“Whiteness” and the
Arab Immigrant Experience

SAWSAN ABDULRAHIM

MOST OF THE LITERATURE on Arab Americans weaves a relatively consis-
tent narrative—one that celebrates the “assimilation” of an early wave of im-
migrants and bemoans the current “racialization” of the group. This narrative
recounts that, while Arabic-speaking immigrants at the turn of the twentieth
century faced prejudice, they overcame hardship and eventually joined the
‘American mainstream.” At the same time, they became incorporated into
the United States” system of racial categorization as white. However, a number
of political forces and events taking place over the past few decades brought
-his process to a halt. The Arab world and Islam presently embody the marked
‘Other” against which an American identity is constructed. By virtue of their
aistorical, cultural, and transnational connections to a perceived foreign en-
~my, Arab Americans are pushed outside the national consensus and marked as
“he “enemy within.”” As natien and race in the United States have historically
mwined, ' it has been argued that members of the group feel the white ra-
Jal designation no longer reflects their experience (Sanhan 1999; Majaj 2000,
Naber 2000).

1. The term “Arabic-speaking”™ has been used in other writings in reference to immigrants at
< turn of the twentieth century because, while they spoke Arabic, not all necessarily identined
< Arab.

2. For writings on the impact of September 11 on this process, see Cainkar (2004b) and
goplan (2004),

3. 5ce Omiand Winant (1994).
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On the one hand, the narrative on the early experience, in its focus on assimila- victims. The arguments put fo:: -
tion, overlooks the highly racialized process through which some immigrant examine how Arab immigran:-
groups in the United States “became white.” On the other hand, manv of the resent themselves within the o -

recent writings on the racialization of Arab Americans, especially in a post=Sep- The studv examines Arab im—-

tember 11 environment, operate from the presumption that racialization oc- context, not only in relationsh:; -

- . I Aty b “Sohs SR P it o 1Ot - . . .
curs only through moving awav from “whiteness,” in a predictable trajectory, ship to what Toni Morrison r.-. -

and through engaging in nonwhite racial formation.” In most of this literature, explores how immigrants rels.
white racial formation is rarely critically examined. Instcad, matters pertaining process of organizing their 1o -
to “whiteness,” and its relationship to power, remain obscured in favor of udvo- chapter focuses on deconstru.:
cating for what is believed to be a slightly more comfortable position for Arab express divergent views of the:- -
Americans vis-a-vis an unexamined “white center.”

The current essav utilizes a “critical whiteness” framework to examine this WHITENESS AND |-
white center looking in from the discursive and marginal position Arab Ameri-

cans occupy on the racial hicrarchv. This discursive position, often associated Most writings on race in the & -
S g5 0N 1t

in Arab American writings with invisibility and erasure,” can serve as a location the white racial category as i -
for the marking and critical evaluation of “whiteness.” Given that the main ob- however, there has been a pro
jective is to place “whiteness” at the forefront of the analysis, the essay does not cally concerned with white 1.
address the question of whether Arab Americans are, or should be categorized “whiteness studies™ or “critic. .-
as, white or nonwhite. Instead, it asks the following question: In what wavs can cial categories, “whitencss” i, -
an examination of Arab immigrants’ interactions with race in the United States negotiated by individuals and .

describe and shed a new light on “whiteness?” In other words, when Arab Amer- tion (Doanc and Bonilla-Silv s -

FOR N : e . c? , W ccart - HN .
icans identify as nonwhite, why do they do so? And, when they assert a white structuring svstem that operai.~ -

identity, in what sense do they do so, for what benefits, and at what costs? subjects.! In return, it offers - -

Chis chapter starts with a review of “whiteness™ and Arab American Jit- Historically in the United Statc-

eratures. It explores how—ypresently and in the local contexts of Detroit and
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historical processes through v

4. Exceptions to this are writings by Sarah Gualtieri (2001), Lisa Suhair Majai (20001, and
ole 5 B Yyy e - i
Helen Samhan (19991, 8. The analysis presented in

2 H " - S v g N e . L A P . . .
5.0mi and Winant define racial formation as “the sociohistorical process by which raciat School of Public Health at the Uni e - -
categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroved™ (1994, 55). 9. [he term “black presence” 1s ..

