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Much like Gary Johnson, we all need a global education

Time for MENA Americans to stand up and be counted

G
ary Johnson, the US 
Libertarian Party 
candidate for 
president, keeps 
drawing blanks. 
Asked on September 

28th by MSNBC’s Chris Matthews 
to “name one foreign leader that 
you respect and look up to, 
anybody” in any country of the 
world, Johnson struggled to pick 
a name. Finally, he could only 
say “I guess I’m having an 
Aleppo moment”. It was his 
second such moment in just a 
few weeks.

In an earlier MSNBC interview, 
Johnson was asked what he 
thought of the tragic situation in 
Aleppo, Syria’s oldest, most war-
ravaged city, which has been in 
the headlines worldwide. “What 
is Aleppo?” he replied.

The Libertarian candidate 
should obviously brush up on 
world affairs. He should also have 
better foreign policy advisers and 
maybe appear on MSNBC less 
frequently.

But Johnson is not the only one 
in Washington having “Aleppo 
moments” these days. Two key US 
senators — Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee Chairman Bob 
Corker, R-Tennessee, and Sen-
ate Armed Services Committee 
Chairman John McCain, R-Arizona 
— drew criticism recently for 
geographical inaccuracies in their 
statements.

McCain asked Corker “suppose 
that unimpeded, the Houthis, the 
clients of the Iranians, had taken 
over the country of Yemen. What 
would that do? Would that indeed 
pose a threat to the Straits [sic] of 
Hormuz, where they are already 
harassing American naval ves-
sels?”

Seemingly unaware, as was his 
questioner, that Yemen is no-
where near the Strait of Hormuz, 
Corker replied: “It creates greater 
instability in a region that already 
has had tremendous amounts 
of it. But no question, I mean, it 
borders the strait and again it puts 
more of that in Iranian hands.”

Such comments have received 
a lot of play in the international 
media, including in the Arab 
world, as an illustration of US 
politicians’ ignorance of all things 
international.

But the debate raises an im-
portant question. Would politi-
cians, university students and 
the general public in the Arab 

world demonstrate any better 
knowledge of world facts? Hard to 
say. Not many surveys have been 
conducted on the topic.

In the Arab world, basic igno-
rance of the facts too often com-
bined with conspiracy theories 
many times produce inaccurate 
and absurdly slanted explanations 
of international issues. That’s 
not surprising, considering the 
failings of the region’s educa-
tional systems and the demagogic 
nature of the prevailing political 
discourse in the region.

Arab youth are open to the 
world. They use the internet and 
smartphones to search for global 
opportunities. But sectarian, 
tribal and partisan impulses have 
encouraged insularity. Radical 
Salafists, in particular, are trying 
to destroy all bridges to universal-
ity, be they cultural or economic.

In today’s world, proficiency in 
English provides any aspirational 
global citizen with a universal 
tool of communication but Arab 
educational systems do not en-
sure adequate training in foreign 
languages.

In the Arab world, social media 
are increasingly among the main 

sources of information but Fa-
cebook and other online forums 
more frequently carry barbs, 
rumours and vitriolic attacks than 
objective facts, thereby feeding 
fear and ignorance.

This is why it is not a priority 
for many in the Arab world to 
call out their leaders even when 
they manifestly have a hard time 
understanding the way politics in 
the West functions. Many of the 
leaders themselves share in the 
vague notions that the West does 
not “know us” or is “unfair to us” 
in the global decision-making 
process.

Even so sophisticated an Arab 
leader of yesteryear as Tunisia’s 
Habib Bourguiba displayed his 
low expectations of his hosts’ 
knowledge on a visit to the United 
States in 1986. Asked by mem-
bers of a US business delegation 
how things were back home, the 
normally courteous president 
snapped, “You keep on confus-
ing Tunisia with Indonesia. Is 
this acceptable?” Bourguiba, 
who was not fluent in English, 
had been briefed about how little 
Americans knew about Tunisia 
and thought the Americans were 

asking about Indonesia.
It remains true, however, that 

one might expect Americans, 
citizens of the world’s richest, 
most powerful country, to have 
a better grasp of international af-
fairs. More particularly, US policy 
makers whose decisions affect 
millions around the world.

Today, a lot in the Clinton-
Trump White House race hinges 
on foreign policy issues. Every-
where, and not just in the United 
States, voters bereft of the facts 
of life in the global arena, are in-
creasingly vulnerable to populist 
manipulation. That was the case 
during Britain’s debate on Brexit. 
It could be yet again a crucial 
factor in forthcoming European 
elections.

If Americans are not particularly 
proficient in foreign languages 
and au fait with foreign cultures, 
it is because of an insulation they 
could afford (or could not escape) 
based on their history, geography 
and economics. For decades, 
institutions such as the National 
Geographic Society have docu-
mented Americans’ lack of famili-
arity with world geography.

