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Abstract
How do White Americans evaluate the politics of belonging in the United States across
different ethnoreligious identity categories? This paper examines this question through two
competing frameworks. On the one hand, given the salience of anti-Muslim attitudes in the
United States, we consider whether White Americans penalize Muslim immigrants to the
United States regardless of their ethnoracial background. On the other hand, Muslim
identity is often conflated by the general public with Middle Eastern and North African
(MENA) ethnoracial identity. We argue MENA-Muslim identity should be understood
through the lens of intersectionality. In this case, White Americans may penalize MENA-
Muslims immigrants to the United States more than Muslims from other ethnoracial
groups. We test these two frameworks through a conjoint experimental design wherein
respondents are asked to evaluate immigrants and indicate to whom the United States
should give a green card—signaling legal belonging—and how likely the immigrant is to
assimilate into America—signaling cultural belonging. Although White Americans believe
White Muslims may assimilate better to the United States relative to MENA-Muslims, race
does not moderate how White Americans evaluate who should be allowed to belong in the
United States.

Keywords: Racial and ethnic politics; Muslim identity; Middle Eastern and North African identity;
Islamophobia; Belonging; Immigration; Conjoint; Intersectionality

How do White Americans evaluate the politics of belonging in the United States
across different ethnoreligious identity categories? Research suggests Americans are
more accepting of immigrants with higher levels of education, White-collar jobs,
and English proficiency (Adida et al. 2019; Hainmueller et al. 2014; Hainmueller,
and Hopkins 2015). The literature describes these characteristics as signaling how
much immigrants might contribute to the economy and how easily they can
assimilate into American culture, each a constitutive part of belonging. Some of this
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work has also found that the country of origin of the immigrant influence these
decisions, as well. For instance, certain groups, such as Asian and Latin Americans,
are evaluated as foreigners even if they have lived in the country for generations
(Chouhoud, 2022; Huynh et al. 2011; C. J. Kim 1999; S. Y. Kim et al. 2011). In this
case, country of origin is a salient identity characteristic that precludes the group
from full inclusion. This exemplifies how certain racial groups may not be evaluated
as belonging in the United States, even if they embody qualities such as English
proficiency or high education merely due to their racial background. While country
of origin is usually a marker of insider or outsider status as well as one’s
race/ethnicity, recent research suggests that religion plays a role in how society
perceives and assigns racial categories to others (d’Urso 2022).1 This means religion
may also play a role in how people decide who belongs in the United States. Given
that religion and race can be conflated, how do Americans navigate between these
two identity characteristics when expressing who belongs in the United States?

In the case of Muslims and Middle Easterners and North Africans (MENA)
individuals, religion and race are often conflated (Beydoun 2013; Husain 2019;
Lajevardi 2020; Peek 2005). This complexifies our understanding of the formation of
attitudes toward migrants (Allport 1954; Arora 2020; Hellwig, and Sinno 2017;
Reny, and Barreto 2022), the racialization of different migrant groups (Romero
2008; Sáenz, and Manges Douglas 2015; Tesler 2018; Valentino et al. 2013), and
perceptions of belonging in the United States (Chouhoud 2022; Esaiasson et al.
2022; Hobbs, and Lajevardi 2019; Lajevardi 2020). For instance, White Americans
are less likely to accept certain Muslims (Adida et al. 2019; Chouhoud 2022) and
certain Middle Easterners (Hainmueller, and Hopkins 2015) into the United States.
Given that MENA and Muslim identities are often described interchangeably, it is
not clear what drives these existing findings: religion (i.e., presumed Muslimness of
a given MENA immigrant) or race/ethniciy (i.e., presumed MENA identity of a
given Muslim immigrant).

We compare two hypotheses to understand the relationship between religion and
race (proxied through country of origin) on belonging. Our first hypothesis is that
religion, specifically Muslim identity, has been racialized to the point where actual
race/ethnicity will be an irrelevant identity characteristic for those who belong in the
United States. That is, regardless of an individual’s race, a Muslim identity will be
the most salient identity factor White Americans will use to evaluate who belongs.
We contrast this approach to the idea that MENA-Muslim identity is understood
intersectionally: while MENA and Muslim identities can overlap, one can be MENA
and not Muslim or Muslim and not MENA. In practice, however, because
individuals often use the terms MENA and Muslim interchangeably, the two
identities may not be understood as distinct identity facets but instead conflated into
one trait that transcends either category of Muslim or MENA. Thus, White
Americans may discriminate more against an individual who fits the prototype of a
MENA-Muslim immigrant.

We examine these questions while using a conjoint survey experiment that allows
us to create more holistic profiles of migrants and specify religion and race (proxied
via country of origin). The experimental design fielded through Bovitz, Inc., isolates
the role of both country of origin and religion on who White Americans indicate
belongs in the United States—both via green card and assimilation. With this
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measurement strategy, we investigate how the public conceptualizes Muslim
migrants of different origins, in contrast to MENA individuals with other religions.
We find White Americans singularly consider religion when determining who
should be given a green card. However, they do consider religion and race when
determining who will better assimilate into the United States.

The questions at the heart of this paper, then, examine the nature of MENA as an
ethnoracial categorization: a demographic marker that incorporates elements of
both race and ethnicity. MENA individuals come from a specific geographic area,
can be Muslim, but are not exclusively, and may be of various races. While MENA
and Muslim identities may overlap and often be conflated with each other among
outsiders, one key effort in this paper is to recognize that research must understand
the extent to which the public understands these overlapping identities. Thus, a
major contribution of this effort is to consider how ethnoracial identities are
understood by outsiders.

The results also have important policy implications. First, the results present
further evidence for reconsidering a MENA categorization on the census, as MENA
individuals are indeed viewed differently thanWhite (the current legal classification in
the United States), which is consistent with other research (d’Urso 2022). While these
definitions are important for how migrants are viewed, they are also important in
determining how to present questions on the U.S. Census, and if the traditional
question choices are the most appropriate (Jones 2017). These findings join that of
prior work (Beydoun 2015a, 2015b; Jonny 2020; Kayyali 2013; Mathews et al. 2017;
Strmic-Pawl et al. 2018) as evidence that includingMENA as a separate category most
accurately describes the experience of MENA individuals in the United States—
regardless or religious background.