6. On Arab American invisibility, see Nadine Naber (2000) and Uisa Suhair Majaj (20001, 10 In addition to Rasmusser ot -

= These - e White? by ‘diver (2003 R .
7. These questions are adapted from the atterword to Are ltalians Whire? by Roediger (2003, U1, See Frankenberg (2001).
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quires both abandoning race-neutral language of assimilation and American-
ization and resisting the tendency to situate Arab Americans solely as racialized
victims. The arguments put forth derive from a qualitative study that set out to
examine how Arab immigrants interact with the census race question and rep-
resent themselves within the confines of that official system of categorization.”
The study examines Arab immigrants’ racial formation in a highly segregated
context, not only in relationship to the white racial category, but also in relation-
ship to what Toni Morrison refers to as a “black presence.™ In other words, it
explores how immigrants relate to “blackness™—"whiteness’s Other"™—in the
process of organizing their relationship to “whiteness.” The discussion in this
chapter focuses on deconstructing the narratives of two Arab immigrants who

express divergent views of their racial identity.
WHITENESS AND IMMIGRATION IN THE UNITED STATES

Most writings on race in the United States have focused on nonwhites treating
the white racial category as invisible, normative, and natural. In recent vears,
however, there has been a proliferation of a new genre of race writings specifi-
cally concerned with white racial identity formation. This work, referred to as
“whiteness studies™ or “critical studics of whiteness,” argues that, like other ra-
cial categories, “whiteness” is constructed, dvnamic, and context-specifics it is
negotiated by individuals and collectives as both an identity and a social posi-
non (Doane and Bonilla-Silva 2003; Rasmussen et al. 2001, “Whiteness™ is a
structuring system that operates through “unknowing”™ and “unseceing” racial
subjects. In return, it offers its subjects a location of structural advantage."
Historically in the United States, “whiteness™ has been a category that immi-
srant groups were included in or excluded from, and an ideology embraced and
Ziven new meanings by those allowed entry into it (Roediger 2002).

An integral component of “whiteness” studies has been to document the

istorical processes through which different European immigrant groups at the

8. The analysis presented in the essay is part of the author’s dissertation research in the
ol ot Public Health at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

9. The term “black presence” is adapted from Tonv Morrison’s Playing in the Dark (19931,

10, In addition to Rasmussen et al. (20010, see Ware 12002,

11 See Frankenberg (2001).
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turn of the twentieth century gained white racial status.” This work demon-
strates that white racial consciousness was constructed through a highly con-
tested process with the participation of immigrants who were deemed to be
“in-between” or “not-vet-white.” In an era when fitness for citizenship was being
hotly debated, immigrants allied themselves with African Americans at times,
while at other times they sought to assert their claims to citizenship and up-
ward social mobility by distancing themselves from them.” They fought against
nativism not for the promisc of a more equal society but for one divided by a
reformulated “whiteness” that has come to incorporate them (Jacobson 1998;
Tgnatiev 1995). In his study on how the Irish became white, Ignaticv argues that,
through sceking white racial status, immigrants contributed to the consolida-
tion of an unreachable color line.

In their efforts to deconstruct “whiteness,” scholars in the field have turned
many of their critiques inward. Almost every collection of essays on “whiteness”

and most articulate—writings

starts with an acknowledgment that the carliest
on “whiteness” are by black authors who wrote on how white ideologies operate
to maintain inequality and oppression.” As such, “whiteness” studies existed
long before the term itself came into common usage, even though contributions
of nonwhite subjects to the field have only recently begun to be acknowledged as
valid. Relatedly, the dominant view that “whiteness is invisible” has come under
critique.’™ As writings by authors of color indicate, while “whiteness™ may be
invisible to those who benefit from it, it is certainly visible to those who suffer

'* Furthermore, an important critique of “whiteness” studies

its consequences.
addresses the risk that, in the process ot deconstructing the category, one can
easily fall back into conceptualizations that reity race as opposed to challenging
it (Ware 2002). While one of the goals of “whiteness” studies is to extend criti-
cal race theory by destabilizing socially constructed racial categories, the held
continues to operate from a black-white dualism model and pavs little attention

to identities that are neither white nor black.

