two predominant characteristics of the Arab and Middle Eastern experience: (a) the 

experience of immigration and the associated acculturative stressors, and (b) the interaction 

between traditionalism, social class, and acculturation on the gender roles for Arab women. 

Moreover, the authors highlighted a multiculturally competent approach to work with women of 

Arab American descent via the case of a 40-year-old Jordanian Muslim woman who had 
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immigrated to the US in her twenties. In describing possible approaches to therapy, the authors 

explained the integral role that the extended family system often plays in the lives of Arab 

Americans, as well as the collectivistic nature of Arab culture. Finally, the authors addressed the 

delicate position in which many Arab American women find themselves: Arab Americans 

women are tasked with forming a personal identity while concurrently wrestling with widespread 

misconceptions. 

Expanding on these speculations, Abdel-Salam et al. (2019) empirically demonstrated 

that for the majority of their study’s participants, being in Arab vs. non-Arab settings influenced 

their comfort level regarding their Arab American identity. As such, participants typically 

discussed feeling the need to code-switch when in non-Arab settings and reported that they spoke 

less about their Arab identity in order to avoid making others uncomfortable. Relatedly, 

participants reflected a clear evolution within their thinking about being Arab American over the 

course of their lives. In doing so, participants emphasized how 9/11 had heightened their 

awareness of their Arab identity. Abdel-Salam et al. revealed a prevalent theme of invisibility, 

colorism, and racial ambiguity that was discussed by their study’s participants. Not only did their 

respondents share that they are most often not recognized as Arab American, but are perceived as 

racially ambiguous, they also expressed anger about having to identify as White despite 

believing that Arab Americans have their own ethnicity. The organic emergence of this theme in 

Abdel-Salam et al.'s (2019) study reiterates the need for a systematic focus on Arab American 

racial ambiguity. Unlike the other themes contained in the findings, the theme of invisibility and 

racial ambiguity was the topic of a direct query within the interview protocol. Nonetheless, this 

unforeseen theme was accompanied by strong emotions, such as anger, feelings of invalidation, 

and feelings of invisibility. As such, the need for a study that explores the emotional well-being 
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of Arab American women, while specifically spotlighting the enduring legal invisibility of Arab 

Americans juxtaposed with their perceived racial ambiguity, becomes apparent. 

Community Belonging, Racial Ambiguity, and Well-being 

Identity and Community Belonging 

The study of individuals’ sense of belonging regarding community has roots in foundational 

theorizing of the 1940s and 50s.  Maslow’s fundamental theory of human motivation (1943), 

which is better known as Maslow's hierarchy of needs, underscored the role that a sense of 

belongingness plays in an individuals' motivation to self-actualize.  Specifically, Maslow's 

(1943) five-tier model of human needs –which included physiological needs, safety needs, 

belongingness needs, esteem needs, and self-actualization needs –attempted to explain how 

humans inherently partake in behavioral motivation. Furthermore, it argued that individual needs 

lower down in the hierarchy must be satisfied before individuals can attend to needs that are 

higher up (Maslow, 1943). Accordingly, in considering the need for social belongingness, which 

is listed as the third level of human needs, Maslow (1943) asserted that human possesses an 

affective need for a sense of belonging and acceptance among social groups and highlighted and 

highlighted that the thwarting of such needs often led to maladjustment. 

Durkheim (1951) proposed that a sense of belonging and connectedness provides 

individuals with a sense of purpose and access to resources, i.e. a sense of well-being. In his 

pathbreaking sociological work Suicide: A Study of Sociology (1951), Durkheim argued that 

suicide is never a purely individual act but rather one that embodies and reflects societal 

conditions. Durkheim conceptualized suicide as the product of the relationship between 

individuals, their society, and the associated social and cultural phenomena that work to affect 

and shape people’s life (Durkheim, 1982). Accordingly, Durkheim contrasted the suicide rates of 
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Protestants and Catholics and made the case that Catholics were less likely to die by suicide 

because Catholicism provided its followers with a more robust feeling of belongingness 

(Durkheim, 1951). Furthermore, Durkheim (1951) highlighted that individuals who were not 

partnered had higher rates of suicide than those who were in a relationship, and that people with 

children had even lower rates of suicide Consequently, by demonstrating that suicide statistics 

appeared to be related to social factors such as periods of economic recession, the author argued 

that suicide is incited by societal factors and not merely psychological ones.   

A more specific dimension of belonging is community belonging. Community belonging 

has been described as a “feeling that members matter to one another and a group,” (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986) and has been defined by a person’s favorable perception of their community as 

promoting social support and cohesion, social ties, and mutual respect (Canadian Population 

Health Initiative, 2006). In keeping with these conceptualizations, researchers have demonstrated 

that community belonging may act as a protective factor against various health risks (Greenfield 

& Marks, 2010; Hagerty & Williams, 1999; Kitchen et al., 2012; Ross, 2002; Shields, 2008).  

Specifically, Ross (2002) explored the relationship between sense of community belonging and 

self-perceived health by analyzing the first of half the data collected for the Canadian 

Community Health Survey (CCHS), which included a sample of 48,412 adult respondents. Ross 

(2002) implemented cross-tabulations to estimate the proportions of people reporting a strong 

sense of community belonging and used multiple logistic regression to model the relationship 

between self-perceived health and community belonging. The results suggested that community 

belonging was strongly related to self-perceived health while controlling for socioeconomic 

standing and chronic disease among others (Ross, 2002).   
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Extending this research to focus on marginalized communities, McCallum & McLaren 

(2001) studied the sense of belonging of 99 self-identified GLB young adults to (a) the general 

community and (b) to a GLB specific youth group as predictors of depression. Their results 

indicated that while both classifications of sense of belonging were directly correlated to 

depression, only the sense of belonging to the general community significantly predicted 

depression. Their findings additionally showed that a sense of belonging to the general 

community acted as a mediator between the sense of belonging to the GLB specific youth group 

and depression. Accordingly, the authors concluded that interventions aimed at increasing a 

sense of belonging to a GLB- specific community were likely to be of indirect benefit to the 

mental health of GLB young adults, whereas interventions aimed at increasing a sense of 

belonging to the general community are likely to be of direct benefit.  

Moreover, in their 2009 study, McLaren and Challis surveyed 99 economically 

marginalized Australian male farmers. They investigate the applicability of three models of 

resiliency for the prediction of suicidal ideation by focusing on depression, social support, and a 

sense of belonging. The authors' results corroborated that depression was a risk factor and that 

social support and a sense of belonging were protective factors for suicidal ideation. Moreover, 

their findings further elucidated that having high levels of sense of belonging (but not social 

support) compensated for high levels of depressive symptoms.  

Given the apparent relevance of belonging for understanding emotional well-being, our 

understanding of Arab American women’s emotional well-being stands to be enhanced by a 

study that investigates the extent to which racially ambiguous Arab American women experience 

belongingness in the general society as well as in subgroups such as PoC groups and the Arab 

community. 
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Racial Ambiguity and Well-being 

Although the topic of invisibility, racial ambiguity, and well-being has yet to be fully 

studied in relation to the Arab American population, a body of literature, which focuses on how 

racial ambiguity affects the well-being of bi-racial and multiracial individuals does exist. As 

such, this section will profile the existing literature and will attempt to demonstrate the utility of 

extrapolating this scholarship to the experiences of Arab Americans in general and Arab 

American women in particular. 

The work of sociologist Kerry Ann Rockquemore appears to have laid the foundation for 

this area of study. Rockquemore and her co-authors (Rockquemore 1999; Rockquemore & 

Brunsma 2002; 2004) have explored the Black/White biracial experience within the US. In a 

quantitative study, Rockqumore and Brunsma (2002) surveyed 177 Black/White biracial 

respondents. The participants were asked to complete a survey in which they described (a) their 

physical appearance and (b) the assumptions others make about their racial background based on 

their phenotype. In their study, the authors attempted to gain a deeper understanding of what 

being biracial meant to their participants and subsequently created a conceptual model that 

demonstrated how physical appearance and social class affected the way that individuals 

perceived their racial identity. Results illustrated that socially perceived appearance, rather than 

self-perceived appearance, was related to self-reported identity. Correspondingly, 45.5 % of 

respondents who chose a singular Black identity endorsed the item "I look Black and others 

assume that I am Black."  

 Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2004) qualitative study also brought a spotlight to the 

experiences of biracial women in therapeutic settings. In their study, the authors conducted in-

depth interviews with 14 self-identified Black/White biracial women, finding again that 
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respondents endorsed a multidimensional biracial identity. The results also indicated how 

validation and invalidation affected their respondents’ propensity to self-identify. Specifically, 

participants spoke about instances in which they experienced rejection from Black individuals as 

a result of their racially ambiguous phenotype (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2004). As such, the 

authors highlighted how phenotypic racial ambiguity may affect both an individual's 

socialization and identity processes, with the result that the construction and maintenance of 

one’s identity are often tied to one's physical traits and phenotypic signals (Rockquemore & 

Brunsma, 2004). In delineating their study's implications for therapists, the authors reminded 

therapists that biracial women often endure an experience of "triple jeopardy" (p.99). They 

explained that not only are they gender and racial minorities, they must also negotiate instances 

of invalidation as a result of their racially ambiguous appearance. 

More recent research has expanded upon Rockquemore’s (1999), Rockquemore & 

Brunsan’s (2002; 2004) findings. Specifically, Allen and colleagues’ (2013) quantitative study, 

which surveyed 84 biracial Polynesian/White adults, attempted to explore the relations between 

their participants’ biracial identity, subjective phenotype, and self-esteem. The authors utilized 

the Biracial identity Attitude Scale, the Rosenburg Self-Esteem Inventory, and participants were 

asked to self-report their perception of personal resemblance to Polynesian physical 

characteristics on a six-item Liker-type scale. While Allen et al. (2013)’s findings revealed that 

phenotype did not mediate the relationship between biracial identity and self-esteem, the authors 

(2013) found that their participants were more likely to identify with their Polynesian parent than 

with their White parent regardless of their self-reported resemblance to a Polynesian phenotype. 

As such, their study seemed to indicate that regardless of how participants perceived their 

phenotype, an affinity to their Polynesian identity was demonstrated. 
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Furthermore, in their quantitative study, counseling psychologists Villegas-Gold and 

Tran (2018) investigated well-being in multiracial individuals by focusing on the mediating 

effect of racial ambiguity and identity. Their findings suggested that egalitarian socialization, 

which they explained as parents’ efforts to increase their children’s’ appreciation of all racial 

groups for the purpose of welcoming pluralism and diversity, was positively associated with 

racial identification. In turn, racial identification was positively related to well being and self-

esteem for multiracial individuals who endorsed moderate to high phenotypic racial ambiguity. 

Villegas-Gold et al. (2018) defined phenotypic racial ambiguity as physical experiences that defy 

easy categorization within mono-racial categories and described the moderating role that 

physical appearance may play in the relationship between racial socialization and ethnic identity. 

The authors highlighted Gonzales-Backen and Umaña-Taylor’s (2011) findings that, for Latinx 

adolescents, who were rated as more Latinx-looking and had darker skin, the association 

between ethnic socialization and ethnic identity affirmation was stronger than among those 

Latinx adolescents who were perceived as less Latinx looking. As such, Villegas-Gold and 

Tran’s (2018) results pointed to the potentially harmful effects that racial ambiguity may have on 

multiracial individuals if their racial ambiguity is not mediated by other psychological factors 

such as egalitarian socialization.  

Along the same vein, Franco and colleagues (2016) examined racial identity and 

invalidation among 49 Black/White biracial individuals. They provided an in-depth description 

of their participants’ beliefs of why racial invalidation occurs and how such invalidations made 

them feel. In framing their study, Franco et al. (2016) reiterated the critical role that identity 

invalidation plays in the identity development process of biracial individuals (Rockquemore & 

Laszloffy, 2003) and highlighted ç findings regarding the positive association between identity 
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invalidation and negative psychological outcomes. Specifically, as per Coleman and Carter 

(2007), identity invalidation has been linked to lower self-esteem, decreased motivation, 

increased anxiety, and depression. In discussing their results, Franco et al. (2016) reiterated their 

participants' sentiments that instances of invalidations often occurred because their appearance 

did not match the stereotypical racial phenotype. This finding aligns with Sanchez's (2010) 

assertion that biracial individuals often feel that they cannot choose their racial identity, as they 

are in constant anticipation of how others perceive them. Furthermore, Franco et al. (2016) found 

that, in reflecting on their experience of invalidation, the predominant feelings reported were 

those being hurt, upset, excluded, and isolated. Whereas 29 % of their participants stated that 

they did not confront the perpetrator but rather underwent a process of internal disagreement, 14 

% reported an actual shift in their identity as a result of invalidation. Participants expressed that 

they found themselves identifying in a way that better aligned with perpetrators' perceptions of 

them. As such, these findings seem to support Buckley and Carter's (2004) assertion that identity 

invalidation hinders healthy identity development.   

Moreover, Pirtle and Brown (2016) studied the mental health implications of not being 

perceived as belonging to one's own ethnic group for an Indian American sample. In their study, 

Pirtle et al. demonstrated that Indian American women who were consistently perceived as 

Indian American reported lower levels of depressive symptoms, suicidal ideation, and 

psychological distress than did Indian American women who were inconsistently observed as 

Indian American. As such, their findings not only reiterated the central role that skin color plays 

as a racial signifier in the US, they also suggested that individuals with light skin are typically 

more ambiguous than their dark skin counterparts. The authors reasoned that respondents with 

light skin color, who are inconsistently observed as Indian American, are more likely to 
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experience identity interruptions that demand consideration of others' perceptions of them (Pirtle 

& Brown, 2016). Along these lines, Pirtle and Brown (2016) described identity interruptions as 

instances during which individuals are required to answer questions about their race, especially, 

providing an answer to the confrontational "what are you?" question. This question is often 

asked by onlookers to gain a better understanding of where the person “belongs.” Accordingly, 

Pirtle et al. argued that the invalidating nature of such identity suggests that identity interruptions 

are a clear example of macroaggressions. Similarly, Sue (2010) asserted that although identity 

interruptions are a type of microaggression that could be perceived as mundane, they bring about 

psychologically harmful stressors. 

Summary: “What Are You?” and Well-being 

The aforementioned research that explores the relationship between identity and 

emotional well-being has clear applicability to the experience of Arab Americans. As mentioned, 

Abdel-Salam et al.'s (2019) study, which focused on experiences of gender among Arab 

American women, found that the majority of her study's respondents expressed feelings of 

invalidation and frustration when they were repeatedly asked, "What are you?" Not only are 

these reports supported in the literature on multiracial individuals (Franco et al., 2016), 

respondents' feelings of anger around being told that they need to identify as White are similarly 

in line with the described experiences of biracial women (Rockquemore & Brunsan, 2004). 

Moreover, in because Arab American women are not only racially ambiguous but also legally 

invisible, Buckley and Carter's (2004) discussion about how invalidations negatively impact an 

individual's healthy identity development becomes relevant. 

Thus, in considering the (a) implications of community belonging on depression and 

suicidal ideation (McLaren & Challis; 2009; McCallum &McLaren, 2010 and (b) the 
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consequences of racial ambiguity on individual’s perceived well-being and feelings of 

invalidation, the unique positionality of racially ambiguous Arab American women is 

highlighted. Specifically, the intersection of their racial ambiguity with their legal invisibility 

stands out. Not only are Arab Americans known for diversity and racial ambiguity of phenotype 

(Naber, 2000), but they are not “officially” recognized as being an ethnic minority group. As 

such, further investigation of the Arab American experience appears to be of relevance. This is 

particularly the case, as the Arab American experience is often an experience of not belonging: 

the lack of belonging does not merely pertain to perceived lack of belonging to their own Arab 

American group as a result of not having a single distinct phenotype that makes them visibly 

identifiable, but rather it seems to extend to a perceived sense of belonging to the broader PoC 

group.  

Purpose of the Study 

Counseling psychologists’ work to fill the gap in the literature regarding Arab American 

women promises not only to enhance their services to this population, but it is also consistent 

with the profession’s ongoing commitment to broadening and deepening the multicultural 

competence of practitioners (American Psychological Association [APA]), 2017; Association of 

Counseling Center Training Agencies, and Society of Counseling Psychology, 2009; Mintz et al., 

2009; Vasquez, 2013). The time seems ripe for this focus: not only has the first American Arab, 

Middle Eastern, and North African Psychological Association (AMENA-Psy) been launched in 

August 2017, but a representative of AMENA-Psy has been invited to take part in the APA 

Council of Representatives starting February 2019. The APA Council of Representatives is the 

legislative body of APA. As such, it has the authority to review its own initiatives, the actions of 

any board, committee, division, or affiliated organization (APA, 2019). Representatives of 
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minority psychological associations are invited to take part in the APA Council as non-voting 

observers and are accordingly provided with a platform to advocate for the needs of their 

respective associations. These historic developments reiterate APA's growing efforts to counter 

the invisibility of this population, as well as the importance of building on this momentum by 

adding to the empirical literature on Arab Americans.  

By occupying an ambiguous racial-ethnic position, Arab Americans have not only been 

rendered invisible (Awad, 2010, Naber, 2000; Samhan, 1994) but have frequently been forced to 

identify with groups of which they do not necessarily feel part. Accordingly, Zopf (2018) 

highlighted that Arab Americans do not quite fit the conventional American racial classification 

system, as they have been primarily racialized through the intersection of their presumed 

religious affiliation and their other identities and not solely on the basis of their phenotype.  