With practical application to immigration policy, this research gives insight into
how White Americans may react to policies that support including immigrants—
regardless of their education, English fluency, or race—simply because they are
Muslim. But in a broader sense, it elucidates the immense burdens Muslim
Americans may face when trying to belong in and assimilate into the United States.
This can have downstream consequences for how the functioning of a pluralistic
democracy when groups who otherwise legally belong are not treated as such. We
add nuance to the literature on immigration and belonging by showing that race or
religion alone is not enough for understanding societal perceptions of who belongs.
In fact, removing religion from consideration prevents us from understanding the
marginalization of those who may be racially White but excluded from joining
America due to Muslim identity. At the same time, focusing on Muslim identity,
alone, precludes us from understanding how anti-Islamic attitudes toward those
already in the United States are not uniformly distributed across Muslim racial
identity groups.

How religion and race contribute to belonging
Social belonging revolves around who society at large accepts and believes belongs
in a given country.2 Deeply tied to an understanding of what belonging means are
beliefs related to if and how well migrant communities will assimilate into a new
country (Bonilla, and Mo 2018). These attitudes tend to rest on assessments of
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cultural or religious assimilation, such as whether migrants will “threaten” national
traditions (Brader et al. 2008; Fetzer 2000; Kinder, and Kam 2010; Knoll et al.
2011).3 For Muslim and MENA individuals, understanding belonging in terms of
cultural assimilation is of particular importance because a key element of belonging
incorporates religion as a feature potentially preventing assimilation. This paper
examines assessments of belonging but does so using two competing theories for the
interplay between race and religion on social belonging in the United States. First,
we examine literature suggesting Muslim identity, alone, is the most salient identity
characteristic when considering who belongs in the United States. We compare this
with the literature on intersectionality. MENA and Muslim identities are
understood so interchangeably that it has transcended either category and is an
identity in and of themselves. Thus, White Americans may only preclude MENA-
Muslim immigrants from social belonging.

The salience of Muslim identity

Anti-Muslim attitudes and policies did not exclusively emerge out of 9/11, though
much work has discussed changes in anti-Muslim attitudes post-9/11 (Bonilla et al.
2022; Lajevardi 2020; Naber 2000). For instance, Kalkan et al. (2009) find Americans
view Muslims negatively because they are seen as a cultural outgroup. Although
tolerance toward other religious and racial outgroups is positively correlated with
positivity toward Muslims, perceptions of Muslims as cultural outsiders are
negatively correlated with attitudes toward Muslims. Moreover, when comparing
levels of xenophobia (i.e., fear, hatred, or prejudice against those from another
country) versus Islamophobia (i.e., fear, hatred, or prejudice against Islam and
Muslims), researchers find respondents have a stronger negative effect on Muslim
foreigners than toward (non-Muslim) foreigners (Spruyt, and Elchardus 2012).

Being perceived as cultural outsiders stems from the long-standing tropes of
Orientalism (Said 1979). As Said argues, the Occident could only understand itself
through the creation of the Orient. The Orient and by extension Muslims have been
stereotyped as violent, misogynistic, intolerant, and fundamentalists (Esposito, and
Kalin 2011; Hobbs, and Lajevardi 2019; Khan, and Ecklund 2012; Said 1979).
Research suggests Orientalist tropes—present and prevalent long before 9/11—are
key drivers in how Americans evaluate Muslims (Oskooii et al. 2019). The aftermath
of 9/11 merely made these tropes more salient and solidified in the mind of
Americans (Dana et al. 2018). Although it may seem Orientalism is more suited as a
framework for former colonial countries to understand their role in colonialism—

thereby adjacent to the U.S. context—research has shown that Americans hold and
employ Orientalist stereotypes when thinking about Muslims (Oskooii et al. 2019).
This means that not only was the influence of Orientalism far-reaching, but it has
been long-lasting, as well. As a result, the American public has been shown to view
Muslims as “culturally inferior, uncivilized, and out of touch with modern social and
democratic norms” (Oskooii et al. 2019, p. 3). These stereotypes are linked with the
racialization of Muslims.

In addition to being perceived as cultural outsiders, another reason to suspect
Muslim identity may be more salient for social belonging relative to race is because
of the racialization of Islam. That is, Muslim identity, although one of religion, is
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often thought of as a racial category. Scholars have focused on the racialization
of many identity groups, including the racialization of Muslims (Al-Saji 2014;
Aziz 2022; Bayoumi 2006; Beydoun 2013; Considine 2017; Fourlas 2015; Galonnier
2015; Garner, and Selod 2015; Jamal, and Sinno 2009; Meer 2013). The racialization
of religion occurs when “religious beliefs and practices of the adherents are
associated with cultural traits, which in turn are surrogates for biological traits”
(Aziz 2022, p. 20). This means that Islam is no longer seen as a religious practice,
protected under the First Amendment (Aziz 2022; Garner, and Selod 2015; Gotanda
2011, 2017). Rather, religious identity is seen as an immutable trait.

Because of the racialization of Islam, Islamophobia has little to do with religious
beliefs but with perceptions of those who are Muslims: “In a religious conflict, it is
not who you are but what you believe that is important. Under a racist regime, there
is no escape from who you are (or are perceived to be by the power elite)” (Bayoumi
2006, p. 275). Therefore, Muslim individuals’ racial background matters little when
they are being evaluated; all that matters is that the individual is Muslim. Indeed,
research on White American converts to Islam has found this to be true. White
American Muslims are often assumed to be immigrants and often met with tropes
associated with Muslims (Husain 2019). This means that although there are many
Muslims from all ethnoracial backgrounds, the process of racialization has made it
difficult to disentangle religious beliefs, something that is (largely4) a choice and
mutable, from an ethnoracial identity, which is immutable. Thus, we test whether
Muslim identity is prioritized over other identity characteristics when determining
who belongs.

H1: Muslim immigrants will be considered less likely to belong in the United
States regardless of their race, holding all other features constant.