12, See Roediger (1991, 20021, Brodkin (1998), lacobson (1998), I laney-Loper (1996), and
lgnatiev (1995).

13. Roediger (2002) demonstrates how this process untolded in Colored White,

14. The most frequently cited black authors on “whiteness™ are Du Bois 119030, Fanon (1967 .
and Morrison (1993).

15. On “whiteness as invisible,” see Peggy MacIntosh (1990).

16. For a critique of “whiteness as invisible,” see Ruth Frankenberg (2001).
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Two important questions remain ripe for exploration from a critical “white-
ness” perspective. The first inquires into what happened to those who “became
white” but who did not profit from their “whiteness.” The second invites explo-
ration of why groups or individuals who are subordinated and racialized as “not
quite white” continue to assert a white identity." Although these two questions
are interrelated, the former has come to dominate in Arab American writings
while the latter remains almost completely overlooked. One of the most prevail-
ing themes in Arab American writings is that they are a group who “became
~hite” but who currently do not reap the benefits of “whiteness.” While a claim
« never made that there is a consensus on how Arab Americans identify, the in-
-reasing emphasis on their invisibility in the white category and engagement in
nonwhite racial formation has preempted a critical exploration ot how members
of the group have engaged in white racial formation in the past and how they
may continue to do so in the present.

The main narrative on Arab Americans describes the racism and exclusion
carly immigrants faced, and how thev overcame the odds through hard work
and perseverance. The economic achievements of members of the group are of-
ren explained by the cultural values they brought with them such as dedication,
strong family ties, and independence. This narrative recounts that, by World
War LI, Arabic-speaking immigrants had “followed the middle-class path up
the economic and social ladder™ {Naff 1994, 31), and “moved from the central
citv ... into the suburbs™ (Aswad 1974, 10). [n other words, thev have “assimi-
lated™ (Suleiman 1999). Beyond mention of a few court cases in which the racial
position of “Arabs-as-white” was questioned in the U.S. legal svstem,"” how im-
migrants responded to the racism they encountered and the arguments they
employed to gain citizenship rights remain largely absent in these accounts. In-
stead, the story of the Arab American carly wave is often narrated in race-neu-
ral language—the language of assimilation.

A few writings, however, have critically explored how Arabic-speaking im-
migrants interacted with a racialized structure through a process at the end of

which they “became white.” In Jooking at some historical documents, authors

17. This question was posed in the introduction in Rasmussen et al. (2001).
18. This question permeates the historical analysis of "whiteness”™ presented by Roediger
2002).

19. On a review of citizenship court cases, see Massad (19931 and Suleiman (1999).
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Lisa Suhair Majaj (2000} and Helen Samhan (1999) argue that when Arabic-
speaking immigrants were faced with the threat of losing citizenship rights, they
battled for white racial status within the context of white supremacy. In courts
and in the media, immigrants asserted that they were not “Asiatic” or “Negro”
but “civilized whites.” Relying on similar documents, Sarah Gualtieri (2001)
further suggests that immigrants’ active and organized participation played an
important role in their inclusion in the ractal hierarchy as whites, and, more

important, in the shaping of the meanings of “whiteness” at that time.
WHITENESS AND ARAB IMMIGRANTS IN DETROIT AND DEARBORN