For Arab American women, their racial ambiguity as well as their choice of clothing – 

wearing the hijab vs. not wearing the hijab – are key determinants in how they are perceived 

racially and culturally. These perceptions, in turn, impact their experiences of marginalization 

and/or invalidation. Abdel-Salam et al.’s (2019) qualitative study presented the need for an 

empirical study that specifically explores how Arab women’s racial ambiguity may impact their 

well-being by juxtaposing the popular portrayal of Arab American women as secluded, veiled 

and in need of saving (Read, 2003) with the actual experiences of their participants. 

The present study builds on previous research that explored the impact of racial 

ambiguity and sense of belonging among other ethnic groups: can the implications of these 

results be extended to Arab American women. Moreover, the intersection of Arab American 

women's racial ambiguity and legal invisibility may not only impact how Arab American women 

perceive their own racial identity, it may also affect their interpersonal relationships. As such, the 
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purpose of this study was to contribute an empirical investigation of Arab American women's 

experiences at the intersection of racial ambiguity and legal invisibility with a focus on 

participants’ racial identity, their sense of belonging within White/PoC groups, and the 

associated consequences on their emotional well-being.  In order to explore this intersection, the 

study specifically explored the experiences of women who do not wear the hijab, since, as 

mentioned, the hijab has become to be viewed as an overt signifier of Arabness in the US.  

In that vein, the study’s goals were (a) to explore the potential psychological 

consequences of being misidentified and of not being “seen,” (b) to provide counseling 

psychologists working with this population with tangible multiculturally-relevant 

recommendations that originate in the voices of Arab American women, (d) to create a platform 

by which the narratives of a relatively invisible group are amplified, and ultimately (d) to counter 

the invisibility of Arab American women. More specifically, the proposed study was guided by 

the following research questions:  

• How do Arab American women experience their own racial identity?  

• What is their perception of their legal and social visibility (or lack thereof)? 

• How do Arab American women perceive White people’s racial categorizations of them, and 

do they perceive an impact of this upon their interpersonal relationships and emotional well-

being?  

• How do Arab American women perceive PoC’s racial categorizations of them, and do they 

perceive an impact of this upon their interpersonal relationships and emotional well-being?  

• When the impact is negative, what coping approaches do they use? 
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Chapter 3: Method 

 The current study aimed to explore the interaction of racial ambiguity and legal 

invisibility with the racial experiences of Arab American women. In doing so, the study explored 

how Arab American women believe they are perceived in White and non-White spaces and 

endeavored to investigate potential mental well-being ramifications. In that vein, the study was 

intended to enhance the multicultural competence of psychologists and other professionals by 

incorporating a more nuanced understanding of Arab American women’s racial-cultural 

experiences and by recommending culturally appropriate interventions for Arab American 

women. Given the dearth of research on Arab American women and the exploratory nature of 

this study, a qualitative methodology is suggested.   

Utilization of a Qualitative Method: Rationale  

 As posited by Morrow (2007), qualitative methods have been applied in the field of 

counseling psychology to allow for the exploration of the nuanced experiences of individuals, as 

well as to allow for the reporting of results in the words of the participants. As such, Morrow 

(2005) has asserted that qualitative methods are the most appropriate methods for exploring 

topics that have not yet been studied in depth; as compared with quantitative methods, they allow 

their participants to direct the inquiry toward those issues that are most salient to them. Morrow 

(2007) explained that when specific theories have not yet been developed to guide research 

questions, qualitative methods are useful in identifying emergent themes that may be important 

for the creation of a coherent theoretical perspective. 

Moreover, qualitative methods’ reliance on personal narratives additionally reiterates 

their utility for counseling psychologists. Counseling psychologists have been trained to infer 

themes and trends from their clients’ narratives, as such qualitative methodologies are very much 
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in line with their clinical practice. Along these lines, Ponteretto (2006) highlighted the distinction 

between thick and thin descriptions. Whereas thick descriptions were described as analyses 

actions that encompass the participants’ thoughts, motivations, and feelings, thin descriptions 

were conceptualized as surface-level analyses that typically prioritize large sample sizes over 

gaining a deeper understanding of the underlying meanings of the data. As such, thick 

descriptions appear to be more advantageous when studying topics that have yet to be adequately 

researched.  

 Relatedly, Morrow (2007) has highlighted the degree to which qualitative methods are 

aligned with counseling psychology’s mission with regard to multicultural inquiry. Qualitative 

methodologies create an opportunity for minimizing the power differential between the 

researchers and their participants, as qualitative methodologies provide participants with a 

platform by which they can more fully tell their own stories. As such, qualitative methodologies 

allow for the amplification of the voices of individuals who, as a result of the exclusionary nature 

of oppressive structures and systems, are typically silenced. In other words, in qualitative studies, 

participants have some latitude to guide the research and as such have a degree of agency in 

shaping the results (Morrow, 2007).  

Furthermore, qualitative methods require researchers to be aware of their own biases and 

social positioning in relation to their participants. This awareness, which is known as bracketing, 

also aligns qualitative methods with counseling psychology principles. As per Sue and Sue 

(2013), counseling psychologists are expected to (a) become aware of their various social 

identities, be they privileged or oppressed, along with their attitudes and beliefs, (b) become 

knowledgeable about how to work with diverse clients by developing knowledge about the 
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history and traditions of other groups, and (c) acquire skills that help them become most effective 

with various social groups.  

For these reasons, a qualitative approach was deemed most appropriate for the proposed 

study. The specific qualitative method that was chosen is consensual qualitative research (CQR; 

Hill et al., 1997), which is described below. 

Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR)  

 Hill, Thompson & Williams (1997) developed CQR with the intention to bring together 

the most advantageous characteristics of qualitative and post-positivist approaches. CQR relies 

upon a semi-structured interview model, which allows for the creation of a unified framework 

for the discussion between the researcher and the participants. Its semi-structured nature, 

however, provides the researcher with a degree of freedom to follow participants’ idiosyncratic 

narratives, and to ensure that each interview is tailored to the needs and the experiences of 

participants. CQR relies upon the contributions of between approximately 12 to 20 participants. 

 Another distinctive characteristic of CQR is its consensual approach. The consensual 

process at the heart of CQR, by which a small analysis team argues their codings to consensus, 

allows for the researchers’ different understandings of the narratives to be considered until all 

researchers reach a unified understanding of the data at hand (Hill et al., 2005). Accordingly, the 

consensual process provides a check on the individual biases of researchers and requires 

researchers to resolve any differences in opinions until a comprehensive interpretation of the data 

is achieved. The consensus team is typically made up of three to five individuals, as well as one 

or two auditors, whose role is to ensure that the data has been interpreted adequately by the 

consensus team. 
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Participants 

Interviewees 

As highlighted by Morrow (2005), participants in qualitative studies are typically selected 

according to specific criteria that correspond to the research question and their potential to 

contribute relevant data. In the proposed study, eligible participants included Arab American 

female-identified individuals who are eighteen years or older. To assure their consistent 

interaction within the US social and cultural spaces, participants were second-generation 

American citizens. Veiled Arab American women were not recruited as, increasingly, a readily 

identifiable representation of Arab women in the US is a woman wearing the hijab (Kayyali, 

2018), and the experience of racial ambiguity among Arab Americans was of interest. 

 Interviewees were 13 second-generation (their parents immigrated to the US and they 

were born in the US) Arab American women of 18 years or older. All 13 participants identified 

as cisgender and reported that they resided in the northeastern United States. The average age of 

the participants was 29 years (the range was from 25 to 36). Three participants identified as 

middle class, eight as upper-middle class, and two as upper class. Concerning religious 

affiliation, seven identified as Muslim, four as Christian – specifically, two as Catholic, one as 

Coptic Orthodox, one as non-denominational – and one as agnostic, the latter noting that she was 

the product of an interfaith marriage. Six participants indicated that their family originated in 

Egypt, four reported Palestinian descent, two reported Lebanese descent, one reported Egyptian-

Lebanese descent, and one indicated Syrian descent. All participants identified as second-

generation American, i.e. their parents had immigrated to the US. Five interviewees held 

undergraduate degrees (with two pursuing master's degrees), four held master's degrees (with one 
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pursuing a doctoral degree), and four held doctoral degrees. Finally, none of the participants 

wore the hijab as that had been a requirement for participation.   

Analysis Team 

The analysis team was made up of three CQR-trained cisgender female researchers who 

were counseling psychology graduate students. The primary investigator identified as an Arab 

cisgender, female, woman of upper-class background who is currently a Ph.D. counseling 

psychology candidate. The second team member identified as a bi-racial (Arab and Eastern 

European) cis woman of upper-class background, while the third team member identifies as an 

Indian American middle-class female. The auditor, a White American cisgender female 

counseling psychology professor, had extensive CQR expertise and experience in auditing 

countless projects. All 13 participants were interviewed by the primary investigator, who had 

training and previous experience in CQR and interviewing techniques. 

Measures 

Demographic Questionnaire 

Participants were asked to complete a demographic form after completing the informed 

consent process. The demographic form included questions about age, race/ethnicity, religious 

affiliation, gender, social class, level of education, and profession (Appendix B).  

Interview Protocol 

Participants participated in a semi-structured interview conducted by the principal 

investigator. The interview protocol (Appendix C) was created after an in-depth review of the 

literature and items were developed to elicit information about (a) participants’ relationships with 

their perceived racial ambiguity, (b) the relationships with their legal invisibility, (c) social 

experiences relating to racialization and legal visibility, (d) their experiences in interacting with 
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people of color, (e) any emotional consequences of these experiences, and (f) coping strategies 

that they may have developed.  

Procedures 

Recruitment 

Community messaging boards that were primarily aimed at engaging with the Arab 

American population were used for recruitment publicity. Outreach was also conducted via email 

and social media (Appendix D), word of mouth, and snowballing. 

Confidentiality and Informed Consent 

As described in Appendix A, participants completed informed consent and confidentiality 

procedures before the beginning of the interviews.  

Data Collection 

In-person semi-structured interviews were conducted by the primary investigator. The 

length of each interview was approximately 45 minutes. Interviews took place within a private 

office on the Teachers College, Columbia University campus, or in another private location of 

participants' choosing. All voice recordings were destroyed after they were transcribed.  

Confidentiality and Transcription 

To ensure confidentiality, each participant was assigned a code, and all potentially 

identifying information was removed from the transcripts. 

Training the Analysis Team 

  All team members were trained in CQR procedures before coding the data, including a 

four-hour pre-coding training experience that covered the entire coding process. The team also 

met to bracket their biases in order to minimize the degree to which their biases might influence 

their analysis of the data.  All team members expected the participants to voice frustration with 
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their invisibility in the US census. They also anticipated that participants would report that the 

stereotypical assumption that all Arabs are Muslim had influenced their treatment by others. 

Moreover, whereas both Arab team members had long been cognizant of the diversity in skin 

color among Arabs, the Indian American team member shared that she only recently became 

aware that Arab Americans could look White. Furthermore, all team members assumed that their 

participants would identify as being people of color and not as White. Finally, while both Arab 

members believed that participants would express feelings of invalidation about not being read 

as PoC by other PoC, their Indian team member shared her expectation that the participants 

would not be read as White by PoC due to their shared marginalized experience.  

Data Analysis  

 Generally speaking, the CQR process has two phases: a within-case analysis and a cross-

case analysis. During the former, the analysis team is responsible for (a) developing domains, 

and (b) creating core ideas within those domains; the focus of the latter is (c) categorizing the 

data within domains across interviews. Also, the auditor plays in an integral role in the analysis 

process, intervening at several points to help minimize the impact of researchers' bias   

Domain Development and Auditing  

Domains, which have been conceptualized as broad themes, serve as a method to divide 

material within the interviews into meaningful clusters (Hill et al., 2005). The analysis team 

constructed an initial domain list, which was amended after the audit. Following that, the team 

ascribed blocks of the interviewees’ transcripts to domains after the development of a stable 

domain list.  

Core Ideas Development and Auditing 
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Core ideas have been defined as succinct summaries of each domain and within each 

transcript (Hill et al., 2005). Similar to the process of domain development, each analysis team 

member independently read all the data, and briefly summarized it into core ideas. In developing 

the core ideas, the analysis team was cognizant of using the participants’ words as far as possible 

in order to reduce interpretive bias (Hill et al., 2005). This information was sent to the auditor, 

and after implementing the suggested edits, the team proceeded to the following stage.   

Cross-analysis and Auditing 

Next, the analysis team examined all core ideas across all participants and consensually 

generated categories to describe them. The team attempted to see if there were similarities and 

themes across the core ideas within each domain. Following that, the auditor examined the 

completed work to determine that the categories created encompassed the core ideas.  

Stability Check 

During the entire analysis process, two transcripts had been withheld from the 

aforementioned process and were analyzed as the last step. The identical stages of analysis were 

applied to both reserved interviews. The analysis was deemed stable, as the core ideas of the 

withheld interviews fell within the existing categories (Hill et al., 2005). If widely divergent 

themes had emerged from the last two interviews, then a refinement process would have needed 

to be undertaken and a larger sample would have been recruited. 

Frequency Labels 

In CQR, frequency labels indicate the number of times that a category emerged across 

transcripts (Hill et al., 2005). As per Hill et al. (1997; 2005), four frequency labels are utilized to 

reflect how often a category has been expressed by a given sample. A general frequency label 

was applied to categories that occurred in all, or all but one, cases. A typical frequency label was 
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used for categories that occurred in at least half of the cases. When less than half of the 

participants endorsed a category, then it was labeled as variant. Finally, if only one or two 

participants endorsed a category, it is labeled as rare. Rare categories are considered to be 

unrepresentative of the data and were not included within the final compilation of results. 

Audits 

The auditor examined the work of the analysis team at the end of each stage (domains, 

core ideas, cross-analysis, stability check) to provide feedback on the work of the analysis team. 

Accordingly, the auditor reviewed the consensus version of each transcript and provided 

feedback. The feedback was discussed by the analysis team and was then re-sent to the auditor 

for a final review. This process continued until consensus was reached between the analysis team 

and the auditor.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Given the vulnerability of the Arab American population –a population that, despite its 

legal invisibility, has been experiencing intensified instances of racism and discrimination in the 

US –the primary researcher was cognizant of the importance of applying a feminist and 

multicultural perspective to this study. Also, in addition to their CQR training, the other analysis 

team participants have been trained in multicultural counseling techniques and were able to be 

self-reflective about personal biases that may have arisen for them during this process (Fassinger 

& Morrow, 2013). Finally, the primary investigator ensured that the results of the data collected 

were collected in a way that was respectful of the Arab American community, and which was 

mindful of the increased marginalization that the subjects of her study experience; the 

participants were not only ethnic minorities, they were also gender minorities.  
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Chapter 4: Results  

The results of the CQR analysis are presented according to nine domains, which are 

presented below as section headings. Categories are specified within those sections in italics. All 

results are shown in Table 1 (Appendix E) and are illustrated by quotes from participants.  

Domain 1: My Perceptions of My Racial and Ethnic Identity 

 This domain captured participants’ perceptions of their own racial and ethnic identity. Of 

the thirteen categories in this domain, three were typical and ten were variant. In the first typical 

category, participants reported that colorism has impacted their perception (and others’ 

perception) of their Arab American (AA) identity. As one participant stated, “Even though I'm a 

lot lighter-skinned than other people in my family, I was picked on a lot for other physical 

attributes, like being very hairy and having dark features.” She went on to explain, “I have a 

different experience than my brothers who have blue eyes, fair skin, lighter hair. I have dark 

skin, black, curly hair. We all have such different experiences of being Arab.” A second 

participant disclosed,  

To be honest, I don't know. There have been times in my life where I was convinced that 

I just looked like another White person. There are times in my life where I felt convinced 

that I just don't at all. So... And I looked in the mirror and I don't know what I see. So I 

actually don't have a good answer to that question. 

While a third participant reflected on how colorism manifested itself even within her own 

nuclear family, she said, 

My parents never really got over [my darker skin]. Nobody ever really got over it. Even 

up to my wedding day, my mom was like, are you going to go to Mexico? You’re going 

to get so dark! 
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In a second typical category, participants reported that they began to embrace their AA 

identity more as they got older.  For example, one participant commented: “It wasn't really until I 

was in college that I started thinking about my identity more positively, embracing and 

integrating different aspects into how I carry myself in the world.” Another participant shared,  

I think just realizing over the years like what that [being AA] meant because we grew up 

in like a White town. So, now I want to try to identify more with the roots of what the 

culture is. We've [my Haitian partner and I] been having conversations about what it 

means to be Arab... It's been empowering; surrounding yourself with people that are the 

same and that are different helps you understand your culture better.  

In the third typical category, participants relayed their experience of how 9/11 affected 

their perception of their identity. As one participant put it,  

Then September 11th hit, and that's when I really understood my racial identity. I was 

forced to understand it. I’ve realized that I developed my racial identity on the defense 

because I treasured my heritage. Anything that made it seem bad, I would try to explain. 

Another participant remembered, 

And then the whole 9/11 thing happened. I was in elementary school, so I got questions 

like, " How are you associated with them [the terrorists]?" So, you start asking yourself, 

"Does this mean anything to me?" Then there's also the whole I'm Christian Arab, but 

everyone if they find out I'm Arab, they comment as if I'm Muslim.  

In the first of ten variant categories, participants reported struggling with their own perception of 

their racial identity, as in the case of a participant who noted,  

I still struggle with it [my racial identity] … I think your economic situation matters too. 

What's your economic class? What was the background you had? Were you in an affluent 
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area? Were you able to have a higher-level education? Even though they came here super 

poor they were able to do well and create that scenario. But I think that they were also 

able to create that scenario because they were able to assimilate and pass as White, except 

for their accents.   