Are MENA and Muslim identities understood together?

In contrast to Muslim identity, being the most salient identity characteristic for
belonging is the argument that MENA-Muslim identity could be understood
intersectionally. Therefore, only those who fit into the MENA-Muslim category will
be excluded, while other Muslim racial identities could viewed as belonging. As
mentioned, Muslim identity is not a racial identity, yet it is regularly discussed in
relation to MENA racial identity (Khan, and Ecklund, 2012; Lajevardi 2020; Nielsen,
and Allen 2002). For instance, when discussing “Muslims” it is often apparent the
scope is specifically MENA-Muslims. This is argued to occur because individuals
tend to view Muslims as monolithic (Khan, and Ecklund, 2012; McCarus 1994;
Nyang 1999). It is not, therefore, surprising that negative sentiments are present
toward both Arabs/MENA individuals and Muslims (Kteily et al. 2015). And this is
by no means a new trend. For instance, polls conducted in 1991 and 1993 showed
that Americans viewed Arabs as “religious fanatics” (Cainkar 2009), indicating that
Americans blur the lines between the racial category and religious affiliation. The
blurred line between the racial and religious category is best understood through an
intersectional framework.

The theory of intersectionality emphasizes the understanding of identity as being
formed of multiple features, all of which occur simultaneously (Collins 1991;
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Crenshaw 1989, 1990; Hancock 2016). That is, intersectionality theory is “interested
in how the differential situatedness of different social agents affects the ways
they affect and are affected by different social, economic and political projects”
(Yuval-Davis 2006, p. 4). This means that people with particular combinations of
features (e.g., gender and race or race and religion) may be subjected to unique lived
experiences that cannot be captured by one identity or even the addition of two
identities (Hancock 2007). Considering this framework—that White Americans
commonly group MENA and Muslim as overlapping categories—means that
Muslims from different racial backgrounds may be viewed differently. Thus,
theories of intersectionality help explain the dynamics of power and discrimination
along racial and religious lines; when evaluating who belongs are these identities
evaluated together or as distinct considerations?

A Muslim religious identity then intersects with other features that are
historically marginalized, “especially with respect to gender and religion (e.g., hijabi
women), or race and religion (e.g., African American Muslims)” (Lajevardi (2020,
p. 11). Often “Muslim” is used to refer to anyone from the Middle Eastern or North
Africa, regardless of their religion. At the same time, Muslim identity is often not
thought of as, including East Asian-, Black-, or Latin Americans. As Hussain (2019)
shows, Black and African American Muslims are often not thought of as being
Muslim at all. One of her interviewees remarks: “No matter how I felt about my
identity, Muslim or not, I’ve been treated like a black dude” (Husain 2019, p. 594).
This suggests that in the mind of Americans, Muslim identity feels inherently tied to
the MENA race. Black-Muslims and MENA-Muslims do not have the same
positionality or experiences merely because they are Muslim. Rather, the intersections
of Muslim identity with MENA identity produce different life experiences for these
different groups.

Recent empirical findings also lend credence to the idea that perhaps Americans
understand Muslim identity incompletely, conflating it with a racial or geographic
identity. Although MENA individuals are legally classified as White in the United
States, White Americans do not firmly place MENA individuals into the category of
Whiteness. D’Urso (2022) shows that White Americans use both country of origin
and religious cues when operationalizing who is White. While these two traits
additively constitute assignment as White, those who were MENA-Muslims were
perceived to have darker skin pigmentation relative to those who are either Muslim
and White, MENA and Christian, or both Christian and White. This suggests
Muslim MENA identity could be understood best from a perspective of
intersectionality, because the two identities together are perceived as a part of the
cultural stereotype of darker-skinned individuals, than any one trait on its own.

One drawback of this study is, however, that there is no assessment of the
consequence of this identity. That is, althoughWhite Americans may not use religion
alone as a proxy to assign racial categories to others, do they still evaluate Muslims
differentially based on ethnoracial background? Perhaps negative sentiment toward
Muslims is directed toward the prototype of a MENA-Muslim, rather than any
Muslim. Race and religion, together, may play a role in determining who belongings,
in addition to religion; thus, only MENA-Muslims would be precluded from
belonging.
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H2:Muslim immigrants from the Middle East or North Africa will be thought to
belong in the United States less than Muslim immigrants from other parts of the
world, holding all other features constant.

Design and method
Experiments using conjoint designs have become more prevalent within political
science (Hainmueller et al. 2014, 2015; Hainmueller, and Hopkins 2015; Horiuchi
et al. 2022). Similar to a full factorial design, conjoint experiments allow scholars to
understand multidimensional preferences people have when making choices based
on hypothetical profiles. A conjoint design allows for more attributes to be
compared without having traditional issues of power in full factorial designs.5 In this
case, a conjoint design is an appropriate design, because we are interested in
understanding the multidimensional preferences of immigrant belonging. The study
and our hypotheses were preregistered.6 With our design, we had sufficient power to
detect effect sizes as small as 0.05% changes with 86% power and 95% confidence
intervals (Lukac, and Stefanelli 2020). Appendix 3 provides our power calculation.

In this study, White respondents were given two immigrant profiles with several
descriptive attributes. Each profile contained five attributes: education, gender, English
proficiency, religion, and country of origin.7 Table 1 lists the attributes on which each
immigrant profile varies. Education, gender, and English proficiency are all attributes
shown to affect attitudes toward migrants8 and are included to both ground the
experiment in what might be considered relevant considerations and work as a check of
internal validity, as well. Education (Hainmueller et al. 2014; Hainmueller, and Hiscox
2010; Scheve, and Slaughter 2001) as well as “American identity”—of which English
proficiency is a key feature—are both relevant characteristics with well-known
responses (Hainmueller et al. 2014; Schildkraut 2010; Wong 2010; Wright, and Citrin
2011). Thus, our expectation, consistent with prior literature, is that education attributes
and English proficiency with the expectation that higher levels of education and
increased English fluency will be viewed more positively.