An examination of how Arab immigrants in Detroit and Dearborn, Michigan,
presently engage in discourses on race and “whiteness” rests on two premises.
The first is that, even in a post=September 11 political climate, Arab Americans
continue to exercise individual and collective agency in organizing their rela-
tionship to “whiteness.” They are active subjects and not merely objects of a hos-
tile political discourse that sces them as terrorists and foreign, or a sympathetic
discourse that sees them solely as racialized victims. The second premise is that
Arab Americans’ current interactions with race and “whiteness” are neither
monolithic nor homogeneous, but are varied and contingent. Arab immigrants
in Detroit and Dearborn engage in different, even contradictory, racial identity
tormations; there are those who identify as white and those who identify as non-
white, and each identity choice is driven by its own set of arguments. It is exactly
this divergence and tension that makes the study of “whiteness™ from the point
of view of the Arab immigrant experience both provocative and pressing.

The discussion presented in this section draws on qualitative research car-
ricd out among Arab immigrant owners of small businesses in Detroit and
Dearborn. The business owners occupy a distinct location in the Jocal economic
structure and constitute a social class whose members share cconomic interests.
As previously indicated, the discussion will focus on the narratives of two Arab
immigrants who position themselves ditferently in relation to “whiteness™ and
“blackness.” Morcover, while I do not negate the value of research and writing-
on Arab Americans that address the effects of national- or global-level forces.
argue that it is important to pay close attention to the effects of the local context

Specifically, making overarching generalizations about Arab Americans ma
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obscure local historical and economic factors that shape racial identity forma-
tion. This is especially important in Detroit, a place that has come to be seen by
insiders and outsiders alike as a “black space” (Hartigan 1999), and Dearborn,
a suburb whose history is entwined with the maintenance of racial segregation
(Georgakas and Surkin 1998; Sugrue 1996; Good 1989).

Because of Detroit’s racial history and current racial context, it constitutes
an ideal location for a study of “whiteness.” Morcover, because the city’s met-
ropolitan area is home to the oldest and most highly concentrated Arab Ameri-
can community in the United States (Shryock and Abraham 2000), it offers a
unique opportunity to examine “whiteness” from the discursive and marginal
racial position of Arab Americans. Although Detroit and Dearborn border each
other, they constitute two spaces that have had conflicting histories and con-
tinuc to have very little in common today. Therefore, in this chapter, Detroit re-
fers to the city of Detroit only and not to the metropolitan arca that encompasses
Dearborn and other suburbs. A quick summary of the recent history of Detroit
and Dearborn may shed light on the rationale behind this distinction and place
in context how Arab Americans became integrated into the racial hierarchy and
the economic structure in the two spaces the way thev are today.

Detroit is onc of the most racially and economically segregated cities in
the United States (Massey and Denton 1993), a quintessential representation of
what has been termed the “urban crisis.” Throughout the twentieth century,
Detroit’s history has been one of institutionalized forms of racial scgregation
and racial contlict. The city’s population in the vear 2000 was 81.6 percent Af-
rican American and 12.3 percent white. In contrast, Dearborn—which borders
Detroit’s west side—was 86.9 percent white and less than 1.3 percent African
American in the year 2000.”

Although employment with the automobile industry was one of the main
pull factors originally, a large number of immigrants from Arab countries ar-
rived in the Detroit metropolitan area following the Immigration and Natu-
ralization Act of 1965 and after the forces of deindustrialization and economic

restructuring had been set in motion.” A convergence of factors opened the

20. On the racial history of Detroit, see Sugrue (1996,
21. These data are obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau Web site: http://wwiv.census.gov.

22, See Shrvock and Abraham (2000).
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door for Arab immigrants to buy businesses in Detroit that had been previously
owned by members of European immigrant groups.” Currently, Arab Ameri-
cans in the metropolitan area engage in a multitude of economic spheres, one
of which is small business enterprise. As entrepreneurs, they are represented as
a “middleman minority” in the predominantly African American city of De-
troit,” and as business owners in a thriving ethnic enclave in Dearborn, where a
large number of Arab immigrants live and work.”