A recent survey by the Council 
on Foreign Relations and National 
Geographic Society showed that 
only 29% of US college students 
were able to identify Indonesia as 
a Muslim-majority country. Just 
28% knew that the United States 
is treaty-bound to defend Japan. 
But the survey recorded some 
progress compared to decades 
past: 81% of respondents said cur-
rent world events are “extremely 
important” if not “very impor-
tant” to know. That might suggest 
a thirst to learn more about the 
world.

Stereotyping and ignorance on 
the part of US politicians is dif-
ficult to tolerate. The truncated 
interpretations and inaccurate as-
sumptions offered as facts about 
the world by Arab politicians can 
have critical implications.

Lack of grasp of international 
issues can carry even more criti-
cal consequences for the Arabs, 
today and tomorrow. Progress in 
the Arab region dictates a mindset 
that is more in tune with global 
realities and is better equipped for 
international engagement and we 
all, not just Gary Johnson, need 
global literacy.

Oussama Romdhani is Editor-in-
Chief of The Arab Weekly.

T
wo-hundred-and-
thirty years after the 
United States’ first 
constitutionally 
mandated census, the 
country wants to 

include a MENA category in its 
2020 survey. The Middle East-
North Africa option, if it comes to 
pass, is breathlessly described by 
commentators as a massive 
realignment of federal racial 
definitions.

Its implications are immense. It 
will shrink the white population al-
most immediately because people 
of MENA origin — estimated at 1.8 
million-3.7 million — are currently 
counted as white. More important-
ly, it will render Middle Easterners, 
Arabs and North Africans — no mat-
ter if they are mixed race Lebanese-
Mexican like actress Salma Hayek 
or Armenian like reality television 
celebrity Kim Kardashian — instant-
ly visible.

That can only be a good thing 
in terms of politics and policy, 
despite the extreme fears voiced by 
the paranoid and gentle concerns 
raised by the prudent.

Consider the import of having an 
accurate tally — age, sex, countries 
of origin — of people from a certain 
region. They would be able to track 
and cite discriminatory treatment 
with respect to housing and educa-
tion, seek political representation 

in line with their numbers and ap-
ply for federal government grants 
for minority-run small businesses.

As a voting bloc, albeit cutting 
across different religious, racial, 
ethnic and cartographical lines, 
people of MENA-origin would have 
decided clout. They would become 
a distinct group for the purposes 
of health research and the tracking 
of employment and educational 
trends.

As Helen Hatab Samhan of the 
Arab American Institute recently 
said: “It helps these communities 
feel less invisible…It’s a good step, 
a positive step.”

She is right about the positive na-
ture of being counted. The United 
States’ founding fathers considered 
census data so important they 
made it part of the constitution. 
They believed that representative 
democracy was fundamentally 
premised on numbers because 
representation should be based on 
population strength if it is to be 
viable and true. They wanted each 
community to get the right number 
of representatives in government.

And, as Penn State sociology and 
demography Professor Gordon de 
Jong pointed out, census tallies 
help with the equitable distribution 
of federal and state public funds for 
educational programmes, health 
care, law enforcement and high-
ways that serve a community.

Unfortunately, there are two 
basic problems with the proposal 
to include a MENA category in 
the US Census in 2020. There may 
be marked public disagreement 
with the change. Even if every-
one agreed, US President Barack 
Obama’s administration may sim-
ply run out of time to enact it.

The Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB), the largest execu-
tive entity within the White House, 
published a proposal on September 
30th in the government’s official 
journal the Federal Register. It 
specified a month’s public consul-
tation on whether to add a MENA 
category, which groups to include 
and what it should be called. This 
is part of the attempt to solve the 
Census Bureau’s headaches over 
the inclusion of Turkish, Sudanese 
and Somali Americans in the MENA 
grouping.

There is no certainty the White 
House consultation will gener-
ate the sort of positive vibes that 
MENA classification advocates, 
such as the Arab American Insti-
tute, want. An “Arab or Middle 
Eastern” census category was first 
proposed by the OMB in 1994 but 
agreement could not be reached on 
its composition.

Twenty years later, Obama’s OMB 
formed an Interagency Working 
Group to consider ways to improve 
federal data collection on race and 

ethnicity and a MENA classification 
was once again proposed. Again, 
no one could agree on the basis 
of measurement — should it be 
language, geography or something 
else.

Now, the White House is trying 
again but attempts to be statistical-
ly inclusive are viewed with suspi-
cion by some Arab Americans who 
fear it could enhance the govern-
ment’s ability to monitor and track 
citizens. The fear is understand-
able. We live in the age of Donald 
Trump and Islamophobia.

It is also a part of a larger distrust 
of government and official data col-
lection. Even without a MENA cat-
egory, questions have become more 
numerous and specific than the six 
asked in the first census in 1790: 
The name of the head of the house-
hold, the number of free white 
males older than 16, the number of 
free white males younger than 16, 
the number of free white females, 
the number of other free persons 
and the number of slaves.

But that is because the United 
States is becoming more diverse 
and a MENA census category would 
be recognition of the reality.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
contributing editor for The Arab 
Weekly. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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An April 2015 file picture shows demonstrators standing around 
a map of the Mediterranean Sea in Marseille, as they protest 
European migration policies.


