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Description:  

• This lesson aims to promote open and safe discussions about whiteness and race in Arab 

American communities. It looks at historical definitions of whiteness and the relationship 

of Arab Americans to race in the US. It also asks students to think about the ways racial 

identification effects life for minority groups and what is lost and gained when Arab 

Americans are rendered white or non-white by various social and political institutions. 

The lesson is especially helpful for non-white students and Arab American students who 

may find themselves uncertainly navigating the racial waters of US society.  

• Part one of this lesson can be performed in the classroom prior to a museum visit, though 

a museum visit isn’t strictly necessary as a follow-up. If a museum visit DOES occur, 

part two asks students to think about what defines culture and ethnicity and compare 

these attributes to their previous discussions about what defines race and the question of 

“whiteness” as race and culture.  

• HSKEs and ELAs: K1.3, K1.5, K1.7, P1.1, P1.2, C5.1.1, C5.2.3, CE 2.1.1, CE 2.1.2, CE 

2.3.1, CE 2.3.4, CE 2.3.6, CE 3.1.7, CE 3.1.8 

• Common Core: RI 2, RI 3, SL1 

 

Part One 

 

Materials:  

• Article online,  “What does the census tell us about race?” Linked below and included as 

PDF. http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-03-01.htm 

• Excerpt on George Shishim and Costa Najour from Between Arab and White: Race and 

Ethnicity in the Early Syrian American Diaspora by Sarah M.A. Gualtieri. Included as 

PDF, available on AANM website.  

• “Ten Things Everyone Should Know About Race” via Community Connections Project. 

Included as PDF. 

• Clip from Race: The Power of an Illusion, Episode Three 1:00:51 - 1:23:49. This DVD is 

available at many libraries, available for purchase (as streaming and hard copy) here: 

http://newsreel.org/video/RACE-THE-POWER-OF-AN-ILLUSION).  

 

Procedures:  

• Have students complete the three readings listed above in Materials. Facilitate a 

discussion about race, where the students respond to the questions below using what they 

have learned in their readings (these questions are taken from the Teaching Facilitation 

Guide for Race: The Power of an Illusion): 

o How would you define race?  What does it mean to you?  

o How many races do you think there are?  What are they? How do you decide 

which race someone belongs to?  

o Where do your ideas about race come from?  What are the sources of your 

information?  
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o Does race affect your life? Why or why not? If so, in what ways? 

• Jot down some of the students’ responses—if they have mentioned whiteness, be sure to 

point out the ways their comments on whiteness compares and contrasts with their 

definitions and comments on race. It is MORE likely that students did not mention 

whiteness as a racial category. If this is the case, ask them to consider why whiteness is 

not discussed when people think about race. Ask them to explicitly consider if white is a 

race, and if so, where their ideas about it comes from, and if whiteness affects their lives 

and it what ways.  

• Underscore how any discussion of race must be relational between the alleged “different” 

races.  

• Watch the excerpt from Race: The Power of an Illusion and ask students to attend to the 

classifications of people of color as white or non-white. 

• Lead discussion on the film and the readings (particularly, the Gualtieri excerpt with the 

following questions:  

o What made someone white according to the documentary? 

o Why were Ozawa, Thind, and Costa non-white while Shishim was declared 

white? 

o Reconsider the pre-screening discussion: What makes a race? How is whiteness 

defined?  

o Why is defining race and whiteness important? What positive benefits come from 

being white, according to the readings and film? 

o Do you see benefits or drawbacks to belonging to different racial groups? (It is 

important to be clear here that we are not saying being white is good and being 

non-white is bad, nor are we blaming either group. Rather, emphasize that we are 

interested in the way that the large concept of race, which has been historically 

defined through whiteness, works in our society).  

o Do you think we “need” race? Why or why not? Why do we continue to have 

racial classifications? What purpose do they serve? Think about the census 

reading here, too.  