Based on the 2000 census, almost 30 percent of Dearborn’s residents claim
an Arab ancestry, while less than 1 percent of Detroit’s do so.”* These estimates
are obtained from the census ancestry question, which is included only on the
long census form. Because the census defines people who trace their origins to
the Middle East and North Africa as white, information on how persons of Arab
ancestry respond to the race question are nonexistent. Persons who check the
“some other race” category and write Arab are automatically entered as white;
their agency to identity as nonwhite is undermined by the census. Moreover,
though the census flags certain situations that involve reassignment during
the data-entry phase, this situation—reassigning an “other race—Arab” to
“white"—does not receive an allocation tlag.” Consequently, data on the per-
centages of Arab Americans who identify as “white” and those who identify
as “other race—Arab” are lost. More important, differences between the two
groups—on socioeconomic and a host of other variables available through the
census—remain masked.

The census race categories are highly problematic, as they reflect the his-
tory of how race was manufactured in the United States to justify colonialism
and slavery (Shohat 1998; Wright 1994). Nonetheless, race continues to play a
fundamental role in structuring social relations, and data obtained from the
census race question, albeit imperfect, provides a means of exploring the ra-

cial structure. How Arab immigrants interact with the census race question and

23.On the 1967 Detroit racial uprising and white tlight, see Sugrue (1996).

24. On the “middleman minority” theory, see Bonacich (1973, 1980).

25. On the ethnic enclave economy, see Portes (1987).

26. Seede la Cruz and Brittingham (20035

27, This information is based on a phone conversation with Angela Brittingham of the U.S.
Census Bureau and coauthor of The Arab Popudation Report: 2000, as well as on teedback provided

by staftat the Government Publications Oftice at the University of Michigan's Graduate Library,
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choose to locate themselves within historically constructed categories can shed
light on how racial ideologies become embodied and given meaning through
new agents. The question as to how Arab immigrants answer the census race
question and, more important from a “critical whiteness” perspective, why they
answer it the way they do, promises to contribute to critical race theory and to
the burgeoning ficld of “whiteness studies.”

There is a range of responses Arab immigrants ofter to the census race ques-
tion.”® Naturally, some Arab immigrants indicate that thev avoid identifving
their race on official forms whenever possible. Thev express concern that when
someone asks about their race, it is with the intention to discriminate against
them. Others sav that they find it difficult to answer the question because the
response categorics do not make sense to them. They avoid answering the ques-
tion by projecting what Mary Waters terms a “raceless persona” (1999); while
they don’t know what they are, they at least know that they are neither white, nor
black, nor American Indian.

The two Arab immigrants whose narratives are analvzed in the remain-
der of this section did provide answers to the race question. The first partici-
pant checked the “other race” category; the second checked “white.” These two
participants were selected from a larger qualitative sample specifically becauvse
their divergent views of their own racial identities offer a unique opportunity
tor examining how “whiteness” can be constructed, or undermined, through
racial subjects. The comparison is made more relevant by the fact that the two
marticipants share many background characteristics. They are both males who
smmigrated to the United States from the same Arab country at about the same
age and have been living in Dearborn for almost the same number of vears. Both
arrived with less than a high school education but quickly became embedded in
social networks that provided them with referrals to job opportunities. They en-
rered the secondary labor market in unskilled low-wage jobs shortly after their
arrival.” With support from extended family members, they were both able to
nove out of the secondary labor market and to purchase the businesses they

<urrently own.

28. The intormation presented in this section 1s based on an analysis of forty-six interviews

=

Arab immigrant business owners in Detroit and Dearborn.

29. For a discussion on the primary and secondary labor markets, see Portes (1983 ).
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Participant I: 1 don’t believe in the phrase itself. Arab American . ..

Interviewer: You don'’t think that the term captures .. .

Participant 1: The term! No. Is it like [ am not pure American! Is that what
itis? [Nooneis a] pure American except the American Indians. And, unfortu-
nately, normally . .. the term American is used tor the White race.

Interviewer: White!

Participant 1: Which is not tair cither.