The remaining variant categories included being proud of the family’s roots and their AA 

identity, which was exemplified by a participant who said, 

I'm so proud of my grandfather's history, of my mother's history, of my father's… It’s like 

my lifeline. It's something that I, I have decided to, you know, I spent my entire 

adulthood trying to explain what that is. I met the Lebanon relatives after college because 

of how much I wanted to trace their history and understand it because it matters.  

At the same time, participants acknowledged the extent to which their home environment 

contributed to their AA identity development. As one participant reported, “I grew up, identifying 

very strongly as an Arab. At home, my parents spoke Arabic to each other, and they spoke 

Arabic to us. But because of the conflicting nature of my parents' religious identity, we grew up 

in a pretty secular home.” Relatedly, learning how to hold both their Arab and American identity 

was a variant contribution by participants; as one stated, “It's weird, in the US sometimes I feel 

very American. Sometimes I don't. And then I go to Lebanon and I feel very American, but then 

I don't.” Participants described noticing that their perception of their identity changes based on 

which American city they are in. Accordingly, one participant reflected on how, while in 

Wisconsin, she was “automatically read as non-White and/or PoC,” in New York City she was 

perceived as more racially ambiguous. Furthermore, a variant number of participants reflected on 

how their Christian identity causes others to view them as less threatening. As one participant 

shared, “I feel like people end up perceiving me as safer because I'm Christian. Like, "Oh, she's 
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Arab. Oh, but she's Christian! Then it's okay, kind of thing. Which, I always am like, "What do 

you mean?" The variant category The intersectionality of my other identities complicates my 

relationship with my racial identity captured participants’ observation of how their SES or 

religious identity, for instance, intersected with their AA identity and influenced how they 

identified, as described by an Egyptian Orthodox Christian (Coptic) participant who said, 

I'm Coptic; part of that was I didn't grow up thinking of myself as Arab-American. Part of 

that term has to do with a bit of religious context where a lot of Coptics don't use the term 

Arab. It wasn’t until I moved to New York that I started thinking about myself more in an 

Arab-American sense rather than as Egyptian-American. I realized that labeling myself as 

Arab opens the door to a bigger community outside of my religion. 

 Participants also observed that because they do not wear the hijab people perceive them as more 

racially ambiguous and are less able to classify them as Arab; one participant described others’ 

tendency to experience her as more approachable because she does no wear the hijab: “It's like, 

what? If I wore a hijab, it would be different? That's ridiculous.” Finally, variant participants 

stated that being politically informed has strengthened their ties to their Arab roots. One 

participant shared,  

As I was growing up, I started asking questions about settler colonialism and the Israeli 

occupation, and I started getting serious about what that side of me was about. So, my 

father took me to Palestine when I was 15 or 16 to see it in person. And so, I began to 

identify very, very strongly with my Palestinian side. 

Domain 2: My Reactions to the US Census 
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 This domain corresponded to the participants’ reactions to the lack of Arab recognition 

on the US census. In a general category, participants disclosed feeling that AA deserve ethnic 

recognition on the census, as they do not have a White experience. As one participant stated,  

Both my parents are Egyptian. And under census, I guess I'm classified under White, but 

I'm not really White… I grew up in New Jersey, during 9/11.  So, from a young age, I 

witnessed the change in the political climate when it came to my identity.  

Another participant shared, “it [Being classified as White] is invalidating in that it invalidates the 

history that my parents and their parents have gone through. And then I think, yeah, it strips 

away the pride I also have. The history I'm not ashamed of.” A third participant stated, “I don't 

think we have a White experience in this country. There should be some recognition on the 

census, of our ethnic identity, for that reason.” In a second general category, participants 

described their frustration about feeling that AA are not accurately represented on the census. 

This was exemplified by one participant, who stated, 

When people collect demographic information, it's to categorize people and look at 

differences in their experience as a result of that category. I think we definitely have 

differences in our experiences because of who we are. So, it's definitely not an accurate 

categorization. 

Other participants echoed this sentiment. As one participant stated, “it lends the power to others 

to decide the narrative of the Arab American community. It doesn't systemically acknowledge 

that we have a very specific history in this country, and especially in this age, and especially in 

our current politics it's so harmful to not be recognized.” Relatedly, the general category I feel 

invisible within the census emerged. As articulated by one participant, “it feels, definitely, like 

we're almost invisible within that category… I don't feel that we have a White experience in this 
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country.” Another participant shared that not having an AA category on the census is “just 

another strategy to keep our communities silent and down.” Moreover, an additional participant 

juxtaposed AA’s invisibility on the census with their hypervisibility in the media, 

We're invisible right now to the government and to America. We're not invisible to 

America, but in these instances, it's like, what resources are being catered to Arab 

people? Then Arab Muslims specifically, or Arab Christians? We don't have that, and so 

it's frustrating.  

Furthermore, participants typically disclosed feelings of invalidation and infuriation as a 

result of being classified as White. As one participant expressed,   

As someone who doesn't identify as White in the slightest, I find it infuriating. It doesn't 

speak to my parents’ history and it doesn't speak to the fact that my grandfather died a 

stateless man, and that my grandparents’ history is one of exile, displacement, and 

complete invisibility. And so, I will never ever say that I'm Shite. It's incredibly 

problematic to be lump sum with Irish, Italian, and German immigrants. They don't have 

the same history of domination … We just can't remove the history of colonialism and 

the settler colonialism from the census’ box. 

Another participant reiterated,  

It angers me that we even have to check that [the White box] box. I don't understand why 

that's necessary or how that data is used against me… I don't understand why it's there 

and why it's still in that format … you should be more inclusive. Because if you're really 

trying to gather data on who's applying for this job or who's applying for this financial 

aid, it should be more coherent of information. 
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Additionally, it was typical for participants to express that they don't feel White and they don’t 

have the privilege associated with being White. For example, a darker-skinned Egyptian 

participant stated that when people meet her, they always assume that she "is not White and ask 

[her] where she is from." Along these lines, a second participant shared,   

It's invalidating. It's almost suffocating. It feels belittling, and it just feels wrong. Wrong 

in every way. And it makes me angry actually, too, because when I think of that White 

box, I think of people who have had such a different experience living in this country, 

and it almost borders on resentment that I did not get to have that experience, so I should 

not be acknowledged or counted among the people who have had that privilege. 

In a similar vein, a variant number of participants shared their frustration that AA do not receive. 

the same resource allocation as other ethnic minorities. This was exemplified by one participant 

who stated,  

As an Arab who grew up in this country, I think it is so incredibly important, and 

essential, and a huge problem that we are not recognized on the census. It's to our 

detriment  emotionally and systemically. We are marginalized in ways that are visible 

and invisible, and not being acknowledged for that experience holds us back further. We 

don't have access to the same sort of support, I can't access particular government 

supports that are defined for minority students because I'm not recognized as a minority. 

And that makes me feel even more invisible. That makes me feel even more marginalized 

because I'm not even allowed access to the things that are intended for the experiences 

that I've gone through. And it holds our community back.  
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In a variant category, participants also indicated being well-informed about the historical 

trajectory of AA representation on the US the census and revealed being mindful that having an 

AA category could lead to racial targeting. As one participant narrated,  

I want to be recognized because I'm a person of color. I am marginalized, especially at 

the airport, especially in the ways that the media sees people who are Arab....as the 

enemy. So, I want people to be like, no, we do exist. But on the flip side, it's also the 

more that they collect our names, then we get monitored and that's something where 

like... I want to be represented, but I also don't want to be monitored because of racial 

profiling because we're Arabs. And they're going to watch us whether in the mosque or 

anywhere, you know? 

Finally, in four variant categories, participants detailed which box they checked when 

they needed to identify themselves racially. First, some participants stated that (a) they never 

check White on the census, as in the case of one participant who noted, “honestly, when I’m 

filling out an application or a form or anything, and it says Caucasian and in parentheses, it says 

Middle Eastern, so technically I could pick that box, but I don't.” Second, a variant number of 

participants shared that (b) they typically check “other” and specify AA on the census. As one 

participant narrated,  

I used to check White because I was told that Middle Eastern counts as White, so I used 

to do that. Now I check other, and if there is a Middle Eastern box, I'll check Middle 

Eastern or I'll check other. I don't like checking White anymore because I don't think it's 

honest and I don't think it's accurate.”   

Third, variant participants disclosed that (c) if there is not an option to check "other" on the 

census, they check "White.” As one participant disclosed, “if I have to check it on the census or 
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whatever, I would say other and then White-passing Arab, or I'd say White.” Finally, a variant 

number of participants revealed that (d) if there is not an option to check "other" on the census, 

they check another ethnic minority. Accordingly, darker-skinned Egyptian participants shared 

checking off the African American box as “Egyptians are technically African Americans.”. One 

participant detailed, 

I don't necessarily identify as African American, but I go with the technicality of Egypt's 

in Africa. Because it's skewed anyway, I'm not Caucasian. How can they have Middle 

Eastern and Europe in the same kind of category in North America? We are not the same 

people.  

While another lighter-skinned participant shared,  

I usually check Asian. I have roots in North Africa and the Levant, but I wouldn't put 

African on it, because I think that's not what they're looking for. I can recognize that that 

category doesn't quite fit with me, but Asian fits a little bit better. 

Domain 3: Public Recognition of My AA Identity 

The general category People are surprised I am Arab because I don’t fit the preconceived 

notions reflected participants’ general experience that they do and do not fit society’s view of 

Arab American women. As such, participants shared their encounters with other people’s 

assumptions about their ethnicity; for instance, one participant shared, 

There’s like not a shock but like, oh, like this wonderment that they have about me. Like, 

“Oh, I had no idea.” You know, something like that. But nothing visceral, nothing where 

they like stopped talking to me. Nothing where they, you know. I didn't see a change of 

behavior in the moment when I would be like, oh yes, I'm an Arab.  
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A second respondent recounted, “Once I tell someone that I'm Arab it's a whole thing of, ‘Are 

you Muslim? Why don't you wear the headscarf?’; while a Christian identified participant 

relayed that when people learn about her ethnicity, they “automatically assume that [she is 

Muslim].” Relatedly, a second general category People do not automatically know that I am AA 

emerged and was exemplified by a participant who recounted a conversation she had with an old 

boss, 

We were talking about race and how people perceive us – he's an Asian American male. 

He was talking about his experiences and then was like –with no malintent –: “You're 

half Black. I'm sure you experience this type of stuff a lot." And I was like, "Actually, 

no." In these moments, I feel like I need to be like, "Oh no, I'm Arab. I'm Lebanese." 

Similarly, in a typical category, participants shared that people find out their AA identity by 

asking them “what are you?” As one participant expressed, 

“People ask me, "What are you," and then they go through the guessing game, and I’ll 

tell them I am Arab. But no one ever sees me and is like, "Oh, she's Arab."  

A second participant described others’ disparate reactions to her phenotype, “Some people don't 

even really notice [that I am an ethnic minority]. Others, are just like, "What are you?”  

Furthermore, a typical number of participants reported that when people learn that they 

are Arab, they ask them a lot of questions about their AA identity. For instance, one Christian 

participant recapped how such inquiries necessitated her to educate people that there were, in 

fact, Christian Arabs: “When I was younger, I got a lot of "Oh, so why don't you wear hijab? 

And then I’d have to be like “I’m Christian.” Another participant shared,  

The basic reaction is like, "Wow, that's so cool." Or, “Oh, that's so interesting. Where in 

Egypt are you from?" They then try to assess like how Egyptian I am. They're like, "Were 
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you born there? Do you speak Arabic fluently? Do you ..." And I'm like, " Back the f*** 

up. I am as Arab as I say I am." So, I think that's one reaction: pure intrigue. 

Moreover, six variant categories emerged. Firstly, in chronicling the variant category People find 

out my AA identity when I speak Arabic or practice Arab traditions, one participant shared, 

My boss heard me speaking Arabic and knew I was Arab because of that. She was in the 

military. She then started making a lot of comments about Arabs to me: "Oh, Arabs, don't 

you think they just don't handle democracy well?" I think she assumed that because I 

wasn't very religious, I would engage with her negatively about people from my culture. 

Secondly, concerning the variant category People can’t exactly fit me into a box due to my racial 

ambiguity, one participant outlined how her racial ambiguity is experienced,  

People ask me almost immediately where I'm from. Because while they may not 

necessarily guess that I'm Arab they can't exactly pinpoint me. People have this need to 

be able to fit you into a box and if you don't fit exactly in that box, we are in chaos land. 

Another stated, “I feel like a zoo animal. They don’t even ask, what's your ethnicity? It's like 

what are you, like, where are you from? So, I just tell them I'm from New Jersey."  

Thirdly, a variant number of participants shared that when people learn they are AA, they let 

them know that they know other Arabs. As one described,  

They'll say, "I actually had this one friend…" It's always one friend. They want to show 

you that although they're not Arab, they have a reason to be interested in your story. I 

want to shake them and be like, "It's okay to just be interested."  You can just say, "Hey, I 

don't know anything about this, and I want to learn. You don't need to make a superficial 

connection if you subconsciously feel like you don't know enough. 
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The remaining variant categories included “When people learn that I am AA, they ask me 

about terrorism and the political situation in the Middle East’, which was demonstrated by a 

participant who stated,  

They'll bring up politics or the latest fiascos going on in the Middle East. They'll say, 

"What do you think of this?" Or, "That's a mess over there." Or, "How do you feel about 

what's going on in Saudi with women?" People just throw out these naive remarks which 

completely undercut who you are and assume that you should have all the answers 

Additionally, a variant number of participants disclosed their perception that people view them as 

dangerous because of their AA identity. As one participant delineated, 

It always does feel like you're dropping a little bit of something in the air. For sure. I 

think that I've had a whole range of reactions I remember one time I was sitting with a 

Jewish friend at his family's house. I mean, his mom's reaction was horrible. It was like, 

"Oh no!" I think she said that. I was like, "Oh God." 

Finally, participants shared that people's reactions and questions about their AA identity have 

changed over time. As one participant recounted, 

When I was younger, a lot of the questions had to with terrorism and because I'm 

Palestinian, they also asked about Hamas, or why Palestinians hate America or Jewish 

people, or why Arabs hate America. Now it's more, "I want to learn more about your 

perspective. What's it like for you having to deal with being Arab, or being Palestinian?"  

Domain 4: My Experience of Racism and How I Cope 

 Unlike the other domains, this domain was not the result of a direct inquiry within the 

interview protocol. Instead, it emerged organically from the participants' accounts. Within this 

domain, eight variant categories materialized. In the first variant category, participants expressed 
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that in an attempt to not be read as White, they present themselves in a way that signals their AA 

identity so that they can be less White-passing. One participant disclosed: “I leave my hair curly 

and I sometimes wear Arabic jewelry. I think it's [my Arab identity] is a bit more obvious, there 

are more contextual clues.” Another participant shared, 

I'll wear my Arabic name necklace, or wear like my hieroglyphs necklace to make a 

point. So, interjecting my background becomes part of the conversation rather than to be 

completely silent about it until somebody asks or says something. 

Second, a variant number of participants discussed how their name impacts how they are racially 

read especially when it intersects with their more White-passing phenotype: 

My [Egyptian] father is more conspicuously dark. My [Lebanese] mother is very light. I 

took after her and I have light eyes… And so, if I'm in a predominantly White space and 

they haven't seen my first name and my last name, they just assume that I'm White. 

Correspondingly, “I am aware that I am White-passing, however, I don't want the privileges 

associated with it” was a variant contribution by participants; as one shared,  

It's something that is in many ways is f***** up. I am mindful that it's a privilege to walk 

around being White-passing: people don't look at me skepticism, or as if I am 

immediately guilty just walking on the street. But then there's this conflicting part of me 

where I overcompensate because I don't want to be identified as White. And so, I 

recognize that just by walking in my body, I have a lot of privilege. And there's the other 

side of that: I don't want that privilege because I want to reclaim and maintain my 

Arabness. 
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Interestingly, a variant number of participants disclosed that they internalize microaggressions. 

However, due to their racial ambiguity, they are unsure if microaggressions are specifically 

directed towards their AA identity. As one non-White-passing participant reported,  

It takes me a while to notice any type of subliminal racism. My first thought is: "Am I 

being rude?" I always think that it's something I did and then realize, "Wait, this person's 

being racist." But then I don't even know if it's because of my own race or if they're 

associating me with another race. It's like, "Do you think I'm Black? Do you think I'm 

Latina? Do you think I'm Indian? Do you know I'm Arab? Do you think I'm a terrorist? 

Moreover, the variant category In order to avoid the perpetuation of AA stereotypes, I feel 

pressured to be a model minority emerged. In relaying how she coped with discrimination, one 

participant stated, “I think the worst thing you can do is blow up and get angry because it fuels 

the stereotypes about Arabs.” She went on to describe, “I talk about it with a friend after. Get the 

fumes out. And that's about it.” Furthermore, the variant category I sometimes use my racial 

ambiguity in my favor captured a tendency to capitalize on their phenotypical ambiguity as 

described by a participant, who stated, "And that kind of works to my advantage sometimes. I 

have the privilege of having lighter skin and having that ambiguity work. I've learned to work it 

to my advantage.”  

Finally, in two variant categories, respondents relayed how they cope with experiences of 

othering or racism. Participants identified “spending time in AA spaces” as one of the ways in 

which they cope with others’ responses to their AA identity. As narrated by one participant, 

I think being around Arab people helps because I'm not ambiguous there. I'm not 

ambiguous in those spaces. I'm not ambiguous when I walk down the street in Brooklyn 
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and a Yemeni guy yells at me in Arabic, so that feels good. It feels good to be seen by 

your people. I think those are the people, who I want to see me more than anybody else. 