The attributes that test our hypotheses are the religion and country of origin
attributes. Elements for the religion category include the three Abrahamic religions
of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. With the country-of-origin attribute, we create a
proxy for race by signaling the region a migrant is from. We selected multiple

Table 1. Attributes and levels

Attribute Levels

Education Elementary; high school; college; master’s degree

Gender Male; female

English proficiency Intermediate; advanced; fluent

Religion Christian; Jewish; Muslim

Country of Origin Bosnia/Russia, Lebanon/Iran, Sudan/Libya, India/Pakistan

Race* White, MENA, Black, South Asian

*Implied attribute based on country of origin, not explicitly asked.
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countries of origin per region, as specific countries of origin have been shown to
influence the acceptance of immigrants (Brader et al. 2008; Citrin et al. 1997). Bosnia
and Russia are Eastern Europe, Lebanon, Iran, and Libya are theMiddle East and North
Africa, Sudan is Black, and India and Pakistan are South Asia.9 The four regions also
work to proxy race/ethnicity: Bosnian and Russians are Eastern European and White;
Lebanese, Iranians, and Libyans are MENA; Sudanese are Black; and Indians and
Pakistanis are South Asian. The treatment bundles race and country of origin as a
proxy, but we argue this is the strongest approach for our study. First, White Americans
use country of origin to assess race/ethnicity (d’Urso 2022). Second, signaling race with
an image, for example, presents additional challenges with the study of an ethnoracial
categorization such as MENA andMuslim because cultural or religious garments signal
more than simply stating the religion or race/ethnicity alone. For instance, the choice to
wear a head covering by women is both regional and religious, and the design of the
head covering differs by both region and culture (see Monkebayeva et al. 2012). Third,
White Americans appear to readily connect a country of origin with a racial
background. Two supplementary studies presented in Appendix 1 demonstrate that
White Americans assign racial categories via country of origin that is consistent with a
country or origin proxy for race. That is, respondents grouped the eight countries of
origin into the four abovementioned racial groups: White, MENA, Black, and South
Asian. Finally, our country selection process balanced additional country information as
much as possible.

While the country-of-origin proxy may signal more information because
international relations between the United States and each country are not the same, we
also held constant the envisioned country-of-origin for each respondent by describing a
country of origin. We selected countries based on the known populations of Christian,
Jewish, and Muslim immigrants of which most respondents should be aware. For each
region, we also chose one country with a positive or neutral relationship with the United
States, and another with a negative or contentious relationship with the United States.
For example, although Bosnians and Russians are both considered racially White, the
United States has a tense relationship with Russia, relative to Bosnia. The same is for
Pakistan relative to India. As a result, we controlled for country of origin while also
recognizing potential variation in evaluations that may be due to how well-liked or
disliked individuals from a given country may be. After fielding, we also did not find
evidence of within-region differences for country of origin as demonstrated in
Appendix 5.

Table 2 provides an example of what respondents saw when given the immigrant
profiles. Respondents were assigned a pair of immigrant profiles, with a full factorial
design. After looking at both profiles, respondents were asked two questions which
became our dependent variables. First, respondents were asked to select to which
immigrant they thought the United States should give a green card. Although there
are many types of visas, they are all temporary to varying degrees. Green cards, on the
other hand, are more permanent and allow for a pathway to naturalization, and
we believe this better captures our aim of understanding which characteristics
White Americans value for belonging. Second, respondents were asked how likely the
immigrant is to assimilate into U.S. culture. While the first DV is a forced choice, the
second is a Likert scale asked for each immigrant profile shown. Respondents repeated
this task four times so that they saw five-paired profiles with subsequent questions.
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The respondent i chooses among immigrant profiles k in task j. This function is
modeled as a vector containing the attributes of the immigrant profiles presented to
the respondent for each task. Because each respondent provides us with j × k
observations, we use respondent cluster robust standard errors. With two profiles
over five iterations, each respondent provides 10 rows of observations. Each row
represents one profile as well as the attributes that the respondent was exposed to for
that profile.10

Analyses of conjoint designs allow us to consider multidimensional preference.
We are interested in the marginal means of attributes of immigrants on belonging.
We report marginal means instead of the Average Marginal Component Effect
(AMCE) because the marginal means are the “level of favorability toward profiles
that have a particular feature level, ignoring all other features” (Leeper et al. 2020,
p. 209). For instance, in a force choice design, the marginal mean corresponds
directly to the probability a given attribute level is selected. We have also included
the AMCE figures of our main findings in Appendix 4 and tables of the AMCEs and
robustness check in Appendix 8.

Data and findings
This study was conducted on Qualtrics and fielded to 600 White, non-Latinx
respondents by a quota-based sample from Bovitz, Inc Forthright panel from

Which immigrant do you think the United States should give a green card to?

○ Immigrant 1 ○ Immigrant 2

How likely do you think Immigrant 1 would be to : : :

Not at all A little Somewhat A lot

Assimilate to American culture? ○ ○ ○ ○

How likely do you think Immigrant 2 would be to : : :

Not at all A little Somewhat A lot

Assimilate to American culture? ○ ○ ○ ○

Table 2. Example of immigrant profiles given during conjoint task

Immigrant 1 Immigrant 2

Education Elementary school Master’s degree

Gender Female Male

English proficiency Advanced Intermediate

Religion Jewish Muslim

Country of origin Libya Russia
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August 12 2019 to August 24 2019.11 Demographic characteristics of the sample are
available in Appendix 2. Our findings support prior literature on evaluations of
immigrants. More educated immigrants, with more English fluency, and are
women, are more likely to be selected to belong in the United States. Moreover, we
find support for hypothesis 1 and partial elucidation of how the intersectionality of
race and religion influences belonging. That is, regardless of race (proxied by
country of origin), White Americans are more likely to exclude immigrants from the
United States who are Muslim. Respondents also tend to exclude based on religion
beyond race: if an immigrant is both White and Muslim, White respondents are
more likely to exclude them. However, we find that although White Americans
believe all Muslims are less likely to assimilate into American culture, on average,
Muslim MENA immigrants are rated the lowest.