• Conclude with a reiteration of some of the major points of the discussion, which may be 

around: 1) the relativity of racial classification, 2) the use of race as a justification for 

privilege or denial of benefits, 3) the similarities and differences between different non-

white groups in their relationship to whiteness and/or power. 
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Part Two 

 

Description: This is an optional extension of part one, which uses the Arab American National 

Museum’s emphasis on “Arab American Culture” as a jumping off point for thinking about what 

makes a culture and what the relationship of culture is to race.  

 

Materials:  

• An array of old magazines/news sources for a physical collage, glue sticks, scissors, 

construction paper/poster board.  

• OR Access to the Internet and Tumblr to create a virtual collage.  

 

Procedures:  

• Visit the Arab American National Museum. Ask students to pay special attention to the 

“Living in America” exhibit on the second floor. Ask them to note what they consider 

important or interesting elements of “Arab American Culture.” 

• After, foster an open discussion around the relationship between “race” and “culture.” 

Use the following questions:  

o What does “Arab American culture” look like? Is it diverse? What are some 

common and divergent threads? 

o Does culture seem to emerge out of a racial group? Why or why not? (Note here 

that no where does the AANM define Arabs as a racial group—Arab nations, for 

example, share language, membership in the Arab League, and common culture.) 

o If culture doesn’t come from race, is the reverse true? Or, what do you think the 

relationship between race as we understand it and culture is? 

o If there isn’t a tidy relationship between a group and its culture, might there 

multiple Arab American cultures? If culture can be plural, what might be the 

definition of culture? 

o What makes “culture”? Do you feel like you are part of one culture or another? 

Do you feel like you are influenced by and/or belong to multiple cultures? 

o Which ones? What marks your influence or belonging to these groups? 

• At this point, allow students to browse their magazines in order to select images and type 

they feel influences their culture or represents its.  Encourage them to continue discussing 

their understandings of culture and race as they aggregate and create their collages.  

• After, have students present their “culture collage.” 

• When students have finished, note trends amidst their collages. How does race factor in, 

if at all? If it does, does it vary across students who allegedly share the same race? What 

does culture look like based on their representations? 

 

 



Support for PBS.org provided by: What's this?

What does the census tell us about race?

It was not an accident that in the census of 1930, persons of Mexican birth or ancestry were

classified as 'nonwhite'. This was a policy decision, not a mistake of enumeration.

- census historian Hyman Alterman

From the beginning, the census was not just about counting. It was tied to important political

questions - how much tax each state would owe, how many Congressional representatives they

would have - and race played a key role in answering these questions. The first official census

took place in 1790, the same year that Congress passed the first Naturalization Act (restricting

the right of adopted citizenship to "free white" persons only).

The census has always reflected and helped shape social divisions. Until 1850, only heads of

households were counted. Slaves were listed on the census as numbers, not names, and Indians

were not counted at all until the late 1800s. Between 1850 and 1870, 6.5 million Europeans

entered as immigrants. During that same time, 60,000 Chinese entered. Despite the greater

number of Europeans and the popular belief that Italians, Irish, Germans, English and Jews

belonged to different races, only the Chinese were categorized separately, beginning in 1870,

followed by other Asian groups in the early 1900s. Mixed race categories for blacks were also

recorded during this time.

Why does it matter?

Historically, being counted as a separate group was not a matter of choice or preference, but a

way to target that group for discrimination or restrictions. Laws regulating Native Americans,

African Americans, and Asians were passed around the time that certain census categories were

introduced: for example, the 1883 Dawes Act, Jim Crow segregation laws, and the 1882 Chinese

Exclusion Act, along with many other local and state laws restricting housing, marriage and jobs.

Census classification also helped fuel racist science. At the turn of the century, census

"enumerators" were instructed to be especially careful when counting Native Americans and

blacks of mixed ancestry, because "important scientific results" depended on the result. Racial

classification, however, was determined in a very unscientific way - according to the opinion of

the enumerator, who based his conclusion on appearance alone. (Self-identification was not

allowed until 1970.) Eugenicists, who believed in selective breeding and preserving the purity of

the white race, used census results to lobby for social policies restricting groups' rights.

