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People of Middle Eastern or Arab ancestry are often categorized or expected to self-identify as
“White” on questions about race and ethnicity on the U.S. Census and other demographic
surveys. This can be perplexing for individuals from Middle Eastern and Arab backgrounds who
do not consider themselves “White.” Even the labels of “Middle Eastern” and “Arab” are quite
broad (like other racial, ethnic, cultural, or geographic groupings), encompassing people with
ancestries in a number of different countries. “Middle Eastern,” for example, is not always used to
refer to the same group of people. According to the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination
Committee (ADC) and the National Association of Arab Americans (2002), this label is typically
used to describe people from Arab countries spanning between Egypt and the Persian Gulf, along
with Israel, Iran, and sometimes Turkey. The ADC also notes that the label “Arab” serves as a
descriptor of culture and language rather than race and does not denote religious affiliation; while
many Arabs are Muslim, a larger number are of other faiths (e.g., Christian, Jewish, and so on).
The ADC’s broad definition of the “Arab World” includes 22 countries in North Africa and the
Middle East, including: 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.

This brief report summarizes estimates of Middle Eastern populations in California available from
the Census 2000 Supplementary Survey (C2SS). Relevant ancestry categories on the C2SS include
Arab (with subgroups Egyptian, Iraqi, Jordanian, Lebanese, Palestinian, Syrian, Arab/Arabic, and
“Other Arab”), Iranian, Israeli, and Turkish. The grouping “Other Arab” includes people who
identified, for example, with ancestry from Kuwait, Libya, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabian, Tunisia,
the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. These estimates of Middle Eastern populations include
recent immigrants, long-time residents, and individuals whose families have lived in the U.S. for
generations. Some are American citizens, others are not. The ancestry data collected on the
census and C2SS simply convey counts of people who have ancestry in various countries, in this
case, of the Middle East. To give a sense of this region of the world, a map is included from the
Perry-Castafiada Collection at the University of Texas at Austin (2001).

Census 2000 Supplementary Survey Data

There are two surveys implemented as part of the U.S. decennial census: the short form (including
population questions related to age, sex, race and Hispanic/Latino origin, household relationship,
and housing questions related to tenure, occupancy, and vacancy status) and the long form
(including, in addition to the short form questions, more detailed items related to the social,
economic, and housing characteristics of each individual and household). An open-ended question
about ancestry' is asked on the long form: “What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin?,” and
two response lines are provided. In an effort to gather information from the population more
often than every ten years, plans are underway to replace the census long form with the American
Community Survey (ACS). A panel of the ACS will be conducted each month, with data released
annually, in order to provide more timely information to governmental agencies, policymakers,
researchers, and others. Beginning in 2004, the ACS will produce estimates for geographic areas

! Ancestry is defined by the Census Bureau as “a person’s ethnic origin or descent, ‘roots,” or heritage or the place of birth of
the person or the person’s parents or ancestors before their arrival in the United States.”






with at least 65,000 people; estimates for smaller areas will be available by 2008 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2002).

In preparation for these changes in how the Census Bureau gathers demographic data, the Census
2000 Supplementary Survey (C2SS) was administered. The C2SS was designed to be used in
combination with data from ACS site tests, to produce estimates for states, counties, and cities
with 250,000 people or more. Overall, 0.6 percent of the housing units in the U.S. were sampled
for the C2SS; about 58,000 addresses were surveyed each month across 1,203 counties. Though
this sample size is smaller than that used for the census long form—about 19 million, or one in six
households—and is a smaller sample than will eventually be used for the ACS when it is fully
launched, the C2SS information offers a glimpse of the data (in this case, regarding Middle Eastern
populations) to be released from the Census 2000 long form in mid-2002.

The Census Bureau suggests that estimates from the C2SS—about cities and counties with at least
250,000 people—Dbe used to make comparisons within the C2SS data set itself, either between
cities/counties or with state estimates, rather than to make comparisons with data from earlier
censuses since at the sub-state level (e.g., city, county, etc.) the impact of methodological and
sampling differences in the surveys is magnified (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2001).

Note: The statistics on people of Middle Eastern ancestry in California presented throughout this report

are estimates based on a sample of the population in state and selected counties (unlike Census 2000
data which were gathered from the total population).

Middle Eastern Populations in California

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the estimated breakdown of Arab populations in California, and the
United States, respectively. Overall, about a third of the Arab population is Lebanese, a third is
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Egyptian, Syrian, Palestinian, Iraqi, or Jordanian, and a third is Arab/Arabic or “Other Arab.”
These figures do not include Middle Eastern populations of Iranian, Israeli, or Turkish ancestry.

Table 1 includes estimates of the Iranian, Israeli, and Turkish populations in addition to Arabs in
the U.S. overall, California, and selected counties in the state: Alameda, Los Angeles, Orange,
Riverside, San Diego, San Francisco, San Mateo, and Santa Clara. These counties were selected
from the 21 available in the C2SS dataset? because they have the largest populations of Middle
Eastern people residing in them.