The variant category To cope with responses to my AA identity, I engage in conversations about 

race and am well-versed in politics also emerged. As one participant exemplified, 

Part of my identity development was going to an Arab youth symposium in high school 

that was all about [AA invisibility on the census]. So, the fact that we aren’t represented 

on the census has been a very central part of how I understand myself. Especially, being 

from Egypt, I always get the question: “Why don't you check off African-American?” 

And there's a very systemic and racist rationale behind all of it.  

Domain 5: How White People (WP) Perceive Me Racially 

In discussing how WP perceive them racially, one general, one typical, and five variant 

categories emerged. In the general category, participants recounted that WP have perceived them 

as belonging to other ethnic and racial minorities. As one respondent shared: “I get Latina a lot, 

and I get Persian a lot, too. People don't often accurately know that I'm Arab.” Another 

recounted: “Some people think I'm half Black. Some people think I'm Indian. Some people think 

I'm Latina.” While a third responded detailed, “Sometimes White people can't pinpoint what race 

I am; I'm racially ambiguous to them. They go straight to Latino or Hispanic, or people who are 

from Central and South America.” Relatedly, in a typical category, participants shared feeling 

exoticized by WP due to their racial ambiguity. For instance, one participant reported, “When I 

was younger, I used to work in retail, and because I'm so racially ambiguous that I got called 

ethnic and exotic.” Another participant shared how her “big hair” led her to feel exoticized or 

othered. She recounted,  
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My hair, and how much that has been part of my racial identity because it’s very curly. 

So, it’s interesting how people have commented on my hair like "oh, your hair is so 

beautiful. It's so nice." You know, all these things, which I find exoticizing.  

Moreover, in the first of five variant categories, participants reported that they are rarely 

perceived as AA by WP as in the case of a participant who noted,  

Growing up actually, I was very commonly mistaken for being Latino, being Indian, 

sometimes for being Greek and when I would say that I was Egyptian, it was always a 

very like, "That's so exotic or unique.”  

She went on to say that she would then be confronted with “a slew of questions." Additionally, a 

variant number of participants reported that they are racially perceived as White by WP, as 

illustrated by one participant who reported: “Because I went to Barnard, it was like a very big 

Jewish population, so a lot of people thought I was a White Jewish woman.”  

Similarly, variant participants shared that how WP perceive them depends on where they are 

living. As one narrated: “I've had a very wide aspect to how people have interacted with me. 

Boston, I think, was worse. San Francisco is much better with that. But Boston I feel for sure I 

was the odd one out.” Another participant shared,  

It really depends on where I am. When I lived in Indiana, because I'm ethnically 

ambiguous and I have a name that not everybody readily identifies as an Arabic name, 

people will assume that I'm not White, but that I'm some kind of other minority. When I 

was in Washington, I stuck out like a sore thumb. Almost all the time I would get the 

"What are you" questions. But in Chicago, it's more diverse, so I blend in pretty easily.  
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Furthermore, in the variant category When WP learn about my AA identity, they hesitate, 

participants highlighted how some WP are taken aback once they become knowledgeable of the 

respondent’s ethnicity. One respondent noted,  

When I tell them I'm Palestinian, there's this look that they give me. I don't think they're 

trying to be like, oh, my God, evil – but there's just this hesitation like, whoa, okay. 

Because they don't expect a nice Arab? I don't know. 

Similarly, a variant number of participants stated that when WP discover their Muslim or Arab 

identity, they make comments that make them feel uncomfortable: 

I do get strange comments sometimes. I think the weirdest comment I ever got from 

someone ... Like, the things that trigger their memory. Someone heard about a Muslim 

person beheading their wife on the news, and they're like, "Oh, I heard about that and I 

thought of you." I'm just like, why? 

Domain 6: My Emotional Responses to WP’s Racial Perceptions of Me 

 In discussing their emotional responses to how WP read them racially, four typical and 

three variant categories materialized. In the first typical category, participants expressed feeling 

frustrated when they are not read as Arab. One participant stated,  

It’s frustrating. “What does an Arab look like?” pops into my head. I don't look "Arab", 

but I don't know. I can't describe it. Like everybody else, we look different. There are 

many different skin colors, and hair types, and eye colors. Because we're just a colonized 

place in the world. I get frustrated.  

Another participant echoed,  
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It's frustrating because I feel like I have to always try to bring it up, so they know. It is, 

it's just frustrating. Not that Egyptians have specific features that people will pick up on; 

all Egyptians look very different. It’s rough: I always have to try to initiate it.  

Second, a typical number of participants reported feeling othered and judged by WP, as in the 

case of a participant who noted: “I try not to think about it, but it's always just feeling of ‘the 

other.’” A second respondent elaborated,  

It's really frustrating. It's frustrating because I have to navigate that isolating feeling of 

being othered without even being correctly identified for who I am. So, it's like a double 

barrier of you are different than us, but I'm not even sure what kind of stereotypes to 

apply to you.  

Accordingly, I feel more guarded around WP and I find it more difficult to trust them was a 

typical contribution by participants; one stated, “I think I just become hyper-aware sometimes of 

what  [WP] do. How they act or if they are uncomfortable when they find out more information 

about me.” Another participant recounted, “I'm definitely more guarded because I don't know 

how they perceive Arabs. I have a co-worker, she's not from New York, but she has all this 9/11 

stuff all over her office. I just don't know if I trust them as much.” While a third respondent 

narrated,  

It makes me put my guard up toward them. I don't always feel like I can completely be 

myself, I have to be very cautious and careful … With strangers, I definitely play up the 

friendly, smiley, kind, sweet version of me so that they see, oh, she's Arab, she's really 

nice. I feel like I have to make a good impression. I just have to be very careful. 

In the fourth typical category, participants reported feeling like it is my duty to be a spokesperson 

for AA, as explained by one participant who stated, 
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And then when it (my AA identity) comes out I can sense the stereotypes popping up into 

people's heads. I guess the privilege is that I have a little bit more space in my [racial] 

ambiguity. I get to control the narrative a little bit, and that's exhausting. I'm learning to 

let go more, but I used to feel like it was my duty to use that ambiguity to combat all the 

stereotypes and prove people wrong. I felt like I was the ambassador or the spokesperson 

of all Arabs… I felt very responsible to give a lot of context and a lot of explanation. 

Moreover, in the first of three variant categories, participants shared that it is easier for them to 

be friends with WP who are more politically informed and MC competent. As one respondent 

disclosed, “I have White friends obviously, but my close ones will be pro-Palestinian,” while 

another participant stated, 

I think it depends on the person ... Like if you're a really woke White person, then we 

will totally vibe. But, if I perceive you as really passive, we won’t. So, it's more about my 

perception of that White person.  

Relatedly, the variant category It is invalidating when WP are not curious about my AA identity 

emerged. As described by one participant,  

If [White] people seem to be receptive, you'll have a conversation and it won't be an 

issue. But if you feel like they're not very well educated on this point or they're not 

receptive, you just shut down and you're like, "It's not worth my time." 

Finally, the variant category I am most frustrated when WP read me as White, and less frustrated 

when I am perceived as a non-Arab PoC captured participants’ reactions to being misidentified 

by WP. As one participant stated,  

Well, I get more frustrated when WP assume I'm White, but then I get less frustrated 

when WP assume I'm a different brown person because I identify as brown.”  
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Domain 7: How PoC Perceive Me Racially 

 Of the seven categories that emerged, one was typical and six were variant. In the typical 

category, participants reported that POC find it difficult to place them: I am sometimes read as 

POC and sometimes as White. One participant used an analogy to describe the confusion that 

others tended to demonstrate when attempting to racially place her, 

I almost consider myself more of like a lip stain, if that makes sense. You have lipsticks 

and then you have lip stains. Because I'm fairly light-skinned, I think that I am not read as 

not White-passing but still look closer to White than other PoC.  

Another participant recounted,  

I think it's interesting because some people of color will be like, "You're a person of 

color. You're Arab." Then when they hear I'm Palestinian they're like, "Oh, that's a whole 

other level of identity and oppression.” Then I've encountered some people of color who 

are like, "But you're light-skinned, so you're White." Because the world sees you as light-

skinned, you're White, you're not brown.   

In relaying how PoC perceived them racially, a variant number of participants drew comparisons 

between how they are read by PoC versus how they are read by White people. For instance, the 

variant category POC read me more accurately than WP was exemplified by one participant, 

who stated,  

I am usually read way more accurately by other people of color. They more accurately 

pinpoint me as Middle Eastern –I really don't like that label –but at least it's closer to 

Arab. 

Additionally, a variant number of participants also observed that concerning their AA identity, 

POC are more curious and interested than WP; as one stated, “There’s more curiosity and 
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humility in their approach, instead, I feel like White people are very awkward to ask. But other 

people of color are more open about the topic.” Nonetheless, a variant number of participants 

disclosed struggling with not knowing how POC perceive them. Specifically, one participant 

shared “I think about this all the time, and I have no idea. Like I really go back and forth.” A 

second participant expressed,  

It's really stressful. It's probably one of the biggest sources of my anxiety…If I'm being 

completely honest, I definitely seek approval from people of color. Because the whole 

point is that they should feel as comfortable and happy as everybody else in the 

world. And so, if I'm doing anything to not adhere to that... That’s like my worst  

nightmare. It causes a lot of my stress to think that I might be contributing to the very 

thing that I'm trying to dismantle. 

A third respondent explained,  

When you asked me, “how do people see me," all I have are the collection of comments... 

Unsolicited comments and remarks I get on a daily basis. That's my mirror. I think when 

something is as confusing as my mirror, it's really hard to actually arrive at any 

conclusion to heal myself. So instead, I try not to think about these things so much. I 

chalk it up to a lot of anger at America. A lot of frustration with this country and the way 

that it's forced me to think about myself. This conversation is easier to have now, but it 

really was very touchy for me in college. So, I think almost to protect that younger person 

who struggled a lot with these questions, I just throw these thoughts away. I think, 

whatever I am, I am. However I'm seen, I'm seen. And I just can't control that. What I can 

control is just having my own integrity as a human being. And so, I try not to think about 

that stuff so much. 
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In two additional variant categories, respondents reported that their experience of how other PoC 

perceive them racially included (a) being perceived as PoC and (b) POC are not able to identify 

my AA identity unless I tell them. With regard to the former, one participant described her 

experience of being read as Latina and having to then disclose to others who may approach her 

in Spanish that she does, in fact, not speak the language, 

They're confused because they're like, "She's Latina and she hasn't even bothered learning 

Spanish." I'm like, "How do I explain that it's not even my culture. I'm Egyptian. I'm not, 

not taking the steps to learn the culture I came from, it's a different one." 

As for the latter, one respondent stated: “I never ever get, "Oh, you're Egyptian, or oh, you're 

Middle Eastern. Like no one ever thinks that I am Arab,” while another recounted,  

They assume I'm Indian or from Trinidad or Ethiopia, something with that kind of skin 

tone … My husband is also Egyptian, but we look nothing alike. So, I have to educate 

them that Egypt has an array of colors. 

In the final variant category, respondents specified that the type of POC space they found 

themselves in, influenced how they were racially perceived. As such, variant participants 

expressed that in Black spaces, they are perceived as White. 

I think that in a lot of African American, Black spaces, folks perceive race as more 

binary, where it's either you're Black or you're White, or you're Asian or something. So, if 

it's in a space that's a more inclusive space that's used to talking about multiculturalism, 

then it's fine being an Arab in those spaces. But if it's not, then it's a little bit more 

challenging because I'm perceived as White and it's kind of a hard conversation to have 

when you don't identify as white and when you don't feel like you have White privilege 
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in the same way. I definitely have light skin privilege, but as far as White privilege goes, 

I don't feel like I have White privilege. 

Domain 8: My Emotional Responses to POC’s Racial Perceptions of Me 

In this domain, three typical and three variant categories surfaced. It was typical for 

participants to express that they feel closer to POC because of cultural commonalities. One 

participant shared: “I think that other people who also have that experience of being othered can 

also really pick up on when someone's in a similar experience.” Another respondent stated,  

I feel like I can definitely form a closer bond with PoC: people who have another layer of 

culture to them. I can definitely relate to them more; there’s just like mutual 

understanding. As long as they have a secondary culture, I feel more connected to them. 

There's just an understanding that there's something else out there. 

In a second typical category, respondents expressed feeling more comfortable around POC 

because they feel a sense of solidarity. As one participant described,  

You have this shared experience of being a minority, you feel more comfortable around 

them and they're more culturally competent. I don't need to explain myself to you. I don't 

need to apologize for existing a bunch. You understand. And while my lived experience 

is going to be very different than yours, there's this mutual respect, understanding, and 

solidarity for each other's struggles, as different as they may be. 

Another participant, who works as a public-school teacher, explained,  

I think that in general, being the product, or being a person that belongs to a historically 

marginalized group, there is a sense of solidarity and love. Like within those 

communities there's like [the sentiment of] you get it, you understand you don't belong to 

the dominant group of power and through that, you can better understand my pain. You 
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understand what intergenerational trauma means. You understand that it looks different 

for every single person. So, I think it's not necessarily that it's like, Oh, because you're an 

Arab, like all of a sudden like boom we're attached at the hip, but rather like there's this 

acknowledgment of you get it.  

Third, a typical number of respondents described how in relationships with POC, they often think 

of their light-skinned privilege; as described by one participant, who stated,  

It's not something that I'm going to lose sleep over if they perceive me as White...I try to 

harness my Arabness, while also acknowledging that like I have a tremendous amount of 

privilege. I know that I am not someone who will walk into a bodega and automatically 

be suspected of trying to rob them. And so, I try not to feel insulted [when I am read as 

White].  

A second participant recounted a conversation she had with a darker-skinned Black friend,  

It was a very hurtful conversation. We were talking about some stuff and I think I was 

just being careful and... Often when you're trying to be careful, you'll refer to yourself in 

ways that are ambiguous, because that's how you know that people refer to you often. 

And I mentioned something about how that was hard for me and this person was like, 

"Well, you're not about to start complaining to me about that … You're not actually about 

to start to talk to me about that shit, right?" And I was like, "Oh, word. That makes sense. 

Yeah, no, I shouldn't have said anything. Even though you're my friend, I guess I cannot 

open up to you in that way because that is problematic.” That experience took a lot out of 

me. I was like, "Okay so this is something that I have to figure out within myself.” I think 

this is just why you're doing this project... I think that there's a lot of shame.  
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Additionally, the variant sentiment when POC do not identify me as POC, I feel sad, isolated, 

uncomfortable, slightly insulted, and I shut down was highlighted. As one participant explained, 

Being referred to as “vaguely brown” is a bit of a slight because you're vague. You're 

something, but I don't really know what you are. I mean, come on. It's better than being 

read as White when you're not White. But I get annoyed when people of color see me as 

White. As I said, it doesn't happen very frequently, but when it happens, I feel really 

uncomfortable. It's worse when a person of color assumes that you're White than when a 

White person does. 

Another participant disclosed: “When I encounter people of color who perceive me as White, I 

stop talking. I shut down. I instantly go, oh, I don't have a right to say anything because they 

don't see me as a partner, or as someone on a similar level.” Finally, a third participant shared,  

I feel hurt and sad because then that means I'm not even included in this other broader 

people of color group. I'm still left out. I'm not White, and I'm not a person of color. Then 

I start questioning things and start being like, well, I guess I am light. I start thinking 

about privilege and stuff, but it just makes me extra sad and hurt. 

Moreover, a variant number of participants highlighted that in an attempt to not be read as White 

by PoC, I make my Arab identity known. As one recounted,  

After 9/11, I actually appreciated the fact that maybe not everyone knew I was Arab right 

away. But now, I'm proud of my identity. I don't want to ever be shamed for being Arab 

or Muslim. So, I'm very outspoken about the fact that yes, I am Arab, and my background 

is Syrian. I'm very specific. 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

90 

Finally, variant respondents disclosed that in an attempt to not be read as White by PoC, I draw 

parallels between the AA experience and the experiences of other POCs. Specifically, one 

respondent emphasized,  

I'm very vocal about ways in which Arabs in the US have been a part of other 

movements. When I'm speaking about solidarity with African American people, I will 

reference the work of Angela Davis, who drew a lot of parallels between what was 

happening in Ferguson with what's happening in Palestine right now. There's a long 

history of solidarity between Palestinians and African Americans. So, I try to point to 

more historical sorts of instances of solidarity between these groups. 

Domain 9: My Perception of My Experiences as an Arab American Woman (AAW) Versus 

Those of a White Woman (WW) 

Within two typical and eight variant categories, participants reflected on how they 

believed that their experiences as AAW differed from those of WW. In the first typical category, 

participants typically shared that unlike WW, they experienced racial microaggressions as shared 

by one participant who recounted growing up during the time of September 11th terrorist attacks,  

I saw my friends who are Arab, Middle Eastern being targets of just slander or abuse. So, 

I've always been a little bit more reluctant to really share a lot about my identity with 

people. So, it's definitely different from if I was a different race because I have to hide a 

lot of my identity when I meet new people, because you're probably just afraid what 

they're going to do or how they're going to react and you know, you can never be too safe 

or too comfortable. So, it's like always just being on the edge. 
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Additionally, the typical category My experiences differ from that of WW in many realms, 

including dating, jobs, and family life emerged and was exemplified by one participant, who 

recounted her decision-making process while dating,  

When you grow up in a culture where you're always helping people around you because 

that's just what you're raised to do, you go above and beyond for people in your 

community … In terms of dating, you kind of have to make this choice whether you want 

to want to make your family happy by marrying an Arab or do things a little bit 

differently which would make them uncomfortable. You're just constantly thinking and 

choosing between two worlds.  