This immigrant’s insistence on representing himself racially as “nonwhite”
agrees with his ambivalence about identityving as an ethnic American in the
United States. “America” is for the “white race,” and because he does notidentify
as white, it follows that he cannot identity as an American. On the other hand,
his inability to identity as an ethnic American may be the price he has to pay for
rejecting “whiteness” in a svstem that is structured around white privilege, “the
term American is used for the White race.”

The second participant, on the other hand, identities as an Arab American

and expresses pride in his hyphenated identity. When asked whether he identi-

fies as an Arab American, he replied: I am Arab American, Iam ... 1 want to
be Arab American. ... Tam not saving | am Arabic and [ want to be American.

[always say that [ am Arab American.” Throughout the interview, he expressed
affections for the United States, his “second home,” in statements such as “1
love this country™ or “I [would] die for this country.” This participant owns a
business in the heart of the ethnic enclave in Dearborn and his success depends
on providing excellent service to Arab customers in the face of stiff competi-
tion. In the aftermath of September 11, he expressed appreciation that he and
his business were protected in the ethnic enclave, as he heard numerous stories
about other Arabs who owned businesses “among American people” who were
harassed atter the event.

Unlike the first participant, who insisted on answering “other race” to the
certsus race question, the second participant quickly answered that he always

checks “white.” He was asked why:

Participant 2: See, first of all, this country belongs to White Americans . . .
it does not belong to, say, Black Atricans, or Indians, or let’s say . ..

Interviewer: You think the U.S. belongs to Whites?

Participant 2: Whites, ves.
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Interviewer: Not to African Americans?
Participant 2: No.
Interviewer: Yes, so vou think [America] belongs to Whites?

Participant 2: Yes.

On the surface, this participant’s identification with the white racial category
may seem counterintuitive, given his statements about fecling protected in the
ethnic enclave at a time when Arabs living and working outside the enclave were
being harassed. Placing his statements in historical perspective, however, it may
seem “logical” for him to want to “be white” given his belief that “whiteness” in
the United States is a prerequisite for “becoming American.” He is subjectively
identifying with “whiteness” for “rational” reasons: America belongs to whites
and one has to become white in order to become American. Eager to become
American and have access to all the opportunities America ofters, this immi-
grant is required to interact with a structure that rewards “whiteness.” And he
does. He internalizes “whiteness™ in his quest for being accepted as an Ameri-
can. This participant’s narrative recalls Roediger’s view that the United States
coutinues to be a place where new immigrants are attracted to “whiteness” and
to all its material and psvchological benefits (2002). Arab immigrants are not
immune to this attraction.

Although the two immigrants provide ostensibly divergent answers to the
census race question—one embraces the white category and one rejects it—Dboth
expose the “hidden” racial character of the assimilation discourse. That is to sav,
they challenge the notion that Arab imimigrants’ interactions with “America”
take place along a line between “Americanization™ and “resistance to American-
ization” (Shryock and Abraham 2000). Issues of race and “whiteness™ permeate
the American immigrant expericnce, and the Arab immigrant case should not be
scen asan exception. While some may engage in nonwhite racial formation, others
may seek to rectify their precarious sense of belonging in America by embracing
“whiteness.” Historical evidence suggests that exclusion from “whiteness” mav at
times lead to stronger attachment to it (Roediger 2002; Haney-Lépez 1996).

Even though the question of how Arab Americans identify on the census in
relation to the white category is particularly salient, “whiteness™ is not the only,
and may not be the most important, frame ot reference for immigrants’ racial

formation. In the United States, new immigrants develop racialized identities in
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a context shaped by what has been ternied the historical burden of a white-black
relation of domination and oppression (Alba and Nee 2003). Moreover, identities
are formed not only through imagining shared characteristics with other mem-

s

bers of a group, but also through the fabrication of an “Other.”" Thus, it is perti-
nent to explore how Arab immigrants themselves relate to “whiteness” not only as
its object others, but as its subjects. This is particularly salient in the highly racial-
ized context of Detroit and Dearborn—namely, the “whiteness” of Dearborn and
the “blackness” of Detroit.