As described above, we present the results using country of origin as a proxy for
race. We feel comfortable using this proxy for two reasons. First, two manipulation
checks that show respondents tend to infer the proxied races from these countries
(discussed further in Appendix 1, Studies 1 and 2). Second, geopolitical information
does not seem to affect the results. While our intent with the treatment was to
balance U.S. relations within region, we also find no statistical difference between
the two countries in each region. Analysis of the results by country can be found in
Appendix 5.

Figure 1 displays the main effects of the experiment, with the features—grouped
by attribute—displayed on the y-axis and the x-axis displaying the marginal means
(tables of the marginal means are provided in Appendix 6). This figure shows the
attributes associated with respondents selecting or avoiding a given immigrant
profile for a green card. In this image, the features are centered around 0.5 because
the question was a forced choice: selecting either Immigrant 1 or Immigrant 2 to
receive a green card. Attributes that do not overlap with 0.5 indicates that the
attribute was selected or avoided at a rate that statistically significantly differs from
random. We can also compare within attributes to see which characteristics, or
levels, were preferred.

First, profiles with higher levels of English proficiency, higher levels of education,
and women cause a more positive response among respondents. Further, each
subsequent degree is preferred relative to the degree below it at statistically significant
levels. These results are consistent with prior literature and gives us confidence in the
external validity of the treatment. Relative to elementary education alone, those with
master’s degrees were 38.1 percentage points more likely to be selected (p<0.01).
Those with college (x̄= 0.57, p<0.01) and high school (x̄= 0.42, p<0.01) were also
more likely to be selected relative to those with only elementary education (x̄= 0.31.
Relative to male immigrants, female immigrants were 6.5 percentage points (p<0.01)
likely to be selected. Moreover, those who had fluent (x̄= 0.53, p<0.01) or advanced
(x̄= 0.53, p<0.01) English fluency were more likely to be selected relative to those
with only intermediate fluency (x̄= 0.43). Consistency with prior experiments, these
findings point to the strong internal validity of this study.

Race and religion, the focal point of this study, are featured at the bottom of
Figure 1. Relative to Christians, Muslims were selected 13.1 percentage points less
often (p<0.01). Respondents are 54.95% likely to select profiles if the hypothetical
immigrant is Christian; however, they are only 41.73% likely to select the profile of a
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hypothetical immigrant who is Muslim. The effect was the third largest after
immigrants with master’s degrees and college degrees. There was no statistical
difference between Jewish immigrants relative to Christian immigrants. The results
from race show that relative to White immigrants, MENA immigrants were selected
4.0 percentage points less often (p<0.05). The effect size for MENA immigrants was
the smallest. Black and South Asian immigrants were not selected at rates
statistically distinguishable from White immigrants.

In Figure 2, we present the effect of immigrants’ attributes on the perceived
likelihood they are thought to assimilate into American culture on a four-point scale.
Again, female identity, higher levels of education, and increased English fluency all lead
to higher assessments of cultural assimilation. Immigrants with more education are
rated as more likely to assimilate into American culture relative to elementary school
education. And each subsequent degree is preferred relative to the degree below it at
statistically significant levels. Relative to elementary education alone, those withmaster’s
degrees were rated as 7.0 percentage points more likely to assimilate (p<0.01). Those
with college (x̄= 0.72, p<0.01) and high school (x̄= 0.70, p<0.01) were also rated as
more likely to assimilate relative to those with only elementary education (x̄= 0.66).
Relative to male immigrants, female immigrants were rated 3.0 percentage points
(p<0.01) more likely to assimilate. Moreover, those who had advanced (b= 0.025,
p<0.01) English proficiency were rated as more likely to assimilate relative to those with
intermediate English proficiency. Collectively, these results are consistent with prior
results on the preferences of immigrants’ profiles.

Both Muslim (x̄= 0.64, p<0.01) and MENA (x̄= 0.69, p<0.05) are statistically
significantly less likely to be rated as assimilating to American culture relative to

Figure 1. Who Should be given a Green Card?
Note: Figure 1 contains the marginal means for each group. The bars indicate 95% confidence interval. Immigrants
with higher education and English fluency who are female, Jewish, Christian, White, or South Asian are more likely to
be selected. Less educated, men, with less fluency, and immigrants who are Muslim, Middle Eastern, or Black are less
likely to be selected.
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their respective baselines: Christian (x̄= 0.73) and White (x̄= 0.72). Notably,
whereas the largest substantive effect on green cards given was education, in this
case, Muslim identity is the largest substantive effect on assimilation. This suggests
that White Americans may view Muslims as cultural outsiders, consistent with
Kalkan et al. (2009). Even with smaller effect sizes, however, MENA immigrants are
also not seen as cultural insiders, regardless of their religion.

Thus, both MENA and Muslim identity matter; however, the effect size of
Muslim identity is one of the largest, while the effect size for MENA immigrants was
the smallest across our two dependent variables. To get a fuller understanding of our
hypotheses, we interact religion and race. To find support for hypothesis 2, MENA-
Muslims should be penalized relative to Muslims from any other background.

In hypothesis 2, we state that migrant profiles who fit a prototype of being a
Muslim Middle Easterner or Muslim North African would be more likely to be
excluded than those with other combinations of race and religion. To reject our null, we
would need to find heterogeneity wherein only the MENA-Muslim would be penalized,
but not the White, Black, or South Asian Muslim. Figure 3 and Figure 4, below, present
these findings conditional on Christians. That is, each figure includes the Jewish and
Muslim profiles relative to the Christian profile. We have also included these figures
conditional upon race (relative to White) in Appendix 7. However, for ease of
interpretation, we plot the means conditional upon religion, below.