Moreover, the variant category Unlike WW, I am expected to be the spokesperson for AA 

emerged. As one respondent highlighted: “For starters, White women are not asked to speak on 

behalf of their entire ethnic group when something happens. That’s a pretty salient difference." 

In the same vein, a Palestinian participant shared, 

Everyone wants to know what I feel about the conflict, what side am I on. Speak about 

this, speak about that. I can only speak about me and a bit about my family. I'm not there. 

I didn't grow up there. I've been there, I've seen it. What I've seen is awful, but I'm held to 

a higher standard because I'm a minority. I'm a minority of minorities. 

Furthermore, a variant number of participants articulated that unlike WW, they constantly have to 

answer the question, “what are you?” 

I get questioned "what I am" a lot. I don't think White women experience that. I have this 

mysterious thing about me. People are, curious, wondering...  I'm this exotic thing. I don't 

think White women necessarily get that. I think White women get, "Oh, she's the basic girl. 

She’s the norm. I get: “What the hell is this?"  
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Similarly, the variant category Unlike WW, I feel exoticized emerged and was illustrated by a 

participant who shared, “I remember being asked by a boyfriend if I would be open to wearing a 

belly dancing skirt or things like that.” While another stated, “It is very fetishizing… A fetish for 

people with light brown skin. So that's always something that made me uncomfortable with how 

I was perceived by other people.” In a similar manner, a variant number of participants expressed 

that as AA women, I am held to White beauty standards that I do not entirely fit. As one 

participant detailed,  

At one point, I put blonde highlights in my hair, and I would get people saying, "You 

look whiter like this. You look nicer." I’d also get comments on my appearance, or on my 

nose, these sorts of things.  

Additionally, unlike WW, I often feel like I am leading two lives was a variant contribution by 

participants; as one stated,  

There is this element of constant decision making. If I'm doing something that might be 

considered American, I have to explain myself to Egyptians. If I'm doing something that 

might be considered Egyptian, I have to explain that to Americans. I know it's not always 

that black and white, but you definitely learn to do a lot more code-switching. 

Participants also described noticing that people have preconceived notions about how they expect 

them to interact as a result of their ethnicity. As one participant compared her own experience 

with that of other immigrants who are classified as White, 

I know White people are lumped together too but they're underneath this White 

supremacy and this White privilege. They're able to take advantage of the society that we 

live in. Where we're lumped together, there are stereotypes about us.  Either that we're 

super exotic or women who are oppressed. That men oppress women. And like, just like 
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all of these stereotypes that do not... don't necessarily apply to White women, like if there 

are stereotypes about White people, it's not painting a bad image of them. 

A variant number of participants shared that their family expectations of them are not understood 

by others. One participant described how her friends would react to her inability to go out with 

them frequently due to familial obligations, stating, “They started to take it as like, ‘Oh you 

always flake.’ Or, ‘Your parents are like super controlling.’ And I think that was the biggest 

difference I felt: the dynamic that Arab Americans have with their parents that's not understood 

by White people.” She went on to recount: “I have a friend and he is Syrian and trans and all of 

his White friends give him this advice of like, "Oh, just stand up to your parents. Just tell them 

this and that." And he's like, "No. You don't get it. They literally think the devil lives within me.” 

I'm his only Arab American friend that can relate to both sides, the American side of this new 

age kind of mentality, but also the Arab side.”  

Finally, a variant number of participants stated that because they are White-passing, they 

feel like their day to day experiences are similar to that of WW. A lighter-skinned participant 

shared, 

I do sometimes think that because I can be White-passing, I get treated like a White 

woman, in the sense that people aren't afraid of me. Like women who wear hijab or have 

a darker skin color, I think people might be more fearful, but I don't get that when I 

interact with people. I think that is one similarity that I and White women have. 

Typical Case Summary 

A portrait of our study's participants and their perspectives can be created by synthesizing 

the findings across all general and typical categories across domains (Hill et al., 1997). In this 

study, the prototypical interviewee is a highly educated, non-veiled Arab American woman who 
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resides in the northeastern United States. Her Arab ethnicity is salient to her. She reports that 

colorism has impacted her perception of her Arab American identity in that her inability to pass 

as White contributes to her comfort in identifying as Arab. She was significantly affected by 

9/11, as she had to develop her racial identity during a time that was characterized by mounting 

instances of discrimination against Muslims and Arabs and rising xenophobic and Islamophobic 

sentiments. She feels that Arab Americans deserve a distinct legal recognition, as she observes 

that they do not have a White experience. She expresses feelings of invalidation and anger at 

being classified as White, is frustrated that Arab Americans do not receive the same resource 

allocation as other ethnic minorities, and feels invisible within the US Census.  

The typical participant reports that people are surprised when they learn of her Arab 

identity because she does not fit the preconceived notions of being secluded, veiled, traditional, 

and/or uneducated (Read, 2003). Most often, others find out about her Arab identity by asking, 

"What are you?" She believes that White people perceive her as belonging to other ethnic and 

racial minority groups, and often feels exoticized by White people due to her racial ambiguity. 

She reports feeling othered and judged by White people, and she finds it difficult to trust them. 

Once her identity is clarified, she sometimes feels called on to be a spokesperson for Arab 

Americans. The typical participant believes that PoCs also find it difficult to place her ethnically; 

she is sometimes read as White and sometimes as PoC. Thus, while she tends to feel closer to 

PoC due to a sense of solidarity and cultural commonalities, she must often grapple with her 

light skin privilege in relationships with them. She feels isolated and rejected when PoC do not 

identify her as a PoC. Finally, she perceives her experience as an Arab American woman to be 

fundamentally different from White American women's experiences due to her experiences of 

microaggressions, and she believes that her everyday life would be different if she were White.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Prior to the current study, the impact of Arab American women's racial ambiguity on 

their well-being had not been directly researched in the psychological literature. The present 

study focused on Arab American women's racial ambiguity, their legal invisibility, and the 

resulting impact upon others’ racial categorization of them. In turn, these factors were studied 

with regard to participants’ perceived ability to receive and extend solidarity from other PoCs.  

In the first section of this chapter, the findings will be synthesized in the context of the 

research questions posed earlier. The following section will juxtapose the current study's findings 

with the extant literature. In doing so, it will bring a spotlight to the respondents' demographics, 

racial ambiguity, feelings of invalidation and invisibility, and ways in which they are (or choose 

to be) racially marked. Next, the chapter will highlight important points and speculations arising 

from this study's findings. It will feature the respondents' awareness of their light skin privilege, 

speculate about the role that internalized racism, racial imposter syndrome, and identity conflicts 

play in participants' experiences, and ponder the coping strategies reported by participants.  

Throughout, implications of these findings regarding psychological theory, policy, and 

clinical practices within the fields of psychology and education will be addressed. Lastly, the 

chapter will explore the limitations of the study and present future directions for research. Under 

each heading, attention will be given to how this study’s results confirm, contradict, or contribute 

to filling gaps in the current multicultural psychology literature regarding experiences of racial 

ambiguity and legal invisibility among Arab American women.  

The Research Questions and the Study's Findings  

 This section is organized according to the research questions that guided the study and 

will demonstrate how the study's findings addressed those questions. 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

96 

How Do Arab American Women Experience Their Own Racial Identity?  

Participants spoke to a complicated and equivocal relationship to their Arab racial 

identity. Whereas all participants strongly identified with their Arab identity, participants' 

recounts highlighted the extent to which their phenotype, including their skin color, and how 

others racially perceived them impacted their comfort in insisting on their non-Whiteness. 

Specifically, white-passing participants reported that due to their light skin and how others 

reacted to their phenotype, they felt less entitled to claim their Arab identity or their belonging to 

broader POC groups. Nonetheless, despite this convoluted relationship to their racial identity, 

participants emphasized how experiencing 9/11 during their childhood was a turning point in 

their understanding of their racial identity. Participants highlighted how mounting instances of 

discrimination and rising anti-Arab and anti-Muslim sentiments greatly impacted their 

understanding of their racial identity and positionality in the US social fabric. 

What is the Participants' Perception of Their Legal and Social Visibility (or Lack Thereof)?  

Participants emphasized that Arab Americans deserved census recognition, and there was 

a consensus among the participants that Arab Americans do not have a White experience. 

Participants highlighted that unlike White women, they frequently experienced micro-

aggressions, often felt pressured to be the spokesperson for their group, and frequently felt 

unsafe or discriminated against, especially when assumed to be Muslim. As such, participants 

voiced feelings of invalidation and frustration about the lack of census recognition. They were 

also frustrated that Arab Americans did not get the same resource allocation as other ethnic 

minorities. Accordingly, the majority of this study's participants stated that they never checked 

"White" on the census and that they most frequently checked "other" and specified Arab 

American. However, if the "other" checkbox was unavailable, participants reported either 
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checking White or another ethnic minority. The participants decision heavily hinged upon the 

participants' phenotype, specifically whether they were white-passing or not.  

How Do They Perceive White People’s Racial Categorizations of Them, and Do They Perceive 

an Impact of This Upon Their Interpersonal Relationships and Emotional Well-being?  

The majority of this study’s participants indicated that White people customarily 

perceived them as being members of minority groups, i.e., as being PoC. Accordingly, while 

participants reported that it was frustrating not to be readily identified as Arab by White people, 

they appreciated being recognized as an ethnic minority. 

Regarding their relationships with White people, participants expressed feeling othered 

and judged by White people. For instance, participants reported that they often felt burdened 

around White people by having to be the spokesperson for Arab Americans. In that same vein, 

participants indicated feeling more guarded around White people, finding it more difficult to 

trust them, and explained that they could only be friends with White people who were politically 

informed and more multiculturally competent. For example, participants stated that it was 

difficult for them to be friends with White people who were not pro-Palestine. 

How Do They Perceive White People’s Racial Categorizations of Them, and Do They Perceive 

an Impact of This Upon Their Interpersonal Relationships and Emotional Well-being?  

Participants expressed feeling closer to other PoC due to cultural commonalities and a 

sense of shared solidarity. At the same time, while participants acknowledged their light-skin 

privilege, they expressed experiencing many negative feelings when other PoC perceived them 

as White. Specifically, participants reported feeling sad, isolated, uncomfortable, and slightly 

insulted. Additionally, participants expressed "shutting down" and voiced how not knowing how 
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PoC racially perceived them was something they struggled with – it was often a great source of 

anxiety.  

As such, participants expressed ways in which they attempted to counter PoC's 

perception of them as being White. While some participants reported that they made sure that 

they were vocal about their Arab identity, other participants reported frequently drawing 

parallels between the Arab American experience and the experiences of other PoC groups.  

When Others’ Racial Categorization of Them Has a Negative Impact, What Coping 

Approaches Do Participants Use?  

Participants noted adverse emotional reactions to being racially misperceived by White people 

and by PoC. Interestingly, while participants did not feel the urge to counter White people's 

mistaken perception of them, they felt compelled to do so with PoC. This lack of drive to correct 

White people may be attributed to multiple factors. First, participants reported that White people 

typically read them as being PoC. Thus, while White people could not accurately identify their 

exact ethnicity, they acknowledged their PoCness. In other words, despite the systemic 

invalidation of their non-White experience, White people were able to see them for who they 

were: ethnic minorities. Second, participants narrated feeling guarded around White people and 

not feeling connected to them. Accordingly, it seems that due to the lack of trust they 

experienced towards White people and their experiences of “othering” by White people, 

participants did not seem invested in how White viewed them, as they did not build deep 

connections with them.  

In contrast, participants' feelings of connection to PoC and their aspiration to belong 

seem to explain their negative emotional reactions and their choice to engage in tactics that help 

alleviate some of the distress.  As such, participants spoke to two distinct groupings of coping 
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strategies. Whereas the first grouping of coping strategies emerged in participants' reflections on 

their experiences of racism, the second class of coping strategies specifically pertained to 

managing their adverse emotional reactions to being read as White by PoC.  

Regarding the former, participants shared that to cope with others' responses toward their 

Arab American identity, they spent time in Arab American spaces. Other participants narrated 

that to cope with racist responses, they engaged in conversations about race. Moreover, 

participants emphasized being well-versed in politics, particularly the Middle East's political 

situation, as an effective coping mechanism. As for the latter, participants demonstrated how 

they resisted being read as White by PoC, such as making their Arab identity known and 

highlighting the similarities between their experiences and those of PoC. 

Juxtaposing the Study's Findings with the Existing Literature  

The extant literature prior to this study did not directly address the perceived effects of 

legal and racial ambiguity among Arab American women, although an earlier study had 

suggested that this might be a fruitful area for exploration (Abdel-Salam et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, research on other cultural groups had indicated that experiences of racial ambiguity 

were detrimental to their emotional well-being (Franco et al. 2016; Gonzales-Backen and 

Umaña-Taylor, 2011, Pirtle et al., 2016; Rockquemore and Brunsma, 2004; Villegas-Gold and 

Tran, 2018), all of which supported the need for the current study. The following section will 

interpret the contributions of the current findings in the context of previous literature. 

The Impact of Participants' Demographics on Their Responses 

The existing literature suggests that particular demographic characteristics are associated 

with ethnic identity exploration (Pahl & Way, 2006; Zhou et al., 2019), and the findings of this 

study may coincide with that research. The current participants were all second-generation 
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Americans and were highly educated: five participants held undergraduate degrees (with two 

pursuing master's degrees), four had master's degrees (with one pursuing a doctoral degree), and 

four held doctoral degrees. Moreover, regarding social class, three participants identified as 

middle class, eight as upper-middle class, and two as upper class.  

Not only does college symbolize a time where many young adults live independently for 

the first time, but it is also a place where they have more say in who they will become friends 

with given the larger size of the student body. Moreover, for many ethnic and racial minority 

students, college can represent a time to join social clubs related to their identities and social 

locations. For these reasons, participants' expressed negative feelings about not being distinctly 

represented on the US Census may be related to the fact that young adults frequently acquire the 

language to engage in critical discussions around race relations during college. 

This postulation is consistent with the findings of Zhou and colleagues (2019) 

longitudinal study, in which the authors examined the trajectories of ethnic identity explorations 

and commitment in 538 ethnic-racial minority students during their first two years of college. 

Zhou et al. (2019) found that their participants' ethnic identity exploration increased as students 

of color transitioned into college, which was in line with previous longitudinal studies (Pahl & 

Way, 2006; Syed & Azmitia, 2009). Zhou et al.’s (2019) findings delineated that students' ethnic 

identity exploration typically peaked as they entered their junior year as sparked by more 

advanced learning and in-depth reflection on one's identity.  

The intersectionality of participants' age and generational status also bears interpretation. 

The average age of participants in the current sample was 29 years, which means that 

participants were, on average, ten years old when the September 11th, 2001 attacks occurred. 

The emergence of this study’s typical category 9/11 affected my perception of my identity affirms 
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previous empirical findings and theoretical postulations which identified 9/11 as a turning point 

in the identity formation of Arab Americans (Abdel-Salam et al., 2019; Cainkar, 2015; Richter, 

1991; Wingfield & Karaman,1995; Zogby, 2002). This study's participants, therefore, were 

forced to grapple with their racial identity at a young age. It is conceivable that an older group of 

participants, for whom 9/11 did not coincide with such formative years, might have been less 

likely to identify as strongly with their Arab identity, especially if they were not Muslim (Read, 

2003).  

The Impact of Participants’ Racial Ambiguity on Their Emotional Well-being 

Among previous studies, two came closest to addressing the issue of Arab American 

racial ambiguity. In her book "Homeland Insecurity: The Arab-American Experience after 9/11," 

Cainkar (2009) interviewed 102 Arab American men and women from diverse backgrounds. As 

part of this study, in which the author attempted to assess respondents' perceptions of the anti-

Arab climate in the US post 9/11, participants were asked, "There have been discussions about 

whether Arabs are White or not, with different points of view; do you think Arabs are White, not 

White, or what?" (p. 95). Her study's findings revealed that 63% of her participants reported that 

Arabs were not White and 28% of the participants supported their answer to this question by 

mentioning their phenotypical features. On the other hand, 24% of participants reported that 

Arabs cannot be considered their own racial group due to the diversity of their skin colors 

(Cainkar, 2009). As such, whereas the concept of Arab American racial ambiguity spontaneously 

emerged from Cainkar's (2009) initial questioning that focused on how her participants identified 

racially in light of the 9/11 attacks, it was not the core focus of her study.   

Similarly, Abdel-Salam et al. (2019) did not set out to study racial ambiguity but noted its 

emergence as a theme within their results. That study's participants mentioned that they had 
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learned that, as Arabs, they had to identify as White, and some suggested that Arab Americans 

should be recognized within a category on the US Census (Abdel-Salam et al, 2019). 

The findings of the current study not only support Cainkar's (2009) and Abdel-Salam et 

al.'s (2019) incidental findings, but also seem to demonstrate that over time, Arab Americans 

became less likely to identify as White. Additionally, the current study's findings seem to inform 

Cainkar's (2009) findings in that the participants of this study reflected on how especially other 

PoC's perception of them impacted their own racial identity development and subsequently their 

proclivity to claim their PoCness. Also, the ten-year time difference at which Cainkar’s (2009) 

study and this current study were conducted may further elucidate the participants’ tendency to 

not identify as White. While Cainkar’s (2009) study occurred eight years after the 2001 

September 11th attacks, this current study was carried out almost two decades after the terrorist 

attacks. As such, the time lapse between both studies seems to further point to how Arab 

Americans’ racial identity development may have percolated during the past two decades.  