Therefore, in addition to how the two aforementioned Arab immigrants
interact with the census race question, how they position themselves in relation
to both “whiteness” and “blackness” was examined. The two participants were
presented with a scries of linear diagrams, each with two constituted categorics
on opposite ends of a line: Arab and white, Arab and black, and white and black.
They were asked to mark on each linear diagram where thev would position
themselves in relation to the two categories and then asked to explain why they
chose to position themselves the way they did. The remainder of this section
focuses on how the two Arab immigrants interact with “whiteness,” not in isola-
tion, but in the presence of “blackness.”

Not surprisingly, when the diagram included a category for Arab opposite
one of the two other constituted categories, both participants positioned them-
selves as close as possible to Arab and as far away as possible from both white
and black. However, when the diagram showed the constituted category “black”
on one end of the line and “white™ on the other, the two immigrants positioned
themselves differently. The first participant, who identified as “other race” on
the census race question, positioned himself in the middle between “white” and
“black.” Conversely, the second participant, who identified as “white™ on the
census race question, positioned himselt as far away as possible from “black”
and as close as possible to “white” on the line.

The first immigrant, who positioned himself in the middle between “white”

and “black,” explained why:

Participant 1: Because 1 see no difterence between Black and White. There

is no difference between the two.

30. See Said (1978), Morrison (19933, and Hall 11996).
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Interviewer: There is no difference? the eyes of “white” America. i
Participant 1: In my evaluation. a white racial space—Decarbor
to a secondary “Other.”
The participant is well aware that, in Detroit, there is a difference between black

and white. In fact, the structural position he occupies-—an Arab business owner

in a segregated African American neighborhood—is a constant reminder of this
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ne eves of “white” America. In order for a racialized Arab to become “white” in
a white racial space—Dearborn—he would need to project his “Otherness” on

to a secondary “Other.”
CONCLUSION

The old models of assimilation—which posit a linear evolution from an immi-
grant identity to an American ethnic identity—have increasingly come under
scrutiny. Even the most eager supporters of the assimilation model acknowledge
that the process has been made possible to European immigrants and denied
to African Americans and other immigrant groups (Alba and Nec 1997, 2003).
Thus, the assimilation narrative has contributed to producing a biased immi-
gration history that takes into account neither the effects of racism and racial-
ization in the United States nor the dynamic process through which “whiteness”
was constructed and shaped (Roediger 2002). Although some writings on the
Arab American experience adopt a race-neutral assimilation paradigm, other
writings have contextualized that experience within the history of race and
“whiteness” in the United States.

In this chapter, | argued that the process through which Arab immuigrants
form racial identities is highly subjective and that even the racial marking of Ar-
abs and Muslims in a post—Scptember 11 ecnvironment may not lead to a uniform
and complete disillusionment with “whiteness.” “Whiteness™ is an ideology that
continues to be molded against a black “other,” often by members of groups who
hold a precarious position on the racial hierarchy. Theretore, the possibility that
Arab Americans mav not be naturally transtorming to nonwhite racial subjects,
even in the current political climate, should be left open for exploration.

The objective of this exploration was not to argue for a position in terms of
where Arab Americans fit on the racial hierarchy, supporting or opposing the
standpoint that they are not treated the wav whites are treated so their experi-
ence is naturally that of racial minorities and theyv need to be categorized as
such. Thus, it is neither intended to back nor counter lobbying etforts for ex-

tracting Arabs from the “white” race category. ™= 1 propose that any resolution to

the precarious location Arab Americans occupy in the racial hierarchy ought to

32. Thisis in reference to some efforts by Arab American national organizations in response

to the escalating demonization of Arabs and Muslims in the United States; see Samhan (1999].
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be engaged through a framework that is intended to challenge racial hierarchies,
not reinforce them. Nonetheless, the demonizing of Arabs and Muslims, which
began well before September 11, 2001, is part of a dvnamic process of racializa-
tion that ought to be understood in the context of the race history of the United

States and, what is more important, challenged.
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