Sometimes the census played a very direct role in social policy. The 1924 Johnson-Reed Act,

which limited immigration from Europe and Asia, was tied directly to the census numbers of

1890. The Census Bureau also contributed directly to the internment of Japanese Americans

beginning in 1941, by providing a special hand tabulation of names and addresses for Japanese

living on the West Coast.
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Changing Roles

Since the civil rights movement, the Census has reversed its role - rather than counting in order

to exclude, census numbers help us measure who is being excluded and what we are doing

about it. This is because the laws have changed, since passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and

other laws to address inequality. In fact, Directive 15, issued in 1977, which outlines the federal

government's definitions of race, was created specifically to help determine whether Hispanic

students were being denied educational opportunities.

Since the 1960s, individuals have also become more involved in defining how they are

categorized. Not only is self-identification the new norm, but groups now lobby to be categorized

in specific ways. Although the census has always been a political tool, it is now more explicit

because groups recognize its power. In 1980, the first pan-ethnic umbrella categories, Asian

Pacific Islander and American Native, were introduced. Although these lumped together people

from different countries who speak different languages, the categories were created to reflect a

common experience of discrimination here in the U.S. In 1997, the Asian Pacific Islander

umbrella category was split in two - "Asian" and "Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander" - in

order to address the different needs and concerns of the members of these groups.

In recent years, there has also been a move to eliminate racial classification altogether and to

allow individuals to acknowledge more than one race. Traditional civil rights groups have resisted

this, because they fear a loss of support for programs that track discrimination and help remedy

inequality.

The role of the census will always reflect and define not just how we view ourselves, but where

we place our political priorities.

Jean Cheng is the series co-producer for RACE - The Power of an Illusion and on the staff of

California Newsreel.

   © 2003 California Newsreel. All rights reserved.
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ten  things everyone should knowabout raceTen Things Everyone Should Know about Race
1 Race is a modern idea. Ancient societies, like the Greeks, did not divide people

according to physical differences, but according to religion, status, class or even
language. The English word "race" turns up for the first time in a 1508 poem by
William Dunbar referring to a line of kings.

2 Race has no genetic basis. Not one characteristic, trait or even gene distinguishes
all the members of one so-called race from all the members of another so-called race.

3 Human subspecies don’t exist. Unlike many animals, modern humans simply
haven’t been around long enough, nor have populations been isolated enough, to
evolve into separate subspecies or races. On average, only one of every thousand
of the nucleotides that make up our DNA differ one human from another. We are
one of the most genetically similar of all species.

4 Skin color really is only skin deep. The genes for skin color have nothing to do
with genes for hair form, eye shape, blood type, musical talent, athletic ability or
forms of intelligence. Knowing someone’s skin color doesn’t necessarily tell you
anything else about them.

5 Most variation is within, not between, “races.” Of the small amount of total
human variation, 85% exists within any local population. About 94% can be found
within any continent. That means, for example, that two random Koreans may be
as genetically different as a Korean and an Italian.

6 Slavery predates race. Throughout much of human history, societies have
enslaved others, often as a result of conquest or debt, but not because of physical
characteristics or a belief in natural inferiority. Due to a unique set of historical 
circumstances, North America has the first slave system where all slaves shared a
common appearance and ancestry.

7 Race and freedom were born together. The U.S. was founded on the principle
that "All men are created equal," but the country’s early economy was based largely
on slavery. The new idea of race helped explain why some people could be denied
the rights and freedoms that others took for granted.

8 Race justified social inequalities as natural. The “common sense” belief in
white superiority justified anti-democratic action and policies like slavery, the
extermination of American Indians, the exclusion of Asian immigrants, the taking
of Mexican lands, and the institutionalization of racial practices within American
government, laws, and society. 

9 Race isn’t biological, but racism is still real. Race is a powerful social idea
that gives people different access to opportunities and resources. The government
and social institutions of the United States have created advantages that 
disproportionately channel wealth, power and resources to white people. 

10 Colorblindness will not end racism. Pretending race doesn’t exist is not the
same as creating equality.
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There’s less—and 

more—to race 

than meets 

the eye.