Although Cainkar’s (2009) and Abdel-Salam et al.’s (2019) studies contained passing 

mention of legal/racial ambiguity, this current study differentiated between the experience of 

legal invisibility and racial ambiguity while acknowledging the intersectionality of both. It 

attempted to delve into this experience by inquiring into the ways that participants' racial 

ambiguity, coupled with legal invisibility, affected their relationships with White people and 

PoC. In so doing, the present study brought a deeper understanding of how participants believed 

others perceived them racially as it highlighted the role that a sense of belonging plays in the 

Arab American racial-cultural experience.  

Interestingly, this study's findings highlighted that the participants had two distinct 

experiences regarding being misidentified/misread by onlookers. Participants reported (a) being 
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perceived as belonging to a different ethnic/racial minority group than they identified with and 

(b) being racially read as White. Whereas the former was identified as White people's perception 

of them, the latter specified PoC’s, especially Black Americans, impressions. Thus, although 

both examples highlight how, due to their racial ambiguity and the previously mentioned denial 

of their legal recognition, participants were subject to others' miscategorization, this study 

demonstrates that the respondents had different reactions to both mistaken perceptions.  

While participants expressed frustration with White people being unable to identify them 

as Arab, they also emphasized that being identified as another ethnic minority was more 

favorable than being identified as White. On the other hand, in response to PoC's, specifically 

Black Americans, the common perception of them as White, this study's participants expressed 

how this perception of them negatively affected their emotional well-being. 

Additionally, the findings that expressed participants’ emotional reactions to PoCs’ view 

of them seem to bridge two lines of research focused on other ethnic groups, namely (a) sense of 

belonging and well-being (McCallum & McLaren, 2001; McLaren and Challis, 2009; Ross, 

2002) and (b) racial ambiguity and well-being (Allen et al., 2013; Franco et al., 2016; Gonzales-

Backen and Umaña-Taylor, 2011; Pirtle et al., 2016; Rockquemore 1999; Rockquemore & 

Brunsma 2002; 2004; Sanchez, 2010; Villegas-Gold et al., 2018). Specifically, participants' 

adverse reactions to not being perceived as PoC by other PoC emphasized a potential 

relationship between not feeling accepted by PoCs and participants’ emotional well-being. 

Moreover, this study has built on extant research by highlighting the degree to which the 

study's participants sought supportive relationships within PoC groups. These findings seem to 

indicate a sense of isolation along with a degree of insecurity about whether other PoCs would 

accept them. This point is especially interesting when regarded within the previously discussed 
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context of Black support of and solidarity with the Palestinian cause (Davis, 2016; Fischbach, 

2019).  Thus, while participants expressed insecurity about being accepted within PoC groups, 

the support that Black Americans have given the Palestinian cause should not be overlooked.  

Given the current political climate, this finding appears to be of particular interest. The 

current political environment has been characterized as being markedly Islamophobic as 

highlighted by the 2017 and 2018 US Muslim bans (Washington Post, 2019) and the 38% 

increase in anti-Arab hate crime incidents (AAI, 2018; ACLU of Washington, 2018; Washington 

Post, 2017). Additionally, the months after George Floyd's murder, which took place in May 

2020 and sparked widespread racial protests in the United States, has been identified as a time of 

outcry against the US’s racial status quo (CNN, 2020). However, this period may have also 

amplified sentiments of pride and a sense of shared solidarity across minority groups, 

particularly on social media (Choudhury et al., 2016).  

This study's findings raise the issue of whether Arab Americans feel that they have the 

right to celebrate their ethnic pride along with other PoC, especially when their ethnicity is not 

consistently acknowledged.  

Feelings of Invisibility, Invalidation, and Hurt 

Whereas Arab Americans’ feelings of invalidation and invisibility with regards to the 

lack of census of recognition have been previously suggested in the literature (Abdel-Salam et 

al., 2019; Awad, 2010; Awad et al., 2019; Cainkar, 2009), the current study is characterized by a 

deepened level of analysis of this theme. The findings of the current study affirm the sentiment I 

have learned that as an Arab I have to identify as White, but believe that Arab American should 

be recognized as its own ethnicity, as elicited within Abdel-Salam et al. 's (2019) qualitative 
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study. However, the current study’s inquiry about participants’ emotional reactions to the US 

Census resulted in a domain encompassing twelve categories, three of which were general. 

As such, participants’ feelings of invalidation and invisibility emerged as a cross-cutting 

theme within the current study. Participants expressed a deep level of frustration about the lack 

of an Arab American category on the US Census, and elaborated upon the detrimental effect of 

this lack of recognition had upon their lives. The results captured subtleties in participants’ 

solutions when filling out a demographic form in which a distinct category for them does not 

exist. Specifically, many participants explained that they often resorted to checking off another 

ethnic and or racial identity so as not to have to identify as White. One Lebanese participant 

disclosed that she sometimes identified as Asian American, as Lebanon is technically in Asia; 

other Egyptian participants chose to identify as African American for similar reasons. Notably, 

these participants expressed a sense of uncertainty and discomfort around responding to 

questionnaires in this way; they acknowledged that they were likely not who the census creators 

had in mind when they created the existing categories.  

Although all participants expressed frustration with the US Census, a variant number of 

participants were also mindful of how having a distinct category on the census could lead to 

racial targeting. This sense of ambivalence around being formally recognized on the census due 

to safety concerns and distrust in the political system lends empirical support to previous 

theoretical inferences in the literature. Naber (2000) discussed Arab Americans' fear of having 

their ethnic and religious identity exposed. She asserted that to avoid such instances, Arab 

Americans often attempted to hide emblems of their Arabness. Additionally, this propensity to 

suppress information about their ethnicity was also deliberated by Awad et al. (2019) in the 
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proposal of a cumulative racial-ethnic trauma model among individuals of Middle Eastern and 

Arab (MENA) descent.  

Finally, this study additionally elucidated that Arab American women also reported 

feeling invalidated and hurt when perceived as White by PoC. Whereas participants expressed 

feeling closer to PoC due to cultural commonalities and a shared sense of solidarity, they 

simultaneously expressed feelings of sadness, isolation, discomfort, and withdrawal when they 

were not read as PoC by other PoC. Not only is the emergent emotionality here striking, but it 

also seems to veil deeper, more profound sentiments of not belonging. The strength of their 

emotional response seems to highlight participants' longing to belong within PoC groups – as 

well as their deep sentiments of rejection when that does not take place. Accordingly, by 

extension, these findings seem to relate to the participants' sense of lack of community belonging 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986) to the larger PoC community. 

Efforts Made to Be Racially Marked: Emblems and Symbols as Identifiers  

Participants reported wearing necklaces of their names written in Arabic or hieroglyphics 

to highlight their Arabness or Egyptianness and to demonstrate that they are not White. As one 

participant shared, wearing a necklace – or anything else that highlighted her ethnicity  was a 

way to interject her identity into the conversation without having to be asked about it. The 

participants' conscious choice and the collective sense of needing an emblem to distinguish them 

from their White counterparts underscores participants' sense of racial ambiguity. Presumably, 

had the participants been less racially ambiguous, they would not have felt the need to implement 

another ethnic marker. 

These findings are reminiscent of Naber's (2000) categorization of Arab Americans into 

three groups: (a) those who are phenotypically marked and thus cannot pass as White, (b) those 
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who can pass as White but choose to adopt racial/ethnic markers so as to not pass as White, and 

(c) those who are White passing and choose to pass as White. The study's findings empirically 

support Naber's (2000) theoretical hypotheses regarding Arab American classification, with the 

study's participants appearing to fall within the first and second category of Naber's (2000) 

conceptualization. Whereas generally, participants reported that White people perceived them as 

belonging to other ethnic and racial minorities, participants typically stated that PoC found it 

challenging to place them. Collectively, these findings highlight the state of uncertainty in which 

the study's participants seem to find themselves. Due to the receipt of mixed messages about how 

they are read phenotypically, participants seemed to anchor themselves by utilizing symbols to 

signal their ethnicity.  

Furthermore, the findings that participants attempted to utilize emblems and symbols to 

make their ethnicity known seem to be connected to Quinn’s (2006) concept of concealable 

stigma. Quinn (2006) introduced the concept of concealable stigma and referred to concealable 

stigmatized identities such as mental illness, substance use, and domestic violence, among 

others. Building on this concept, Weisz, and colleagues (2015) find that at high levels of 

"outness (i.e., lack of concealment)," social support predicted better health. In contrast, at lower 

levels of "outness," social support was less predictive of health. In other words, people 

concealing stigmatized identity may only be able to reap the health benefits of social support if 

they are "out" about their stigmatized identity (Quinn et al., 2015). In relating Weisz et al.'s 

(2015) work to the respondents' experience, it is interesting to note that the coping strategies 

identified by participants are strategies that "out" their at times concealable Arab identity. 

Hair as an Identifier  
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A number of participants reflected on their choice to keep their hair natural. Many shared 

that during their middle school and high school years, they had straightened their hair in an 

attempt to assimilate to dominant culture beauty ideals. However, as they got older, they reported 

that they began to view their natural hair favorably as a defining feature of their racial-cultural 

identity. 

The role that one's hair plays in racial formation has been well-documented in the 

literature, especially for Black women. For example, in their quantitative exploratory online 

survey, Johnson & Bankhead (2014) surveyed 529 Black women exploring their experiences 

when wearing their hair in a natural style. The literature has highlighted the extent to which 

wearing natural Black hair is a political act (Jere-Malanda, 2008; Erasmus, 1997), and Johnson et 

al. (2014) found that 95% of their respondents wore their hair naturally at least some days and 

reported receiving favorable responses regarding their natural hair. While 85% of their 

respondents stated that Black natural hair discrimination was prevalent, only 3% noted that they 

had been very much affected by such prejudice. Johnson et al. (2014) also found that participants 

who wore their hair in a natural style indicated feeling better about themselves overall. 

Accordingly, the authors concluded that their findings challenged their expectations upon 

approaching the study (Johnson et al., 2014), and posited that their participants’ relatively young 

age, middle-class income, and highly educated backgrounds may have impacted their results. 

They speculated that the conceptualization that Black women have to wear their hair straight to 

attain success was perhaps outdated, and that their participants' choice to wear their hair natural 

indicated a positive identity development. 

The similarities between Johnson & Bankhead's (2014) inferences and those of this study 

are apparent. The current study suggests that for the highly educated and socially class privileged 
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Arab American participants of this study, wearing their hair natural seems to be a way for them 

to assert themselves, to make their ethnicity known, and to purposefully resist the conflation of 

their identity with Whiteness. 

Names as an Identifier 

Participants reflected on their names and how their names exposed their ethnic identity 

and often functioned as a way to assert their social group belonging. This was particularly the 

case for Muslim names; as discussed previously, the conflation of Arabness and Islam in the US 

is far-reaching. The consideration of the effect of their names coincides with existing literature 

on name-based microaggressions (Kohli et al., 2012; Srinivasan, 2019). Whereas 

microaggressions are defined as brief everyday exchanges with a negative racist undertone that 

can be sent through looks, gestures, and tones (Sue et al., 2007), name-based microaggressions 

are considered to involve others' responses to names from ethnic origins (Kohli et al., 2012). 

A number of studies have demonstrated the extent to which names can elicit bias in 

others. For example, Bertrand and Maullainathan (2004) sent out resumes in response to "help 

wanted" advertisements and determined the number of callbacks that were received for each 

resume. Results indicated that applicants with White sounding names needed to send out ten 

resumes to get a callback, while individuals with African American sounding names needed to 

send out approximately 15 resumes, which reveals a 50% gap in callbacks.  Relatedly, Cotton, 

O'Neil, and Griffin (2008) asked business students at a university to complete a survey in which 

they evaluated names that fell into four different categories: (1) common, (2) African American, 

(3) Russian and (4) unusual. Questions on the survey asked the participants to identify whether 

the name they were presented with was a "good" name and whether it likely referred to a person 

with a college degree or an income of more than 10,000 USD a year. Results demonstrated that 
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individuals with "common" names tended to be seen as White, as more likely to have a college 

degree, and as having a higher income.  

 While the research on Arab sounding names is scarce, Derous and Ryan (2012) sent out 

6000 resumes in response to 150 job advertisements, using eight templates of resumes with Arab 

and Dutch names. Results demonstrated that resumes with Arab-sounding names had 

significantly higher rejection rates in comparison to Dutch applicants. Widner and Chicone 

(2011) randomly assigned a typical male White-sounding name or a typical male Arab-sounding 

name to two similar fictitious resumes, which were sent to 265 jobs over a 15-month period. The 

authors found that Arab male applicants needed to send two resumes to every one resume sent by 

a White male applicant to receive a callback for an interview by the hiring personnel.   

In considering these two studies, it is important to note that they took place almost a 

decade ago. Although they took place after 9/11, which has been identified as a turning point of 

Arab discrimination in the US, discrimination against Arab Americans has continued if not 

intensified since that time. Furthermore, the aforementioned studies did not focus on Arab 

American women per se. Nonetheless, these studies are helpful in understanding how Arab 

sounding names not only serve as identifiers but also have significant ramifications on the name- 

holders. 

Theoretical Implications Arising from this Study’s Findings 

Whereas the previous sections juxtaposed the study’s results with extant research, this 

section will attempt to interpret the study’s findings so as to reveal and propose more complex 

theoretical implications. In doing so, it will focus on four main areas, namely: (a) awareness 

around light skin privilege, (b) the concept of identity conflict, (c) internalized racism and racial 

imposter syndrome, and (d) reported coping strategies or a lack thereof.  
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Awareness of Light Skin Privilege  

Most participants expressed an awareness of their light skin privilege, especially in 

reference to their emotional responses to PoC's racial perceptions of them. The discrepancy in 

how White people versus PoC seemed to perceive them may be related to the increased reported 

salience of the participants’ light skin privilege in their relationships with PoC. 

The study's results are striking in the way that they spotlight participants' ambivalent 

feelings concerning their light-skin privilege. In their narratives, it becomes clear that even 

though participants acknowledge their light-skin privilege, they do not necessarily seem to want 

it. Accordingly, this finding invites further speculation as it speaks to two key considerations, 

namely: (a) how participants’ light-skinned privilege coupled with their legal invisibility has 

precluded them from acknowledgement of their non-White experiences, and (b) participants’ 

seeming hesitancy to acquiesce to their light skin privilege. 

Regarding the former, some lighter skinned participants seemed to be grappling with two 

opposing experiences: the racialization of their Arab identity and the heightened Islamophobic 

anti-Arab sentiments in the US, as well as their awareness that they could navigate the world as 

non-racially marked PoC if their identity is not made known. Whereas the participants' position 

in itself reflects the privilege that light-skinned Arab American women sometimes hold, it also 

demonstrates that their relative absence of social visibility (as evidenced via phenomena such as 

the lack of census recognition) may have negatively affected their racial identity development. 

Unlike members of other racial and ethnic groups – for instance, Latinx and South Asian group 

members –the experience of Arab Americans is one of being disqualified from being perceived 

as PoC due to a lack of formal social recognition. 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

112 

Nevertheless, some respondents clearly indicated that their experiences had involved 

receiving skin color privilege. For instance, one participant asserted that unlike members of 

different racial groups that are more phenotypically marked, she did not need to worry about 

being surveilled when she was in a bodega. Another participant highlighted that she believed that 

her immigrant parents were able to have successful careers in the US due to their lighter-skin 

privilege and their ability to assimilate. Participants' reporting of their light-skin privilege and yet 

their seeming ambivalence about fully digesting this reality may also speak to the fact that 

processing privileged identities can frequently be more challenging than processing oppressed 

ones (Watt et al., 2009). 

As such, the findings of the study seem to postulate that having light skin is experienced 

as disadvantageous in instances where Arab American women feel that others have the power to 

decide for them how they should identify and where they belong –especially given the 

cumulative racial trauma that they have been forced to endure as a result of being Arab in the 

US. This inference is in line with the findings of Pirtle et al.'s (2016) study focused on the 

implications of not being perceived as belonging to one's own ethnic group for Indian 

Americans. Pirtle et al. (2016) demonstrated that Indian American women who were 

inconsistently observed as Indian American reported higher levels of depressive symptoms, 

suicidal ideation, and psychological distress than their counterparts who were invariably read as 

Indian. Accordingly, the authors concluded that Indian Americans with light skin color are more 

likely to experience identity interruptions, which they defined as instances during which 

individuals must answer questions about their race (Pirtle et al., 2016).  

In other words, the results invite the theory that (a) having lighter skin coupled with the 

(b) experience of not being formally recognized as a PoC creates the effect that (c) some Arab 
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American women experience of uncertainty and lack of control in determining their own identity 

narratives, which (d) consequently magnifies their feelings of invisibility and being 

misunderstood. This theorization corresponds to some participants’ awareness of their privilege, 

and their reports of it as a source of identity interruption and thus distress. When contrasting 

Pirtle et al.'s (2016) findings with that of the Arab American experience, the lack of census 

recognition, and therefore the lack of a category that can legitimize their minority identity and 

belonging becomes salient. Notably, these inferences are in line with Awad et al.’s (2017) 

assertion that the racial and ethnic identity development of Arab Americans is complicated by 

the reality that this group faces constant identity invalidation.  