Table 1: Middle Eastern Population Estimates for Selected Counties in California, 2000

Arab Iranian Israeli Turkish
Number % Number % Number % Number %
United States 1,248,551 0.46 346,204 0.13 105,412 0.04 136,498 0.05
California 194147 | 059 164,002 0.50 25419 | 0.08 21,218 | 0.06
Alameda 13,964 | 0.99 3770 | 027 1392 | 010 214 | 002
Los Angeles 59,753 0.64 80,934 | 087 17,748 0.19 4706 | 0.05
Orange 21,076 | 075 27,618 0.98 1,170 | 0.04 8,016 |  0.29
Riverside 11,124 0.74 3,455 023 - - 431 0.03
San Diego 22,058 0.81 8784 | 0.32 1,946 | 007 410 | 002
San Francisco 7,184 | 095 1,992 | 026 444 | 006 1,233 0.16
San Mateo 11,132 1.60 5050 | 072 - - 503 0.07
Santa Clara 5,126 0.31 15,996 0.97 1,079 0.07 932 0.06

Source: Census 2000 Supplementary Survey

Table 2: Arab Population Percentage Estimates for Selected Counties in California, 2000

Lebanese | Arab/Arabic Egyptian Syrian Palestinian Iraqi Jordanian ?\:c};f)r

United States 0.15 0.10 0.04 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.05
California 0.20 0.10 0.08 0.05 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.07
Alameda 0.21 0.10 0.35 0.04 - - - 0.28
Los Angeles 0.25 0.06 0.07 0.07 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.11
Orange 0.20 0.15 0.22 0.09 0.02 0.01 0.03 0.02
Riverside 0.56 0.07 0.07 0.03 0.01 - - -

San Diego 0.24 0.24 0.01 0.02 0.07 0.16 - 0.07
San Francisco 0.19 0.43 0.02 0.05 0.12 0.01 0.06 0.07
San Mateo 0.58 0.13 0.44 0.06 0.24 0.16 - -

Santa Clara 0.09 0.04 - 0.01 0.04 0.05 - 0.08

Source: Census 2000 Supplementary Survey

? Counties with total populations of at least 250,000 are included in the C2SS dataset.



To detail the Arab population in these selected counties, Table 2 presents estimates of population
percentages for the following groups: Lebanese, Arab/Arabic, Egyptian, Syrian, Palestinian, Iraqi,
Jordanian, and Other Arab. Though these Middle Eastern groups make up only a small
percentage of the total population in California and in individual counties, their numbers
illustrate the diversity within a group that tends to be counted as “White” on the Census and
other demographic surveys regarding race and ethnicity.

To contextualize the C2SS estimates, Tables 3 and 4 summarize comparable 1990 Census data,
though county-level change rates cannot be calculated between these two datasets due to
methodological and sampling differences. When data from the long form of the 2000 Census are
released (in Summary File 3) during the summer/fall of 2002, it will be possible to compare
Middle Eastern population sizes with past censuses to examine growth over the past several
decades. Table 5 previews change rates for Middle Eastern groups at the state and national level.

Table 3: Middle Eastern Populations in Selected Counties of California, 1990

Arab Iranian Israeli Turkish
Number % Number % Number % Number %
United States 870,738 | 035 235,521 0.09 81,677 | 003 83850 | 003
California 144619 | 049 108,871 0.37 20,651 0.07 12,929 | 004
Alameda 4926 | 0.39 4737 | 037 701 0.05 412 | 0.03
Los Angeles 56,345 | 0.64 54114 | 061 12977 | 0.5 5,223 0.06
Orange 15662 | 0.65 13332 | 055 1,420 | 006 1,648 0.07
Riverside 4,165 0.36 1,246 0.11 228 0.02 300 0.03
San Diego 13,055 0.52 7,102 0.28 926 0.04 1,042 0.04
San Francisco 5190 | 072 1,605 | 022 484 | 007 337 | 005
San Mateo 5587 | 0.86 2,08 | 0.32 24| 003 413 0.06
Santa Clara 7,085 0.47 8,798 0.59 1,707 0.11 793 0.05

Source: 1990 Census (SF3)

Table 4: Arab Population Percentages for Selected Counties in California, 1990

Lebanese Arab/Arabic Egyptian Syrian Palestinian Iraqi Jordanian ?::;;r
United States 0.16 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.02
California 0.17 0.09 0.07 0.05 0.04 0.02 0.02 0.03
Alameda 0.09 0.10 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.0
Los Angeles 0.22 0.10 0.12 0.07 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.04
Orange 0.25 0.11 0.10 0.08 0.04 0.01 0.04 0.02
Riverside 0.14 0.08 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01
San Diego 0.18 0.12 0.02 0.05 0.03 0.07 0.01 0.03
San Francisco 0.16 0.15 0.05 0.06 0.18 0.02 0.02 0.07
San Mateo 0.18 0.22 0.05 0.04 0.25 0.02 0.06 0.04
Santa Clara 0.13 0.09 0.06 0.07 0.07 0.01 0.01 0.03

Source: 1990 Census (SF3)




Table 5: Percent Change in Middle Eastern
Populations, 1990 to 2000

California United States
Arab 34.2 43 4
Lebanese 31.1 6.6
Arab/Arabic 24.9 104.6
Egyptian 30.1 56.3
Syrian 1.7 4.8
Palestinian 1.3 32.6
Iraqi 54.3 77.0
Jordanian 49.9 212.3
Other Arab 175.2 184.7
Iranian 50.6 47.0
Israeli 23.1 29.1
Turkish 64.1 62.8

Sources: Census 2000 Supplementary Survey, 1990 Census (SF3)

As Samhan (2000) notes in a book chapter titled, Not Quite White: Race Classification and the Arab-
American Experience, Middle Eastern and Arab Americans often straddle a “technical white
identity” with a “practical affinity to ‘people of color’.” With regard to this dilemma, two
organizations submitted proposals in the mid-1990s for changes to the 2000 Census to the Office
of Management and Budget (OMB). The Arab American Institute (AAI) proposed disaggregating
non-European population groups rather than grouping them all into one “White” category, and
the Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC) proposed adding an “Arab American”
category to the census as a linguistically-based identifier and also provided testimony for a regional
category (Middle Eastern/North African) with ethnic subgroups (e.g., Arab, Iranian, Turkish,
etc.). Partially because there seemed to be a lack of consensus over the definition of the
population(s) in question, the OMB decided not to adopt either proposal on the 2000 Census,

though they left open the possibility for further study in the future.
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