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Anxiety in
Arab-American 
heartland
as US election 
draws near
Thomas Seibert

Washington

M 

embers of the oldest 
Arab-American com-
munity in the United 
States said they are 
concerned as the US 

presidential election draws near 
following a bitter and divisive cam-
paign.

A defeat for the Republican Party 
candidate Donald Trump, who has 
voiced anti-immigrant and anti-
Muslim rhetoric throughout the 
campaign and is trailing in polls, 
could spark a violent response by 
his disappointed followers who 
“could harm us”, said Michigan-
based Abed Ayoub, legal and policy 
director of the American Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee (ADC). 
“There are already hate crimes 
against Arab Americans, persons 
getting attacked,” Ayoub said.

Michigan has been home to im-
migrants from the Middle East since 
the late 1800s and Henry Ford’s car 
production started to attract more 
and more workers in the first dec-

ades of the 20th century. Today, 
about 500,000 Arab Americans 
live in the state, the Arab American 
Institute (AAI) said. About one-in-
three citizens of Dearborn, a large 
suburb of Detroit, is of Arab de-
scent.

Hassan Jaber, executive direc-
tor of the Arab Community Center 
for Economic and Social Services 
(ACCESS) in Dearborn, said the 
polarisation of the campaign will 
not go away quickly. “This hate 
and these extreme views are going 
to be with us. The election season 
is not going to end this debate,” 
Jaber said.

Trump shocked many Arab 
Americans by describing Mus-
lims as potential national security 
threats, calling for an immigration 
ban for people from Iraq and Syria 
and publicly feuding with the par-
ents of a Muslim-American soldier 
killed in action in Iraq. Those po-
sitions resonated strongly among 
Trump’s core constituency, white 
Christian males.

Although some Arab Americans 
said they plan to vote for Trump, 
most say they support his Demo-
cratic Party rival, Hillary Clinton, 
even though her strong pro-Israel 
positions make her a less than ideal 
candidate for Arab voters. There 
was not much difference between 
Trump and Clinton, said Zaka-
ria Khalaf, secretary-general of the 
Arab American and Muslim Con-
gress in Southfield, Michigan. But, 
on balance, “we find more in Clin-
ton”, he said.

Ismael Ahmed, an AAI board 
member who is running for a seat 
on Michigan’s State Board of Educa-
tion, said Arab Americans did not 
see Clinton as a “perfect vessel” but 
much preferred her over Trump. 
“This is a no-brainer for us,” he said.

Ahmed said the Clinton campaign 
invited him to speak at several ral-
lies in the state, something he said 
he thinks happened as Trump’s an-
ti-Islam rhetoric “forced the other 
side to come forward”.

In a recent AAI poll, 60% of Arab-
American respondents expressed 
support for Clinton and 26% for 
Trump. Overall in Michigan, as of 
November 1st, Clinton led Trump 
44.8% to 38.5%, a poll average by 
the website RealClearPolitics indi-
cated.

November 8th is not only the day 
of the presidential vote but also the 
election of all 435 members of the US 
House of Representatives and about 
one-third of the US Senate, as well 
as many elections for state offices. 
Ahmed said an increasing number 

of Arab Americans were running for 
positions in the judiciary or for local 
or state office this year.

He noted that violent confronta-
tions between Trump supporters 
and members of his community 
were on the rise. “We call it the 
Trump effect,” he said. “Elements 
among the Trump supporters are 
acting out things that they would 
not have acted out if they had not 
been freed by Trump’s rhetoric.”

Arab Americans in Michigan are 
not the only ones who are con-
cerned. Sarab al-Jijakli, the found-
ing director of the Network of Arab 
American Professionals (NAAP), 
said the divisiveness of Trump’s 
campaign had produced a polarisa-
tion unseen in American political 
life. “This is an American concern 
that goes beyond Arab Americans,” 
said Jijakli, who lives in New York. 
“This is not just an issue for us.”

He said the most vulnerable rep-
resentatives of Arab Americans, 
such as newly arrived refugees and 
women wearing the veil, were es-

pecially at risk of being harassed 
by extremists. “Bigots won’t come 
and attack me, a 6-foot-tall male,” 
he said.

Demographic shifts could be one 
reason for the bitterness of the cam-
paign. Some observers say Trump’s 
support among white voters is a re-
sponse to a feeling that their ethnic 
group, which has dominated the 
United States since the 18th cen-
tury, is losing power. The US Census 
Bureau expects whites in the coun-
try will no longer be in the major-
ity after 2045 because of non-white 
immigration and higher birth rates 
among minority groups.

Jaber said current developments 
were the beginning of a debate 
triggered by those demographic 
changes. Today’s America is “less 
white, more of a mix, more of many 
cultures” than in the past and the 
country must confront that fact, he 
said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Trump has shocked 
many Arab 
Americans by 
describing Muslims 
as a potential 
national security 
threat.