Identity Conflict 

In her research focused on biracial adolescents, Gibbs (1987) referenced the concept of 

identity conflict. The author asserted that the process of identity formation for biracial 

adolescents is more complicated than for their Black or White counterparts, as biracial 

adolescents must integrate identifications with parents from two racial backgrounds while 

simultaneously negotiating their own social status in their peer groups. Gibbs (1987) delineated 

four primary areas of identity conflict that these adolescents experience: (a) sexuality, (b) 

autonomy from versus dependency on their parents (c) racial identity formation and (d) the 

experience of social marginality. The latter two of these have particular relevance for the current 

study. In terms of the racial identity formation conflict, Gibbs (1987) posited that the core 

conflict speaks to the challenge of integrating both their racial heritages into a cohesive sense of 

racial identity and can be summarized in the question "Who am I?." Regarding the conflict 

around social marginality, Gibbs (1987) theorized that while this conflict is inextricably 
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connected to the core identity conflict, the fundamental question that arises here is, "Where do I 

fit in?"  

While the participants of this study identified as Arab American, not as biracial, their 

reality seems to be that both questions "Who am I?" and "Where do I fit in?" are at the forefront 

of their experience. As such, this study’s findings introduce the following supposition: Due to (a) 

Arab American women’s racial ambiguity, (b) their lack of census recognition, and (c) their 

desire to belong within PoC groups, Arab American women grapple with the aforementioned 

questions in attempt to (d) gain a sense of control over their own identity narratives. Building on 

Pirtle et al. 's (2016) concept of identity interruptions, it seems that due to the intersection of their 

legal invisibility and racial ambiguity, participants navigated an identity conflict that bears 

similarities to those experienced by others in liminal identity categories, such as biracial 

individuals. Not only are this study’s participants burdened with answering questions like "What 

are you?" from others, but they may have simultaneously been tasked with asking themselves the 

same questions: who am I, and how do I fit into the existing social fabric of the US? This 

situation is exacerbated by their lack of census recognition, which ultimately spills into a lack of 

legal and social acknowledgment of their experience. 

Internalized Racism or Lack Thereof 

Internalized racism has been defined as a racial minority's individual devaluation or 

denigration of their racial group or of themselves as members of the minority group (Choi et al., 

2017). In considering the lack of discussion of experiences of internalized racism, several 

ramifications emerge. First, it is possible that the participants may have been less comfortable to 

disclose such sentiments to the primary investigator, who is an Arab woman. In Abdel-Salam et 

al. 's (2019) study of the gender-related experiences of Arab American women, participants 
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reported that they experienced higher levels of discomfort in talking to someone from their own 

culture when discussing potentially shameful topics. Thus, it may be that internalized racism 

experiences would have come to light had the principal investigator not been Arab herself.  

Second, perhaps the lack of admission of internalized racism is related to participants' 

previously-discussed experiences of identity interruptions and their sense that, due to their light 

skin privilege, racial ambiguity, and their lack of census recognition, their experiences as Arab 

Americans is overlooked and rendered invisible. As such, it may be the case that the study's 

participants had not had the space to consciously process their potential internalized racism given 

the high degree of personal salience ascribed to actively proving their Arabness (PoCness) and 

discounting their Whiteness.  

The second point invites the theory that Arab American women, who are racially 

ambiguous, have lighter skin, or are white-passing, may be experiencing racial imposter 

syndrome (NPR, 2018). Racial imposter syndrome has been identified as a feeling of self-doubt 

or fakeness where (a) a multiracial/mixed-race person does not believe that they belong to any of 

their racial identities, or where (b) one’s internal racial identity doesn’t match with other’s 

perception of their racial identity (NPR, 2018). As underlined in NPR’s Code Switch podcast, 

multiracial individuals' lived experiences are more complex than that of their mono-racial 

counterparts due to difficulties connecting with others in their communities which results in a 

decreased sense of belonging (NPR, 2018). Accordingly, this study’s findings underscore the 

hypothesis that Arab American individuals may also be experiencing racial imposter syndrome 

as their personal racial identity at times does not coincide with how others view their identity. 

Thus, while Arab Americans who pass as white or have light skin privilege are afforded more 
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privilege than non-white passing PoC, they can end up feeling like imposters and therefore 

excluded from their larger PoC community. 

Reported Coping Strategies or Lack Thereof 

In association with the lack of research focused on racial ambiguity, coping mechanisms 

pertaining to this specific topic have not been documented, but could be theorized based upon the 

results of this study. The first type of coping strategy that emerged from these results dovetails 

with the study’s findings as they pertain to participants’ reported feelings of hurt and invalidation 

when perceived as White by Poc. Accordingly, participants described the ways in which they 

attempted to resist exclusion from PoC groups. Participants reported that to avoid being 

misperceived as White by PoC, they made their Arab identity known. While some participants 

reported direct disclosure of their Arab identity, others described techniques such as the display 

of Arabic emblems, weaving in their visits to their country of origin into the conversation, 

emphasizing their name, and connecting with PoC by speaking of their disappointments and 

frustrations with White individuals, among others.  

Although participants expressed frustration around being misidentified by White people, 

they did not specify how they coped with those frustrations. As suggested previously, this may 

be the case because (a) White people perceive them as PoC, or (b) participants do not necessarily 

care how accurately White people perceive them as they do not wish to belong to their group. 

Nonetheless, participants spontaneously spoke of coping strategies that they implemented in the 

face of racist experiences. For example, a variant number of participants identified spending time 

in Arab American spaces, engaging in conversations about race, and being well-versed in politics 

as coping mechanisms.  

Scholarly and Professional Implications  
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Implications for Theory 

Racial ambiguity has been linked with increased levels of psychological distress and 

disruptions in identity development (Allen et al., 2013; Franco et al., 2016; Gonzales-Backen and 

Umaña-Taylor, 2011; Pirtle et al., 2016; Rockquemore 1999; Rockquemore & Brunsma 2002; 

2004; Sanchez, 2010; Villegas-Gold et al., 2018) -- so much so that Pirtle et al. (2016) labeled 

the question "What are you?" as a microaggression. Similarly, the positive correlation between a 

sense of belonging and mental well-being has been documented in the literature (McCallum & 

McLaren, 2001; McLaren and Challis, 2009; Ross, 2002).  

The current study supplements theory and practice in counseling psychology by 

expanding our understanding of the Arab American experience. Despite counseling 

psychologists' goal of becoming more multiculturally competent, the dearth of empirical research 

on Arab Americans is conspicuous, and this study provides a deeper understanding of the extent 

to which the Arab American experience can be one of isolation, self-doubt, and invalidation. The 

study shows the implications of the intersection of racial ambiguity, legal invisibility, a sense of 

not belonging to PoC, and potential racial imposter syndrome (NPR, 2018). The study also 

emphasizes how the Arab American experience is an experience that lacks community belonging 

– be it a sense of belonging to the smaller PoC group or the broader US society as a whole. 

Additionally, this study highlights how non-veiled racially ambiguous Arab American 

women's experience can be challenging not despite – but because of – not being readily 

identifiable. Whereas, as posited by Alnabhany (2014), veiled Arab American women experience 

higher discrimination levels because they are more easily recognizable due to t the hijab. This 

study highlights a different aspect of the Arab American female experience. Although being 

readily identifiable as Arab Americans can, without a doubt, affect the Arab American's woman 



INVISIBLITY AND RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF ARAB AMERICAN WOMEN 

 

 

118 

sense of safety, this study illustrates that being misperceived or not being identified as Arab or a 

PoC has its own emotional and developmental upshots.  

Implications for Professional Practice 

As per the Healthy Minds Study, whose purpose is to provide a detailed picture of mental 

health related issues in college campuses, Arab Americans are the lowest utilizers of mental 

health services when compared to all other racial and ethnic groups, except for Alaskan Natives 

and Pacific Islanders (The Healthy Minds Study, 2020). 

 Although a small amount of research exists regarding culturally competent clinical work 

with Arab American women, the need remains for researchers to attend to the various forms of 

intersectionality that could be present in members of this group (Abdel-Salam et al., 2019). 

Better-informed guidelines for professional practice could effectively apprise clinicians of 

potential experiences of racial ambiguity, belonging, and racial identity development among 

Arab American women, particularly those who are racially ambiguous. Based on the research 

findings, the following are recommended professional and clinical practices for psychologists 

working with Arab American women.  

1. Add an Arab American or an Arab Middle Eastern North African (Arab/MENA) category 

to intake forms and surveys to ensure multicultural sensitivity to clients from all groups 

and to safeguard the inclusivity and lack of invisibility of Arab/MENA individuals.  

2. Attend to the lack of census recognition of Arab Americans as an ethnic or racial 

minority. Be aware that Arab American activists and scholars have been lobbying for US 

Census recognition (NPR, 2018) for years, and that despite these efforts, the Census 

Bureau announced in 2019 that it did not plan to add a MENA category to the 2020 

Census (AAI, 2018) despite previous assurances.  
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3. Be attuned to potential feelings of frustration, invalidation, anger, and invisibility. Make 

sure to ask clients how they identify and do not assume based on their phenotype or 

name. 

4. If Arab Americans identify as White, this may be a space that invites exploration, as it 

may indicate experiences of internalized racism (Abdel-Salam et al., 2019).  

5. Be mindful of Arab American women’s potential experiences of racial ambiguity and 

how that has shaped their and others’ understanding of their racial identity. If your clients 

are perceived as racially ambiguous, you may wish to explore and process with them 

whether their racial ambiguity has disrupted their racial identity development (Pirtle et 

al., 2016) and how it has impacted their understanding of themselves. 

6. Be conscious of how Arab American women’s racial ambiguity, particularly when they 

have lighter skin, may bring up the sentiment of racial imposter syndrome (NPR, 2018) 

or “not being PoC enough.” Direct your clients to research on other ethnic minorities' 

experiences, especially Latinx individuals, to guide them through this explorative 

process.  

7. When clients are white-passing, therapists can provide a space in which to dialectically 

process both their privileged and oppressed identities while reinforcing that being white-

passing does not mean that they have a White American experience.  

8. Be mindful of how Arab American women’s legal invisibility coupled with their racial 

ambiguity may impact their sense of belonging among other PoC groups. Clinicians may 

want to explore whether they desire to be included by other PoC, how they feel when 

they are rejected by those groups, and what they do to cope with that feeling of dismissal. 
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9. Be aware of how clients’ intersectional identities, including religiosity, may impact their 

racial identity. Whereas the literature has suggested that Muslim Arab Americans are 

more likely to identify as non-white than Christian Arab Americans (Awad, 2010), 

participants’ political awareness may also shape that tendency.  

Implications for Education 

An underrepresentation of Arab Americans within the multicultural counseling 

educational materials remains. While the representation of Arab and Muslim Americans in the 

most recent edition of Counseling the Culturally Diverse: Theory and Practice (Sue et al., 2019) 

and the authors' sharp distinction between Arab versus Muslim Americans is a remarkable win in 

terms of Arab American visibility in the psychological literature, unlike other racial and ethnic 

minorities, Arab Americans were not mentioned in the section entitled "Counseling and Therapy 

with Racial/Ethnic Minority Group Populations." Instead, Arab Americans were situated in the 

chapter labeled "Counseling and Special Circumstances Involving Racial/Ethnic Populations." 

This example seems to speak to how a lack of legal recognition has placed Arab Americans in an 

unclear position, disallowing them to receive the same level of consideration that other ethnic 

groups have earned. 

Considering that previous research has shown (a) that teachers make most of their 

teaching decisions centered around the outlines of textbooks and that (b) students spend more 

than 80 % of classroom time using (Sadker & Zittleman, 2007), the vitality of advocating for 

increased Arab American discernibility in teaching materials cannot be stressed enough. 

Accordingly, including Arab Americans as a minority group in psychological teaching materials 

seems like an integral step to increase Arab American visibility within the psychological field. 

Implications for Policy 
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This study lends support to the Arab and Middle Eastern North African (MENA) 

advocacy efforts. As mentioned, despite Obama's administration's support of adding a separate 

category for Arab/MENA on the 2020 US Census, Trump's administration efforts to add this 

separate category, which resulted in missing the operational deadline for being included in the 

2020 US Census. Moreover, as previously discussed, the denial of Arab/MENA legal recognition 

within the US is not incidental but rather political.  

Census recognition would allow for a sense of belonging not only amongst other PoC, 

but within the US social fabric as a whole. Also, an acknowledgment of the Arab/MENA 

experience and would facilitate an accurate count of Arab/MENA individuals in the US. It would 

also allow for a precise count of hate crimes enacted onto this group. Not only could this raise 

public awareness of Arab and MENA discrimination, but it may also influence the language 

utilized to describe racism against Arab/MENA individuals. Instead of using terms such as 

"Xenophobia" or sometimes "Islamophobia," using the word "racism" will underline the 

marginalized experience of this group and will add legitimacy to their claim. As the AAI stated, 

"Our communities, like others, rely on representation through legislative redistricting, civil rights 

laws, and education and health statistics. A continued undercount will cause harm" (AAI, 2018, 

p.1). 

In addition, census recognition of Arab/MENA individuals within the US Census will 

translate into the inclusion of this racial/ethnic minority category in other demographic forms, 

such as demographic forms for research, health and mental health forms, educational forms, and 

college enrollment forms. This trickling down of recognition will not only have a positive effect 

on the well-being of Arab/MENA due to an increased sense of inclusion, but it will also lead to 

more accurate data on this population and consequently more accurate resource allocation.  
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With reference to policy advancements, the progress made by the American Arab Middle 

Eastern North African Psychological Association (AMENA-Psy) should be noted. AMENA-Psy 

was founded in 2017 with the mission to promote the well-being of Arab/MENA communities in 

North America through research, education, advocacy, and the advancement of ethical practice. 

In response to the organization's advocacy endeavor and its efforts to increase Arab American 

visibility, a representative of the organization was invited to participate in the APA council as of 

February 2019. Moreover, in 2021, the organization was officially acknowledged as an Ethnic 

Minority Psychological Association (EMPA). These developments within the psychological 

policy landscape have supported AMENA-Psy's legitimacy and have countered the discounting 

of the Arab experience as an ethnic minority experience.  

Limitations of the Study  

In conducting this study, the research team made every effort to adhere to procedures for 

CQR as established by its creators (Hill et al. 1997, 2005). In addition to the bias bracketing that 

Hill et al. (1997, 2005) called for, all participants of this analysis team had received graduate-

level multicultural training and had spent time grappling with their own biases and blind spots 

before engaging in this research project. Nevertheless, the following limitations to this study 

should be considered in the interpretation of its results. 

As Yoon et al. (2017) posited, studies' results are often restricted by who responds to 

requests for participation. Whereas this study's participants were reasonably diverse in terms of 

country of origin and religion, many of the participants happened to share other characteristics 

beyond the study's inclusion criteria, such as being in their late twenties or early thirties, 

identifying as upper-middle social class, cis-gender, and being highly educated. Specifically, five 

participants held undergraduate degrees (with two pursuing master's degrees), four had master's 
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degrees (with one pursuing a doctoral degree), and four held doctoral degrees. This profile seems 

to be in line with the reality that Arab Americans as a group are relatively highly educated, have 

higher labor force participation rates, and earn higher incomes than the average US adult 

population (US Census, 2000; Samhan, 2001; Read & Oslein 2008), but the findings should be 

viewed in light of this occurrence. Specifically, it is unclear whether Arab Americans with lower 

levels of education and relatedly less ethnic identity exploration (Zhou et al., 2019) would have 

had the same sentiments regarding census recognition and a desire to belong to PoC groups. As 

for the other shared attributes, it is unclear how these different identities may have influenced the 

data. Future research may desire to be deliberate in extending participation to other groups. 

Moreover, the recruitment strategies utilized in this study are a further limitation that 

should be considered. This study relied on community message boarding, emails, and social 

media. Thus, the target audience of these tools were participants who were interested in identity-

related issues and were participants who ran in similar circles as the Principal Investigator. As 

such, the findings of this study should be considered in terms of this limitation.  

Finally, qualitative research studies necessitate relatively small sample sizes, and this 

study's sample size corresponded to CQR guidelines. This is not a limitation per se; the purpose 

of qualitative studies is to gain a deeper understanding of a subgroup of the population and not to 

achieve generalizability (Morrow 2007). At the same time, this characteristic should be borne in 

mind in the interpretation of present results. 

Directions for Future Research 

Given that this study introduces the study of racial ambiguity as part of Arab American 

women's racial identity development and sense of belonging among other PoC, the results point 

to several areas that could be developed by subsequent research.  
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First, this study explicitly inquired about how participants believed they were racially 

perceived by PoC and White people and how that affected their emotional well-being. The 

study's findings brought to the forefront feelings of invalidation, rejection, and a desire to belong 

within a PoC designation. Also, in deliberating the participants' experience of their own racial 

ambiguity, the findings demonstrated that for many of them, not knowing exactly how others 

were categorizing them was associated with feelings of anxiety and insecurity, and pushed them 

to accentuate their ethnicity through using certain Arab emblems. Accordingly, it would behoove 

future research to quantitatively explore two dimensions of this study's findings: (a) racial 

ambiguity and how it affects the mental health of Arab Americans, and (b) sense of belonging 

and how it (or the lack thereof) impacts Arab American well-being. 

Concerning the latter dimension, studies focused on marginalized communities have 

demonstrated a direct correlation between a sense of belonging and depression (McCallum & 

McLaren, 2001). As such, in reflecting on the existing psychological literature geared towards 

other minority groups, it would be of interest for future research to specifically (a) ask Arab 

Americans about their sense of belonging among PoC groups, (b) assess for mental health issues 

– such as depression and anxiety, and (c) examine whether a positive correlation, similar to the 

one documented for other ethnic minorities, can be replicated.   

