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WHO ARE MIDDLE EASTERN/NORTH AFRICAN INDIVIDUALS? 
 
The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a geographic region that lacks a universal definition. 
For example, there is no MENA region among the official United Nations Regional Groups and there 
is no official definition in U.S. policy or law. 

Most often, MENA is used to refer to people with roots in one of the 22 Arab League states (Egypt, 
Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Mauritania, Sudan, Somalia, Djibouti, Comoros 
Islands) AND those from the non-Arab states of Afghanistan, Iran, and Turkey. Sometimes the 
region known as the South Caucuses is also grouped together with the Middle East, and it includes 
those with roots in Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan. 

Additionally, there are minority groups that live in the countries listed above with their own ethnic 
identities. These include (but are not limited to) Chaldeans, Copts, Kurds, and the Imazighen. 
These groups may identify with both national and ethnic identity (for example, the Syrian-Kurdish 
population). Therefore, disaggregating the MENA group into distinct ethnic identities requires 
expanding categories beyond nation-states (see table on pg. 5).
 

WHY DOES THE OMB INCLUDE MENA IN THE ‘WHITE’ 
CATEGORY?  
 
Between 1870 and the early 1930s, around 130,000 Arab immigrants came to the United States 
after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. These early immigrants were mostly Christians from 
Greater Syria (modern day Syria, Lebanon and Palestine). A barrier to immigration from this region 
was the U.S. Naturalization Act of 1790, which restricted citizenship to «any alien, being a free 
white person.» To combat discrimination, these early Arabs sought to be identified as White (Foad, 
2013). 

The fact that many of the early Arab immigrants were Christian and light-skinned helped make 
the argument that they are closer to the ‘White’ category than the category in which they were 
previously placed at the time (‘Chinese-Mongolian’). (Beydoun, 2013). Therefore, racial formation 
of “MENA” is due to a limited view of the region, focusing solely on Arabs of the Levant/Eastern 
Mediterranean, and influenced by the Christian majority of incoming immigrants at that time. 
However, MENA can be considered a multi-racial and multi-ethnic region, with many languages, 
skin colors, religions, and cultural practices represented.
  

WHY GROUP ALL OF THE MENA REGION TOGETHER?
  
“MENA” is a somewhat controversial term. Many Americans, especially younger generations, reject 
the MENA label due to its colonial origins, defining the region in relation to Europe. Instead, they 
advocate for usage of the term, ‘Southwest Asia and North Africa’ (SWANA). According to the 
SWANA Alliance, this new decolonial term does not have concrete borders but is used to “speak to 
the diversity of our communities and to forward the most vulnerable in our liberation.” 



Responding to Race/Ethnicity Questions & Middle Eastern/North African (MENA) Identity 3

However, both SWANA and MENA refer to the same geographic area and group of people with 
shared cultural characteristics. Even though this group is diverse in many ways, it is a relatively 
small proportion of the population and in many cases, it may be better for privacy protection and 
data reliability to group all people descending from this region instead of breaking them up into 
even smaller groups.
 

HOW MANY MENA INDIVIDUALS ARE THERE IN THE U.S.? 
 
It is difficult to know the MENA American population size as a whole because they are not 
included on the U.S. Census. Some larger ethnic groups within the MENA category include the 
Arab American population, which is estimated to be over 3.5 million. The largest and most-
concentrated Arab American communities are in Detroit, New York City, and Los Angeles (Arab 
American Insititute, 2017). Similarly, most of the U.S.’s Iranian/Persian Americans live in California, 
while approximately 9.1% live in New York and New Jersey (Soraya & Raha, 2003). The states 
with historically the largest number of Afghan Americans live in California, New York and Virginia. 
Afghans are among the immigrant populations that increased the most between 2010 and 2019 
(Budiman, 2020).  
 

HOW SHOULD I RESPOND TO DISAGGREGATED RACE/
ETHNICITY QUESTIONS? 
 
There is no ‘right’ way to answer questions about race and ethnicity. The way you respond to 
question(s) about race and ethnicity may also depend on how the question is formatted. 

