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April marks National Arab American Heritage Month. This month 
celebrates and educates about Arab American history, culture, 
achievements and contributions to the U.S. While the Arab and Jewish 
community have long-standing conflicts on the global stage, this month 
CJE Values focuses on the values of Compassion and Respect through 
learning about the Arab American community. By learning about our fellow 
Americans in a community, we can find similarities between differing 
cultures and practice compassion and respect. Here are some basic facts 
about Arab American history and cultural identity.

The Arab world consists of 22 
countries that span from western 
Asia to northern Africa. These 
include: Algeria, Bahrain, the 
Comoro Islands, Djibouti, Egypt, 
Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, 
Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, 
Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Lebanon, 
and Yemen. While the people of these nations are diverse in ethnically and 
religiously with politics unique to their countries and regions, they do share 
a common linguistic and overarching cultural heritage. These countries 
make up the Arab League, which seeks to unify the Arab nations politically 
and represent the needs and interests of the Arab people. 

Currently, there are approximately 3.7 million Arab Americans in the 
U.S. whose ethnic heritages span the Arab world, but are predominantly 
Lebanese/Syrian, Palestinian/Jordanian, Egyptian, Iraqi, and Moroccan. 
Arab migration to the U.S. had two major waves. The first wave began in 
the late 1800s through the early 1900s, subsiding due to the World Wars. 
The immigrants of this first wave were like most immigrants of the time, 
people seeking a better life and hoping to live the “American Dream.” 



The second wave occurred in the 1950s and were predominantly bi-lingual 
intellectuals seeking more opportunities in education and jobs. Today, the 
majority of the Arab Americans live in urban centers (approximately 90%) 
with the largest populations residing in the major cities of Los Angeles, 
Detroit, New York, Washington D.C. and… Chicago! Most Arab Americans 
living in Illinois are predominantly from five Arab regions, with a total of 
about 170,000 in the city of Chicago itself (visit Illinois Arab American 
Community for more info). 

• Arab Americans are religiously diverse, with the majority being Christian. 
Approximately 63% are Christian, 25% are Muslim, and 13% identify as 
other or have no religious affiliation. 

• A few important aspects to Arab American identity and culture are 
language, family, food, hospitality and education.

• The Arabic language is a 
unifying agent of the Arab 
world. There are three main 
forms of Arabic: Modern 
Standard, Colloquial and 
Classic. Modern Standard is 
the official language of the 
Arab world and is primarily 
taught in schools and used 
in more widespread forms of 
communication. Colloquial 
Arabic refers generally to the 
various dialects spoken from 
each of the 22 Arab countries, 
while Classic Arabic is used 
in literature, writing, and 
for religious purposes. Arabic also has contributions to the Spanish 
Language and to the number system we use today. 

• Family is central to Arab Americans. Familial bonds are a predominant 
source of support for individuals, and many Arab Americans and Arab 
immigrants prefer to live near their family. For many, family is connected 
to almost every aspect of their life and family loyalty and pride may guide 
many of their decisions. 



• Arab American food is mainly centered on lamb, rice, bread, and highly 
seasoned dishes. Common and well-known dishes include hummus, 
falafel, shawarma, tabbouli, pita bread, stuffed 
grape leaves, and baba ghannoush, as well as 
Arab/Turkish coffee. One ingredient you are not 
likely to find in Arab American cuisine is pork, 
due to religious reasons or cultural preferences. 
Additionally, Muslim Arab Americans require 
their meat to be halal (ritually slaughtered), and 
in many Arab American groceries, halal meats 
are becoming more available. 

• Hospitality is another Arab American value. Arab Americans are 
prepared for unexpected, but welcome, guests. Certain foods might be 
made in large quantities to have on hand for guests, whether expected 
or not. Guests, of course, are expected to accept the offered food to 
avoid offending their hosts. As with many cultural groups, shared meals 
and gatherings around food are important ways to socialize and stay 
connected through generations and community.

• While not an official cultural value, large groups of Arab Americans place 
a high value on education. Additionally, Arab Americans as a community 
have a high education rate with 85% of adults having at least a high 
school diploma, over 40% having a bachelor’s degree or higher, and 17% 
having a post-graduate degree. 

Notable Arab Americans: This diverse group has contributed to many 
aspects of American life as we know it. From science to business to politics 
to entertainment to sports, there are Arab Americans contributing to all of 
these fields and more. Here are a few notable Arab Americans that align 
with CJE values of compassion, innovation, and advocacy. 

• Paul Orfalea—founder of Kinko’s and philanthropist and founder of The 
Orfalea Foundation (Lebanese ancestry). 

• Michael E. DeBakey—cardiovascular surgeon and researcher, inventor of 
the heart pump,1963 Lasker Award laureate (Lebanese ancestry)

• Noureddine Melikechi—Atomic, Molecular, and Optical Physicist, 
member of the Mars Science Laboratory (Algerian ancestry).

• Paul Anka—singer/songwriter (Syrian-Lebanese ancestry).

• Paula Abdul—singer, songwriter, dancer, choreographer, actress, and 
television personality (Syrian-Jewish ancestry). 



THE CJE ADVANTAGE: Our broad continuum of care offers people of all ages, faiths and incomes access to 
life-enriching opportunities, resources and healthcare. Our Jewish values make us the provider of choice for 
enhancing lives and navigating the positive aging process.

3003 West Touhy Avenue  |  Chicago IL  |  www.cje.net  |  773.508.1000
CJE SeniorLife® is a partner with the Jewish United Fund in serving our community. 1349.4.2021

• Danny Thomas—Emmy Award-winning 
actor and founder of St. Jude Children’s 
Research Hospital (Lebanese ancestry).

• Candice Lightner—founder of Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving (MADD) (Lebanese 
ancestry).

• Hoda Kotb—broadcast journalist and TV 
host on Dateline NBC and the Today Show 
(Egyptian ancestry).

• Ralph Nader—politician and consumer advocate, author, lecturer, and 
attorney, candidate for US Presidency (Lebanese ancestry)

• Zainab Salbi—co-founder and president of Women for Women 
International (Iraqi ancestry).

Each Arab American community is steeped in its own rich culture and has 
distinct differences from each other. Moreover, individuals may not partake 
in certain cultural practices. However, by keeping an open and curious mind 
and heart we can better coexist with others. 

Want to learn more? Check out these sites on Arab American Culture for 
further learning:

• Arab America Resources https://www.arabamerica.com/resources/

• Arab American Stories http://www.arabamericanstories.org

• Arab Americans https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arab_Americans

• List of Arab Americans  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Arab_Americans