Second, this study intentionally focused on non-veiled Arab American women, as 

scholarship indicated that once Arab women wear the hijab, they are no longer inconspicuous 

(Naber 2000; Stephan & Aprahamian, 2015). Future research is encouraged to conduct a similar 

study directed towards Arab American women who are veiled. Given that this study's 

participants primarily referenced their skin color in contemplating their racial ambiguity, it 

would be of interest to see if the same holds for true veiled Arab American women. 
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Third, all participants lived in the northeastern region of the US. It may be important to 

research whether Arab Americans living in more conservative states had the same or different 

reactions to their racial ambiguity. Specifically, while this study's findings indicated that the 

participants made efforts not to be read as White, it would be essential to explore whether 

participants were more likely to attempt to pass as White for safety concerns in more 

conservative states. 

Fourth, although this study brought attention to second-generation Arab American 

women, the participants' age bracket was limited. It would be helpful to understand the reactions 

of older generations to their racial ambiguity. Given the progress that has taken place in the US 

in emphasizing the importance of multicultural competence, it is assumed that the experiences of 

older generations may be different due to expressions of racism during their formative years. 

Additionally, this study only focused on Arab American women's experiences. Extending this 

research to explore the experiences of Arab Americans of other gender identities would be of 

great interest.   

Fifth, the dearth of coping strategies articulated by the participants is notable. Whereas it 

may be due to the interview protocol's design –the question about coping was a follow-up 

question if participants expressed an adverse reaction –, a subsequent study that more generally 

asks participants how they cope with their racial ambiguity may be helpful. 

Finally, in discussing their experiences of racism, several participants referred to their 

names and how that impacted how others perceived them. It seemed that having an Arab-

sounding name diminished the experience of racial ambiguity for some of this study's 

participants. As such, while extant literature has highlighted the upshots of having an identifiable 

Arab name (Derous et al., 2012; Widner et al., 2011), given the findings of this study, it would 
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be interesting to research whether for some Arab American women – particularly Arab American 

women who are highly educated, have social class privilege, and live in more liberal states– 

having an identifying name can serve as a protective factor against the experience of ambiguity 

and subsequently of not belonging. 

Concluding Remarks  

This exploratory study demonstrated the importance of filling an apparent gap in the 

psychological literature focused on Arab American women. This study's findings illuminated 

how the intersection of racial ambiguity and legal invisibility of non-veiled Arab American 

women may affect their well-being and their ability to receive and extend solidarity from other 

PoC. This exploration suggests tangible recommendations and practices that clinicians, 

educators, and policymakers can utilize when working with this population. The best practices 

that emerge from this study may assist people who hold positions of power in educational and 

professional settings to become increasingly conscious of how being racially miscategorized and 

misperceived may negatively affect the mental well-being of Arab Americans. This is especially 

relevant if such misperception leaves them feeling invalidated or rejected. Moreover, these 

practices encourage increased cultural responsiveness among psychologists and educators to 

counteract the current lack of legal recognition of Arab Americans as a minority group and can 

ultimately foster a sense of belonging of Arab Americans within PoC groups. 
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Appendix A  

Informed Consent 

 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

525 West 120th Street 

New York NY 10027 

 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in this research study 

exploring the racial experiences of Arab American women with regard to their interpersonal 

interactions. This invitation was given to you because you are Arab identified, over 18 years old, 

and identify as an American citizen or living in the United States for at least ten years. Interviews 

will be held in a private office or room at Teachers College, Columbia University and will be 

audiotaped. The audiotapes will be utilized to create transcriptions of the interviews; transcripts 

and data collected will never be associated with your name. The researcher will destroy the 

audiotapes after the transcription of the research data. Participants will also be asked to complete 

a form that inquires as to your age, birthplace, race/ethnicity, generation, citizenship status or 

years within the United States, profession, educational level, marital status, sexual orientation, 

religious orientation, and income level. 

 

RISKS AND BENEFITS: The potential risks associated with this study may include discomfort 

associated with discussing the topic of invisibility of Arab American women, and/or mild fatigue 

from participating in an hour-long interview. There are no direct benefits for participation in this 

study. 

 

PAYMENTS: There is no monetary payment for participation in the study. 

 

DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: Your identity/information will never 

be associated at any time with the data once it has been collected. Furthermore, I will redact any 

potentially identifying information from the transcripts. All data and related materials will be 

stored electronically on the primary investigator's computer and will be password-protected. All 

interview data will only be utilized to analyze interview transcripts, from which general themes 

will be drawn to inform the research manuscript. All data will be destroyed once the analysis is 

complete. 

 

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately one hour (sixty minutes). 

 

HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED:  The results of the study will be used for educational 

purposes, conference presentations, research manuscripts, and eventually for journal publication. 

 

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

Principle Investigator: Laila Abdel-Salam 
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Research Title: Exploring the Racial Experience of Arab American Women  

 

• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had ample 

opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks, and benefits regarding 

this research study. 

• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw 

participation at any time without penalty.  

• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional discretion.  

• If during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed 

becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my participation, the 

investigator will provide this information to me. 

• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will not be 

voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as specifically 

required by law.  

• If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can 

contact the investigator, who will answer my questions. The investigator's phone number 

is 716-680-1234. 

• If at any time I have comments or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or 

questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the Teachers College, 

Columbia University Institutional Review Board /IRB. The phone number for the IRB is 

(212) 678-4105.  Or, I can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 

525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY, 10027, Box 151. 

• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.  

•  I should receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant's Rights 

document. 

•  I understand that audio taping is part of this research, and 

( ) I consent to be audio-video taped 

( ) I do NOT consent to being video/audiotaped. 

• The written, video and/or audiotaped materials will be viewed only by the principal 

investigator and members of the research team. 

• My signature means that I agree to participate in this study. 

 

Participant's signature: ________________________________ Date:____/____/____ 

Name: ________________________________ 

 

INVESTIGATOR’S VERIFICATION OF EXPLANATION 

 

I certify that I have carefully explained the purpose and nature of this research to 

__________________________________ (participant’s name) in age-appropriate language. 

She has had the opportunity to discuss it with me in detail. I have answered all his/her questions 

and he/she provided the affirmative agreement (i.e. assent) to participate in this research. 

 

Investigator’s Signature: _________________________________________ 

 

Date: _____________________ 
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Appendix B 

Demographics Form  

 

Please do not write your name on this form. It will be stored separately from any other 

information that you provide during this study and will not be linked to your responses in any 

way. The information will solely be used to provide an accurate description of the sample. 

 

1. Age:  __________________________________________________________ 

2. Birthplace ________________________________________________________________ 

3. Nationality:  __________________________________________________________ 

4. Race/ Ethnicity:  ____________________________________________________ 

5. Are you a United States Citizen? (Yes/No) ___________________ 

a. If not, how many years have you lived in America? ________ 

6. Generation of immigration to the US: _______________________________ 

a. You are first generation if you immigrated to the US 

b. You are second generation if you were born in the US and your guardian(s) 

immigrated to the US 

c. You are third generation if the caregiver(s) of your guardian(s) immigrated to 

the US  

7. Profession: 

a. If student, please indicate level and year: ___________________________ 

8. Highest Level of Education: ____________________________________________________ 

9. Socioeconomic Status (low, lower-middle, upper-middle, upper, other): ___________________ 

10. Marital Status: ____________________________________________________ 

11. Sexual Orientation: ________________________________________________ 

12. Religion: ___________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C  

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol  

 

Exploring the Racial Experiences of Arab American Women 

 
1. Tell me about your experience of your own racial identity.  

a. What are some reasons that you identify that way? 

2. How do you think you are perceived in White spaces or by White people?  

a. What is that like for you?  

b. [For participants who express a negative reaction] Is there anything that you do to cope 

with that?  

c. How does the way you are perceived by White people impact your interpersonal 

relationships with them? 

3. How do you think you are perceived by people of color? 

a. What is that like for you?  

b. [For participants who express a negative reaction] Is there anything that you do to cope 

with that?  

c. How does the way you are perceived by people of color impact your interpersonal 

relationships with them? 

4. How do you think people feel when they become aware that you are Arab? Is there a reaction that 

you notice? 

a. [For participants who report being experienced as Arab] How do you think they knew (or 

guessed)?  

b. [For participants who report being experienced as a non-Arab] How do you think they 

found out? 

5. You might know that Arabs are not formally recognized on the census. [Clarify if needed.] What 

are your thoughts about that? 

a. How do you identify yourself racially when there is a box to check? 
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b. How do you feel about being categorized as White?  

6. We’ve talked a lot about how you think you are perceived racially and culturally. Do you think 

those perceptions have anything to do with the way you are treated by others?  

7. How do you think the social experiences of Arab American women compare with the experience 

of being a White American woman?  
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Appendix D 

Recruitment Materials 

 

Recruitment E-mail Invitation  
 

Dear _________________, 

 

I hope this message finds you well! My name is Laila Abdel-Salam and I am currently a 

doctoral student at Teachers College, Columbia University in the Psychological Counseling 

Program. I am writing to you today about a study exploring the racial experience of non-veiled 

Arab American women. If you are 1) Arab and female-identified who is 2) over 18 years old, 

who 3) does not wear the hijab, and you 4) either are a United States citizen or have lived in 

America for at least ten years, you’re invited! These confidential interviews will take 

approximately one hour. If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me for 

further information at lmk2189@tc.columbia.edu. Thanks for your consideration of this 

invitation! 

 

Best Regards, 

 

Laila Abdel-Salam 

 

 

 

Social Media Post  

 

Hi everyone!  

 

I am excited to invite you to participate in my study focused on the racial experience of Arab 

American women in the US  

In a time where discrimination against Arab individuals and women is rampant, it is my hope to 

create a platform by which Arab American women can create their own personal narrative.  

 

In order to qualify to participate in this study, you must:  

 

1. Identify as an Arab woman 

2. Be 18 years of age or older 

3. Be a US citizen, or have lived in the US for at least ten years 

4. Not wear the hijab 

 

If you would like to participate please email lmk2189@tc.columbia.edu to schedule an interview 

time. Please share this post with others who may be interested!  

 

Thanks!  
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Appendix E 

Table of Findings 

 

Table 1  

List of Domains, Categories, and Frequencies  

Domain/ Category Frequency 

Domain 1: My perception of my racial and ethnic identity  

Colorism has impacted my perception (and others’ perception) of my AA 

identity. Typical 

I began to embrace my AA identity more as I got older. Typical 

Others’ reactions after 9/11 affected my perception of my identity  Typical 

I struggle with my own perception of my racial identity. Variant 

I am proud of my family’s roots and my AA identity.  Variant 

My home environment contributed to my AA identity development.  Variant 

I’m learning how to hold both my Arab and American identity.  Variant 

My perception of my identity changes based on which American city I 

am in. Variant 

My Christian identity causes others to view me as less threatening. Variant 

Intersectionality/other identities complicate my relationship with my 

racial identity.  Variant 

Because I do not wear the hijab people perceive me as more racially 

ambiguous.  Variant 

Being politically informed has strengthened my ties to my Arab roots.  Variant 

Domain 2: My reactions to the US census  
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I feel that AAs deserve ethnic recognition on the census as we do not 

have a White experience. 

General 

I feel that AAs are not accurately represented on the census. General 

I feel invisible within the census. General 

It is invalidating and infuriating to be classified as White. Typical 

I don't feel White and I don’t have the privilege associated with being 

White.  Typical 

I’m frustrated that AA do not receive the same resource allocation as 

other ethnic minorities.  

Variant 

I am well-informed about the historical trajectory of AA representation 

on the US the census. Variant 

I am mindful that having an AA category could lead to racial targeting.  Variant 

I never check White on the census.  Variant 

I typically check “other” and specify AA on the census.  Variant 

If there is not an option to check “other” on the census, I check “White”.  Variant 

If there is not an option to check “other” on the census, I check another 

ethnic minority.  

Variant 

Domain 3: Public recognition of my AA identity   

People are surprised I am Arab because I don’t fit the preconceived 

notions. General 

People do not automatically know I am AA. General 

People find out my AA identity by asking me “what are you?”  Typical 
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When people learn that I am Arab, they ask me a lot of questions about 

my AA identity.  Typical 

People find out my AA identity when I speak Arabic or practice Arab 

traditions.  

Variant 

People can’t exactly fit me into a box due to my racial ambiguity. Variant 

When people learn I am AA, they let me know that they know other 

Arabs.  

Variant 

When people learn that I am AA, they ask me about terrorism and the 

political situation in the Middle East. Variant 

People view me as dangerous because of my AA identity.  Variant 

People's reactions and questions about my AA identity have changed 

over time. Variant 

Domain 4: My experience of racism and how I cope  

In an attempt to not be read as White, I present myself in a way that 

signals my AA identity, so that I can be less White-passing (I keep my 

hair natural, wear Arabic jewelry, etc).  

Variant 

My name impacts how I am racially read. Variant 

I am aware that I am White-passing, however, I don't want the privileges 

associated with it. 

Variant 

I internalize microaggressions. However, due to my racial ambiguity, I 

am unsure if microaggressions are specifically directed towards my AA 

identity. 

Variant 
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In order to avoid the perpetuation of AA stereotypes, I feel pressured to 

be a model minority. 

Variant 

I Sometimes use my racial ambiguity in my favor.   Variant 

To cope with others’ responses to my AA identity, I spend time in AA 

spaces. 

Variant 

To cope with responses to my AA identity, I engage in conversations 

about race and am well-versed in politics.  Variant 

Domain 5: How WP perceive me racially  

I have been perceived as belonging to other ethnic and racial minorities. General 

I often feel exoticized by WP due to my racial ambiguity. Typical 

I am rarely perceived as AA by WP.  Variant  

I am perceived as White by WP.  Variant  

How WP perceive me depends on where I am living. Variant 

When WP learn about my AA identity, they hesitate.  Variant  

When WP discover my Muslim or Arab identity, they make comments 

that make me feel uncomfortable.  

Variant 

Domain 6: My emotional responses to WP’s racial perceptions of me  

It’s frustrating not to be read as Arab. Typical 

I feel othered and judged by WP.  Typical 

I am more guarded around WP and I find it more difficult to trust them.  Typical  

I feel like it is my duty to be a spokesperson for AA. Typical 

It is easier for me to be friends with WP who are more politically 

informed and MC competent.  

Typical 
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It is invalidating when WP are not curious about my AA identity.  Variant  

I am most frustrated when WP read me as White, and less frustrated 

when I am perceived as a non-Arab PoC. 

Variant  

Domain 7: How PoC perceive me racially  

PoC find it difficult to place me: I am sometimes read as PoC and 

sometimes as White.   Typical 

PoC read me more accurately than WP. Variant  

With regard to my AA identity, PoC are more curious and interested than 

WP. 

Variant  

I struggle with not knowing how PoC perceive me.  Variant 

PoC perceive me as PoC. Variant 

PoC are not able to identify my AA identity unless I tell them. Variant 

In Black spaces, I am perceived as White. Variant 

Domain 8: My emotional responses to PoC’s racial perceptions of me  

I feel closer to PoC because of cultural commonalities.   Typical  

I feel more comfortable around PoC because I feel a sense of solidarity. Typical  

In relationships with PoC, I often think of my light-skinned privilege. Typical 

When PoC do not identify me as PoC, I feel sad, isolated, uncomfortable, 

slightly insulted, and I shut down.  

Variant  

In an attempt to not be read as White by PoC, I make my Arab identity 

known. 

Variant 

In an attempt to not be read as White by PoC, I draw parallels between 

the AA experience and the experiences of other PoC.  Variant 
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Domain 9: My perception of my experiences as an AAW versus those of a WW  

Unlike WW, I experience racial microaggressions.  Typical  

The ordinary experience of everyday life would be different if I were 

White.  

Typical  

Unlike WW, I am expected to be the spokesperson for AA.  Variant  

Unlike WW, I constantly have to answer the question “what are you?” Variant  

Unlike WW, I feel exoticized.  Variant  

As an AA woman, I am held to White beauty standards that I do not 

entirely fit.  

Variant  

Unlike WW, I often feel like I am leading two lives.  Variant  

Unlike WW, people have preconceived notions about how they expect 

me to interact as a result of my ethnicity. 

Variant  

Unlike WW, my family expectations of me are not understood.  Variant  

Because I am White-passing, I feel like my day-to-day experiences are 

similar to that of WW. Variant  

Note: General = 12 to 13, Typical= 7 to 11, Variant= 2 to 6  

 


	In that vein, the study’s goals were (a) to explore the potential psychological consequences of being misidentified and of not being “seen,” (b) to provide counseling psychologists working with this population with tangible multiculturally-relevant re...
	Chapter 3: Method
	Abboud, S., Jemmott, L.S., & Sommers, M.S. (2015). "We are Arabs:" The embodiment of
	virginity through Arab and Arab American women's lived experiences. Sexuality & Culture: An Interdisciplinary Quarterly, 4(4), 715-736.
	Abraham, N. (1995). Arab Americans. In J. Galens, N. Sheets, & R. Young (eds). Gale
	Education Magazine. Retrieved https://txedmag.com/discovery-minute-germine-awad/
	Hassouneh, D & Kulwicki, A. (2009).  Family privacy as protection: A qualitative pilot study of
	mental illness in Arab-American Muslim women. Research in the Social Scientific Study of Religion, 20, 195-215. doi:  10.1163/ej.9789004175624.i-334.67
	https://healthymindsnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/w2020_HMS_national_Final.pdf
	196-205. doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.196
	Hutchinson, J., & Smith, A. D. (1996). Ethnicity. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
	Morrow, S.L. (2007). Qualitative research in counseling psychology: Conceptual foundations.
	The Counseling Psychologist, 35(2), 209-235. doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.250
	September 11. Retrieved from:  http://aai.3cdn.net/ d7083bd00cf4ce3240_wfm6ii8b7.pdf.