As seen in Figure 3, below, there is no heterogeneity based on the race of the
Muslim immigrant on the likelihood of a green card given. If there was
heterogeneity, we would expect to see differences between those who were Muslim
by ethnoracial background; however, we see Muslims of all ethnoracial backgrounds

Figure 2. Who will Assimilate into American Culture?
Note: Figure 2 contains the marginal means for each group. The bars indicate 95% confidence interval. Immigrants
with more education who are Christian or Jewish are more likely be evaluated as assimilating into American culture.
High school educated or Muslim immigrants are less likely to be evaluated as assimilating into American culture.
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are excluded at similar rates relative to the Christian immigrant baseline. Although
Muslim immigrants are excluded relative to Christians across attributes, generally,
Jewish individuals are not excluded at rates that differ relative to Christians. There

Figure 4. Who will Assimilate into American Culture Conditional on Religion?
Note: Figure 4 contains the marginal means for each group conditional on religion. The bars indicate 95% confidence
interval. Across every attribute, Muslims are less likely to be evaluated as. Assimilating into American culture relative
to Christians.

Figure 3. Who Should be given a Green Card Conditional on Religion?
Note: Figure 3 contains the marginal means for each group conditional on religion. The bars indicate 95% confidence
interval. Across every attribute, Muslims are less likely to be selected for green cards relative to Christians.
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are a few attributes that do differ, however. Female, college-educated, Jewish
immigrants are excluded relative to Christian immigrants at a statistically significant
level of p< 0.1. Moreover, Middle Eastern Jewish immigrants are also excluded
relative to Middle Eastern Christians. This difference is also statistically significant
at a p< 0.1 level. Although these significance levels are a bit above the convention of
p< 0.05, it suggests there could be intersectional considerations between religion
and racial categories for Jewish individuals.

Returning to hypothesis 1, however, Muslim immigrants were excluded at rates
that were statistically significantly different relative to Christians across all attributes
and levels. This provides support for hypothesis 1 over hypothesis 2; Muslim
immigrants are excluded from green cards irrespective of race relative to Christians
regardless of their race.

Next, we test whether we see whether the intersection of MENA-Muslim identity
influences assimilation. In Figure 4, below, there is an effect of MENA-Muslim
identity on assimilation. Black Muslims (x̄= −0.111, p<0.05), South Asian
Muslims (x̄=−0.106, p<0.05), and MENA-Muslims (x̄= −0.120, p<0.01) are
rated as less likely to assimilate to U.S. culture relative to White Muslims (x̄= −0.056).
After Elementary education only (x̄= −0.122), the largest relative substantive effect on
the likelihood for respondents to say the immigrant in the profile shown would not be
likely to assimilate into American culture are immigrants who are MENA and Muslim.
Thus, there is some heterogeneity where White Muslims are rated as more likely to
assimilate into American culture relative to Muslims from other racial backgrounds
(this effect can also be seen in Appendix 4, Figure 10).

Together, the findings in Figures 3 and 4 demonstrate consistent findings. The
results from Figure 4 indicate that while there are no racial differences based on
religious identifiers, respondents do differentiate between White Muslims and
Black, MENA, and South Asian Muslims as less likely to assimilate into American
culture. Thus, Muslims are evaluated as not being as likely to assimilate relative to
Christians at levels that are highly statistically significant (p< 0.01). However, a
closer examination shows an additional pattern within racial groups for the Muslim
immigrants. White Muslims are evaluated as being more likely to assimilate relative
to Middle Eastern Muslims. This suggests that within Muslim racial identities,
respondents differentiate the extent of belonging in American society. Overall,
however, the preference is for immigrants from another religion, regardless of race.
Despite this distinction between White and MENA Muslims, the Muslim identifier
alone is sufficient for individuals to be more likely for respondents to exclude them
from American society.

Conclusion
Research on Islamophobia and Muslim identity in the United States and around the
world has increasingly become an area of interest in research on race and ethnic
politics in the United States (Adida et al. 2019; Beydoun 2013; Lajevardi 2017, 2020;
Lajevardi, and Oskooii 2018; Oskooii et al. 2019). However, the American public
and even the media often conflate Middle Easterners and North Africans with
Muslims, and vice versa. We ask, given that Islam is a religious, rather than an
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ethnoracial category, does the White American public understand the nuances
between these two categories?

We explore the relationship between Muslim identity on belonging. Although
there are multiple dimensions from which we can study belonging, we focus on
societal belonging. That is, who does society at large believe belongs in the United
States? Here, we evaluate the role of religion and present two competing
frameworks, which we empirically test using a conjoint experiment. We find that
Muslim identity is more salient relative to racial identity considerations whenWhite
Americans evaluate who belongs in the United States. Muslims are evaluated as a
monolithic group and the race of any given Muslim individual is irrelevant.

Although Muslim and MENA identities are often conflated with each other—
that is, Muslim MENA identity is not merely an addition of racial and religious
characteristics, but an identity with different experiences than Muslims who may
also be Black, White, or Asian. But we find that White Americans do not
discriminate against Muslim MENA individuals differently than White, Black, or
South Asian Muslims.

These findings have a number of practical implications. First, research has shown
that religion and country of origin together can alter perceptions of others’
ethnoracial identity (d’Urso 2022). Although religion may alter perceptions along
with country of origin, religion plays a singular role in how individuals are evaluated
by society. Muslim Americans are a diverse ethnoracial group that experiences
monolithic discrimination. And recent research shows that is how Muslims
experience personal belonging in the United States. While Muslims feel “at home”
in America, they are not welcomed by society at large (Chouhoud 2022). Thus,
researchers on Muslims and Islamophobia should be careful to think through the
implications of any findings if they are treating Muslims as a proxy for MENA
individuals alone. Here, we find that discrimination toward Muslim inclusion
reaches beyond the prototype of MuslimMENA individuals, meaning Islamophobia
may be a framework that extends to more individuals, such as converts or “model
minorities” who are Muslim than otherwise thought.

Second, the evidence here provides additional rationale to other research
demonstrating that MENA should be categorized separately from White in the U.S.
Census. Although there are certainly exclusionary attitudes toward Muslims across
all races, there are also unique attitudes toward MENA individuals in our
experimental treatments. Although other studies provide evidence that the category
should be separated because of different social conditions that may go unnoticed
(e.g., Jonny 2020; Strmic-Pawl et al. 2018), this follows others (e.g., Beydoun 2015a;
Kayyali 2013) in demonstrating that the experience of MENA individuals in the
United States—regardless or religious background— is distinct from that of others
considered to be White Americans.