Self-reporting provides the most accurate responses to race and ethnicity questions. This means 
that these questions should be open-ended questions, giving people the opportunity to write in 
any response you wish. In this case, you should write out the race/ethnicity that you feel best 
represents your identity. If you identify with more than one racial/ethnic group, you should list all of 
them. 

Sometimes, it can be hard for institutions and people who manage data to organize many written 
race/ethnicity responses, so instead they offer specific racial/ethnic categories for you to choose 
from. Including more specific race/ethnicity categories allows more options for accurate self-
reporting.  

Most forms will include a multiple-choice race/ethnicity question. In this case, the race/ethnicity 
options may vary. For example, there may only be one MENA category, or there may be more 
specific categories to choose from. You may or may not decide to select more specific groups. 
However, selecting all of the relevant racial/ethnic groups that you identify with is recommended 
for more accurate reporting. 
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Here are some examples of POSSIBLE ways to respond to different race/ethnicity question 
formats:

Scenario 1: Multiple choice, limited 
disaggregated options; respondent identifies 
as Libyan but prefers to report ‘MENA’ only

Scenario 2: Multiple choice, limited 
disaggregated options; respondent identifies 
as Moroccan 

What is your race or ethnicity (check all that 
apply)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Since “Middle Eastern or North African” was 
selected as your race or ethnicity, which group 
best represents your ethnicity or ancestry 
(check all that apply)?

What is your race or ethnicity (check all that 
apply)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Since “Middle Eastern or North African” was 
selected as your race or ethnicity, which group 
best represents your ethnicity or ancestry 
(check all that apply)?

White 
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish 
Black 
Middle Eastern or North African 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
Asian 
American Indian, Native, First Nations, 
Indigenous Peoples of the Americans, or 
Alaska Native 
Some other Race or ethnicity: 
 
Don’t know 
Prefer not to anser

White 
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish 
Black 
Middle Eastern or North African 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
Asian 
American Indian, Native, First Nations, 
Indigenous Peoples of the Americans, or 
Alaska Native 
Some other Race or ethnicity: 
 
Don’t know 
Prefer not to anser

Algerian 
Armenian  
Egyptian 
Iranian 
Lebanese 
Moroccan 
Palestinian 
Syrian 
Turkish 
Yemeni 
Another option:

Don’t know 
Prefer not to answer

Algerian 
Armenian  
Egyptian 
Iranian 
Lebanese 
Moroccan 
Palestinian 
Syrian 
Turkish 
Yemeni 
Another option:

Don’t know 
Prefer not to answer
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Scenario 3: Write-in only option;  respondent 
identifies as Sudanese 

Scenario 4: Multiple choice, limited 
disaggregated options; respondent identifies 
as Afghan and Persian 

What race or ethnicity best describes you? Since “Middle Eastern or North African” was 
selected as your race or ethnicity, which group 
best represents your ethnicity or ancestry 
(check all that apply)?

 
The table below shows the different groups that can fall within the MENA category. In some 
regions of the U.S., these populations may be very small, so they are unlikely to be given as a 
specific option. 

• Please note that this table may not include every possible group, and it’s possible that there 
is overlap between these ethnicities and a broader race group besides the MENA category.

 

Category: Middle Eastern or North African

Afghan Algerian Armenian Assyrian/
Chaldean

Amazigh/
Imazighen

Azerbaijani

Bahraini Circassian Coptic Cypriot Djiboutian Egyptian

Emirati Georgian Iranian/
Persian

Iraqi Jordanian Kurdish

Kuwaiti Lebanese Libyan Mauritanian Moroccan Nubian

Omani Palestinian Qatari Saudi Somali Sudanese

Syrian Tunisian Turkish Yemeni Jewish 
(Mizrahi/
Sephardi) 

Another MENA 
group not 

listed

Algerian 
Armenian  
Egyptian 
Iranian 
Lebanese 
Moroccan 
Palestinian 
Syrian 
Turkish 
Yemeni 
Another option:

Don’t know 
Prefer not to answer

Sudanese

Afghan
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