Police escort a woman protester before the start of Republican Party presidential nominee Donald 
Trump’s campaign rally in Charlotte, North Carolina, last August.                                                                (AP)

Arab-American voters: Clinton 60%, Trump 26%

F or years, Arab-Ameri-
can voters slightly 
leaned towards the 
Democratic Party but 
were swing voters in 
national and local 

elections. This was the pattern 
we observed in the early years of 
our more than two decades of 
biannual surveys of the commu-
nity’s voting behaviour. It is no 
longer the case, as Arab Ameri-
cans have increasingly come to 
identify themselves as Democrats 
and vote for Democratic Party 
candidates.

In a book I wrote in 2001 on the 
values and voting patterns of a 
number of ethnic American 
communities (What Ethnic 
Americans Really Think, based on 
polling conducted by my broth-
er’s group, Zogby International), 
we found that most ethnics 
leaned Democrat but shared a 
value system that ran counter to 
the political ideas offered by 
what were then called “moderate 
Republicans” and “New Demo-
crats”. The tendency of both was 
to combine fiscal conservatism 
with social liberalism.

Many ethnic voters, on the 
other hand, embraced beliefs that 
were the exact opposite. They 
were fiscally progressive and 
socially more conservative. They 
said that government played a 
constructive role in society and 
they were, therefore, supportive 
of strengthening programmes 
such as Social Security and 

Medicare, investing in public 
education and expanding health 
care coverage.

At the same time, there were 
people running small businesses 
with extended family networks 
who said they believed in 
building strong communities 
and, therefore, had belief 
systems that reflected those 
values.

Beginning in 2002 and continu-
ing during the next decade, the 
community drifted away from the 
Republican Party. There were a 
number of factors that fuelled 
this drift. Initially, it was the 
post-9/11 reaction of the George 
W. Bush administration that 
compromised the civil liberties of 
recent immigrants, followed by 
the war in Iraq and then the 
hard-line rhetoric that came to 
dominate the Republican Party. 
The first to be affected were Arab 
Americans who were more recent 
immigrants and Muslim.

While Arab Americans who had 
been born in the United States 
had stronger party identification, 
those who were immigrants were 
classic swing voters. But, as our 
polling demonstrated, all parts of 
the community were repulsed by 
and felt threatened by the 
increased harsh anti-Arab and 
anti-Muslim rhetoric.

In our most recent poll of Arab 
Americans, 50% of those sur-
veyed said they had personally 
experienced discrimination 
because of their ethnicity and 
53% expressed concern that they 
might face discrimination in the 
future.

In reality, it might be said that it 
was not the community that 
drifted away from the Republi-

cans, it was the party that was 
galloping away from Arab 
Americans. This parting of the 
ways especially intensified during 
the elections from 2008 to 2016, 
culminating in the nomination of 
Donald Trump. The effect of this 
can be seen in the results of this 
year’s Arab American Institute 
(AAI) poll.

In an October poll of likely 
Arab-American voters, Democrat 
Hillary Clinton smothers Trump, 
60% to 26% in their choice for 
president.

Commissioned by the AAI and 
conducted by Zogby Analytics, 
the survey indicated that the 
movement of Arab Americans 
from the Republican Party has 
continued. Arab Americans now 
favour the Democratic Party over 
the Republicans by two to one, 
with 52% identifying as Demo-
crats and 26% saying they are 
Republicans. When asked which 
party they prefer to control the US 
Congress, by 54% to 27%, Arab 
Americans pick the Democrats.

When asked why they would 
vote for either Clinton or Trump, 
Arab Americans gave surprisingly 
similar responses. More than 40% 
of Clinton voters said they were 
supporting her either because of 
party loyalty or because they 
liked her domestic policies. 
Another one-third said they were 
voting against Trump. Only one in 
ten identified foreign policy as 
the reason they were supporting 
Clinton.

Supporters of both Clinton and 
Trump identified jobs and the 
economy as the most important 
issue in determining their vote 
but that was where the similarity 
ended. Democrats pointed to gun 

violence, health care and Social 
Security and Medicare as next in 
importance while Republicans 
identified combating terrorism, 
the budget deficit and controlling 
government spending and 
immigration as their next most 
important concerns.

When asked which issues they 
felt Clinton would be best able to 
address, Arab Americans added 
improving education and race 
relations to the mix.

What emerges from this survey 
is that while Arab-American 
Democrats and Republicans share 
the basic beliefs of their respec-
tive parties, the former are 
growing in number while the 
latter are shrinking. The bottom 
line is that while not in love with 
Clinton, as they were with Barack 
Obama in 2008, most Arab 
Americans have come to feel 
more comfortable voting for 
Democrats because they feel 
more aligned with the issues and 
values of that party.

Especially interesting is the fact 
that the gap that once existed 
between the immigrant and 
native-born and the Catholic and 
Muslim components of the 
Arab-American community has, 
over time, disappeared. Party 
identification and candidate 
preferences are largely the same 
for all groups. This has meant that 
immigrants are more comfortable 
identifying as Democrats and are 
less likely to be swing voters. At 
the same time, the once more 
evenly matched party identifica-
tion of the native-born group has 
changed rather significantly.

James J. Zogby is president of the 
Arab American Institute.
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Democratic Party over the 
Republicans by two to one.