There are a number of ways this work can and should be expanded in the future.
For example, there is work showing the disconnect between personal belonging of
Muslims in the United States and how accepted they are by American society
(Chouhoud 2022). Future work can include whether this experience is moderated by
race. This study indicates White Americans believe White Muslims will be better at
assimilating into American culture. Is this how White Muslims feel? Moreover,
White Americans believing White Muslims are more likely to assimilate does not
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mean they will be more accepting of White Muslims relative to Muslims from
other races.

Another area for expansion is to have respondents from different ethnoracial
backgrounds—not merely White Americans. We selectedWhite Americans because
MENA individuals are legally classified in the United States and our questions about
inclusion considered the racial hierarchy.12 We see in the case of green cards; race
did not matter when also presented with religious information. However, we see
MENA-Muslims were the least likely to be rated as able to assimilate and White
Muslims the most. And, since norms of racial equality differ by audience race
(Bonilla et al. 2022), future research should investigate if race is a more salient factor
for non-White Americans.

Last, we focus specifically on the case of MENA-Muslim identity in the United
States. The relationship between the racialization of Muslims and MENA
individuals in the United States is not necessarily applicable to the experiences
of Muslims and MENA individuals in different country contexts. For example, in
the UK, the conflation may be between South Asians and Muslims (e.g., Abbas
2004); in France, it may be for Afro-Muslims (e.g., Adida et al. 2016). Future
research might investigate the roles of religion and race and the intersectionality of
the two in other country contexts.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/rep.2023.7
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Notes
1 Country of origin is often used as a heuristic to determine a person’s race—although the relationship can
work in the opposite direction, as well. For example, someone from Japan may typically be assigned Asian,
whereas someone from Ghana would typically be assigned Black.
2 Social belonging is the meso-level of three dimensions of belonging. The macro-level—institutional
belonging— includes policies such as barriers for entry or inclusion criteria, citizenship, naturalization, and
other forms of documentation related to who can be in and contribute to a given country (Masuoka, and
Junn, 2013). At the microlevel—individual belonging—includes how one feels they fit into their country or
country of residence. In this case, “belonging is about an emotional : : : attachment, about feeling ‘at home’”
(Yuval-Davis 2006, p. 10).
3 Research focuses also on economic assimilation—if migrants will build up the local economy (e.g.,
Malhotra et al. 2013; Mayda 2006)—but our focus here is more on the cultural and religious aspect of
assimilation because we are examining identity rather than economic contributions in this line of inquiry.
4 For those in collectivistic religious communities, religion may feel like less of a choice (Jakelić 2010).
Nonetheless, we argue that religious is still different than a racial categorization.
5 An added benefit of conjoints is that it mitigates social desirability bias on the part of respondents
(Horiuchi et al., 2022).
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6 This study was preregistered at AsPredicted. Please see the anonymized submission description in
Appendix 9.
7 While it is sometimes the case that researchers signal racial identity with an image, in this case, there are
many complications with doing so. An image may reflect additional considerations in the way that religious
preferences might be interpreted in different countries (head coverings for instance tend to vary by region
and by sect), as well as how respondents may interpret lack of (or addition of) a religious covering within
assimilation itself. Due to the potential additional variations, we might have encountered, and we decided to
forego images altogether.
8 Previous research has found country of origin, education, language fluency, skin tone, and job skills each
matter in determining immigrant preferences (see Adida et al., 2010; Brader et al., 2008; Hainmueller et al.,
2014; Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2010; Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2015; Harell et al., 2012; Hopkins, 2014;
Ostfeld, 2017; Schildkraut, 2011; Sniderman et al., 2004, 2004; Valentino & Iyengar, 2011; Wright & Citrin,
2011).
9 There is no formal definition of which countries belong in the MENA. Although some consider Sudan as
a part of North African, most do not. Using two additional samples, we determine Sudanese are not
evaluated as being MENA, rather they are evaluated as Black. However, Libyans, Iranians, and Lebanese are
evaluated as being MENA. These analyses are available in Appendix 1.
10 For table of frequency of attributes shown, see Appendix 3.
11 Due to several studies demonstrating that online survey panels tend to replicate that of more expensive
data collection firms (e.g., Berinsky et al., 2012; Coppock, 2019) and increasing use of the Bovitz, Inc
Forthright panel (e.g., Druckman et al., 2022; Landry et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2022), we are reasonably
confident in the reliability of this panel for research.
12 The U.S. Federal Government via the Office of Budget and Management classifies those of MENA
descent as racially White and has done so since 1978. That means that under the legal categorization of race
in the United States, MENA individuals are White.

References
Abbas T (2004) After 9/11 British South Asian Muslims, Islamophobia, multiculturalism, and the state.

American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 24, 26–38.
Adida CL, Lo A and Platas MR (2019) Americans preferred Syrian Refugees who are female, English-

Speaking, and Christian on the Eve of Donald Trump’s election. PloS One 14, e0222504.
Adida CL, Laitin DD and Marie-Anne V (2016) Why Muslim Integration Fails in Christian-Heritage

Societies. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Al-Saji A (2014) A phenomenology of hesitation: Interrupting racializing habits of seeing. In Emily Lee

(Ed.), Living Alterities: Phenomenology, Embodiment, and Race. State University of New York Press.
pp. 133–172.

Allport GW (1954) The Nature of Prejudice. Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company.
Arora M (2020) The Racial Muslim: When Racism Quashes Religious Freedom. Oakland, CA: University of

California Press.
Aziz S (2022) The Racial Muslim (1st ed.). University of California Press; JSTOR. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.

ctv21r3hzg
Bayoumi M (2006) Racing religion. CR: The New Centennial Review 6, 267–293.
Berinsky AJ, Huber GA and Lenz GS (2012) Evaluating online labor markets for experimental research:

Amazon. com’s mechanical turk. Political Analysis 20(3), 351–368.
Beydoun KA (2013) BetweenMuslim andWhite: The legal construction of Arab American identity. Annual

Survey of American Law 69, 29.
Beydoun KA (2015a) A demographic threat: Proposed reclassification of Arab Americans on the 2020

census. Michigan Law Review 114, 1.
Beydoun KA (2015b) Boxed in: Reclassification of Arab Americans on the US census as progress or peril.

