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For most people, racial survey ques-
tions aren’t worrisome. But for those 
of Middle Eastern or North African 
(MENA) descent, checking a box trig-

gers the questioning of our identities. I first 
encountered this in middle school during 
standardized testing, when I had to fill out 
the racial demographic section before the 
exam. Seeing no option for Middle East-
ern, I assumed I should check Asian since 
Iran is located in Asia. When I went home 
that day, I told my mom that I had checked 
off Asian as my race. She looked surprised. 

“We’re not Asian,” she said. “We’re white.”
I didn’t believe her. By the time I entered 

middle school, I had already experienced 
constant reminders that I wasn’t like the oth-
er kids at school; between bomb threat jokes, 
rude comments about the shape of my nose 
and the dark hair on my arms, and looks from 
my classmates when I spoke to my family in 
Farsi, I was made aware that I was not simply 
“white.” After a little research, I learned that 
white in the United States is defined as “a per-
son having origins in any of the original peo-
ple of Europe, the Middle East, or North Af-
rica.”1 By definition, I felt obligated to accept 
this identity and mark myself down as “white,” 
though it always left me feeling uneasy.

Now, an increasing number of Middle 
Easterners and North Africans are recog-
nizing and speaking out against the erasure 
of their identities in paperwork, academia, 
and most notably, the U.S. Census. The Unit-
ed States government—which has system-
atically oppressed people from the MENA 
region—has the duty to correct this mis-

identification. In a post-9/11 world, Amer-
icans of MENA heritage have faced wide-
spread discrimination, from the Muslim 
Travel Ban, to unethical searches from the 
TSA, to everyday prejudiced social inter-
actions. Being labeled as white disregards 
the experience of MENA immigrants and 
their children living in the United States. 

Besides the cognitive dissonance and 
confusion that arises, categorizing Middle 
Easterners as “white” also causes real harm 
to the welfare of the MENA community. 
When Middle Easterners are represented as 
white, their status as a minority communi-
ty is lost on paper. One of the purposes of 
the census is to gather information about 
the ethnic makeup of communities so that 
federal aid can properly fund programs. 
These programs—such as healthcare, ed-
ucation research, language assistance, and 
civil rights programs—rely on accurate 
data about communities’ racial makeup.

During congressional committee hear-
ings on the last census in 2020, Palestin-
ian-American Congresswoman Rashida 
Tlaib questioned the director of the U.S. 
Census Bureau on the administration’s de-
cision to keep MENA people under the cat-
egory of white.4 While the director point-
ed out that a write-in option exists for 
census-takers, Congresswoman Tlaib re-
sponded by saying that these write-ins do 
little to demand recognition from the gov-
ernment for MENA programs and research.

Erasing MENA identity in American ra-
cial categorization does not just stop at era-
sure on the civic level, but it also manifests in 

education. Because educational institutions 
adopt the racial categories prescribed by 
the U.S. Department of Education, Middle 
Easterners also face a lack of representation 
when applying to college or when identify-
ing themselves at their colleges. The College 
Board defines “White” as “including Mid-
dle Eastern origin” and it does not have an 
“Other” option.5 At educational institutions 
like Penn, racial demographics are utilized to 
understand how best to promote equity and 
standard of life on campus. For MENA stu-
dents, the opportunity to be understood and 
uplifted by these institutions is taken away by 
a lack of a box. Studies that aim to measure the 
level of discrimination perpetrated by educa-
tional institutions, the police, or employers 
often group MENA-Americans in the white 
category—which leads officials to gravely un-
derestimate the extent of racial discrimina-
tion experienced by the MENA community.6

While race, ethnicity, and geographic 
groupings are socially constructed, the la-
bels associated with these ideas significant-
ly impact people’s lives. Along with other 
MENA people, I have stopped marking my-
self as “white” despite the direction given, 
and instead mark my race as “other,” or bet-
ter yet, write in and specify my ethnicity. In 
2020, MENA-representing organizations 
such as the Arab American Institute and the 
Public Affairs Alliance of Iranian Ameri-
cans organized write-in campaigns for the 
census to spread awareness about identi-
ty erasure among the MENA community.2,3

While the next census does not take place 
until 2030, inaccuracy on other racial survey 
questions must be amended immediately. The 
current racial categories, which are limited to 
“White, Asian, Black, and Native American,” 
do not represent the true racial makeup of the 
United States. The identity of Middle Eastern-
ers and North Africans living in the United 
States should not be restricted to a label pre-
scribed by the American government—it is 
one which we should prescribe for ourselves.
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