Loyola University Chicago Law Journal 47, 693.
Bonilla T, Filindra A and Lajevardi N (2022) How source cues shape evaluations of group-based

derogatory political messages. The Journal of Politics, 84(4), 1979–1996.

218 Amanda Sahar d’Urso and Tabitha Bonilla

https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv21r3hzg
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv21r3hzg
https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7


Bonilla T and Mo CH (2018) Bridging the partisan divide on immigration policy attitudes through a
bipartisan issue area: The case of human trafficking. Journal of Experimental Political Science 5,
107–120.

Brader T, Valentino N and Suhay E (2008) Is it immigration or the immigrants? The emotional
influence of groups on public opinion and political action. American Journal of Political Science 52,
959–978.

Cainkar LA (2009) Homeland Insecurity: The Arab American and Muslim American Experience After 9/11.
New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Chouhoud Y (2022) American Muslim Immigrants: Identity and Belonging in the Shadow of 9/11. In D.
Stockemer (Ed.), Muslims in the Western World: Sense of Belonging and Political Identity. Springer
International Publishing, pp. 29–46. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99487-7_3

Citrin J, Green DP, Muste C and Wong C (1997) Public opinion toward immigration reform: The role of
economic motivations. The Journal of Politics 59, 858–881.

Collins PH (1991) Learning from the outsider within: the sociological significance of black feminist thought.
Social Problems 33(6), s14–s32.

Considine C (2017) The racialization of Islam in the United States: Islamophobia, hate crimes, and “Flying
While Brown.” Religions 8, 165.

Coppock A (2019) Generalizing from survey experiments conducted on Mechanical Turk: A replication
approach. Political Science Research and Methods 7, 613–628.

Crenshaw K (1989) Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique
of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal
Forum, 139.

Crenshaw K (1990) Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against women of
color. Stanford Law Review 43, 1241–1300.

d’Urso AS (2022) A boundary of white inclusion: The role of religion in Ethnoracial assignment.
Perspectives on Politics, 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722003309

Dana K, Lajevardi N, Oskooii KAR and Walker HL (2018) Veiled politics: Experiences with discrimination
among Muslim Americans. Politics and Religion, 1–49. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048318000287

Druckman JN, Klar S, Krupnikov Y, Levendusky M and Ryan JB (2022) (Mis) estimating affective
polarization. The Journal of Politics 84, 1106–1117.

Esaiasson P, Lajevardi N and Sohlberg J (2022) Reject, Limbo, and accept: The effect of migration decisions
on Asylum seekers. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 48(15), 3469–3483.

Esposito JL and Kalin I (2011) Islamophobia: The Challenge of Pluralism in the 21st Century. New York,
NY: OUP USA.

Fetzer JS (2000) Public Attitudes toward Immigration in the United States, France, and Germany. New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press.

Fourlas GN (2015) Being a target: On the racialization of Middle Eastern Americans. Critical Philosophy of
Race 3, 101–123.

Galonnier J (2015) The racialization of Muslims in France and the United States: Some insights fromWhite
Converts to Islam. Social Compass 62, 570–583.

Garner S and Selod S (2015) The racialization of Muslims: Empirical studies of Islamophobia. Critical
Sociology 41, 9–19. https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920514531606

Gotanda N (2011) The racialization of Islam in American Law. The ANNALS of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 637, 184–195.

Gotanda N (2017) Reflecting on race, law and White Supremacy: Asian American and Muslim American
experiences. Western State Law Review 45, 147.

Hainmueller J, Hangartner D and Yamamoto T (2015) Validating vignette and conjoint survey
experiments against real-world behavior. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 112, 2395–2400.
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1416587112

Hainmueller J and Hiscox MJ (2010) Attitudes toward highly skilled and low-skilled immigration:
Evidence from a survey experiment. American Political Science Review 104, 61–84.

Hainmueller J and Hopkins DJ (2015) The hidden American immigration consensus: A conjoint analysis
of attitudes toward immigrants: THE HIDDEN AMERICAN IMMIGRATION CONSENSUS. American
Journal of Political Science 59, 529–548. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12138

The Journal of Race, Ethnicity, and Politics 219

https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99487-7_3
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592722003309
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048318000287
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920514531606
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1416587112
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12138
https://doi.org/10.1017/rep.2023.7


Hainmueller J, Hopkins DJ and Yamamoto T (2014) Causal inference in conjoint analysis: Understanding
multidimensional choices via stated preference experiments. Political Analysis 22, 1–30. https://doi.org/
10.1093/pan/mpt024

Hancock A-M (2007) When multiplication doesn’t equal quick addition: Examining intersectionality as a
research paradigm. Perspectives on Politics 5, 63–79.

Hancock A-M (2016) Intersectionality: An Intellectual History. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Harell A, Soroka S, Iyengar S and Valentino N (2012) The impact of economic and cultural cues on

support for immigration in Canada and the United States. Canadian Journal of Political Science/Revue
Canadienne de Science Politique 45, 499–530.

Hellwig T and Sinno A (2017) Different groups, different threats: Public attitudes towards immigrants.
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 43, 339–358. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1202749

Hobbs W and Lajevardi N (2019) Effects of divisive political campaigns on the day-to-day segregation of
Arab and Muslim Americans. American Political Science Review 113, 270–276. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0003055418000801

Hopkins DJ (2014) One language, two meanings: Partisanship and responses to Spanish. Political
Communication 31, 421–445.

Horiuchi Y, Markovich ZD and Yamamoto T (2022) Does conjoint analysis mitigate social desirability
bias? Political Analysis 30(4), 535–549.

Husain A (2019) Moving beyond (and Back to) the Black–White Binary: A study of Black and White
Muslims’ racial positioning in the United States. Ethnic and Racial Studies 42, 589–606.

Huynh Q-L, Devos T and Smalarz L (2011) Perpetual Foreigner in one’s own land: Potential implications
for identity and psychological adjustment. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology 30, 133–162.
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