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ABSTRACT

Changes in dietary patterns among different immigrant
groups have been reported. However, limited research data
on dietary habits of Arabs living in the United States are
available. The objective of this study was to investigate
dietary patterns of Arab students living in the U.S. A
questionnaire was designed to collect information about
background, degree of acculturation, changes in food
habits, frequency of food consumption, and food
preferences. Potential subjects were Arab students enrolled
at five U.S. universities. Questionnaires were mailed to 70
students. Analysis of variance was used with continuous
variables; chi-square tests were used to analyze
categorical variables. Associations among continuous
variables were examined using correlation analysis. Forty-
five questionnaires were returned. Because of the
availability, cost, and convenience, the consumption
frequency of Arab foods had decreased while the consumption
frequency of some American foods had increased. The
consumption frequency and liking of American foods were
related to age, age entered U.S., length of residence in

U.S., and degree of acculturation.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Changing U.S. demographics is the reason that the
study of culturally based food habits is essential in all
facets of food production and consumption. In recent years,
the significance of culturally based food habits on health
and the need for intercultural competencies in food and
nutrition research and education have been recognized
(Kittler and Sucher, 2001). There is scant information on
dietary habits of Arabs living in the United States
(Kittler and Sucher, 2001). Arabs refer to persons who
speak Arabic and share the values and beliefs of Arab
culture (Abraham, 1995; Patai, 1973).

Food plays a central role in the lives of Arab
families (Meleis, 1981). Wheat, most commonly in bread, is
the primary staple food. Legumes, rice, yogurt, and cheese
also contribute important nutrients. Vegetables are served
often, usually in elaborate preparations that require
considerable time. Fresh fruits are popular as snacks and
desserts (Packard and McWilliams, 1994). Spices and herbs
add vital flavor to foods typical of Middle East culture

(Kittler and Sucher, 2001).



Arab foods habits differ along religious lines. While
Christian Arabs have no religious prohibition regarding
pork or alcohol, the religious beliefs of Muslims forbid
their consumption (Chaudry, 1992; Hussaini, 1993; Sakr,
1971; Twaigery and Spillman, 1989). Faithful Muslims
require meat that is slaughtered according to ritual
letting of blood while speaking the name of Allah (God)
(Chaudry, 1992; Sakr, 1971). Obligatory fasting during the
holy month of Ramadan involves abstaining from all food and
drink from dawn until sunset (Sabini, 1990; Sakr, 1971;
Sakr, 1975). According to the 1990 census, there were
870,000 persons in the United States who identified
themselves as ethnically Arab or who emigrated from one of
the 21 countries of the contemporary Arab world (Abraham,
1995) . More recent immigrants are Muslims, and the number
of Arab Muslims in the United States is growing rapidly
(Kittler and Sucher, 2001).

Several studies have shown changes in food habits
among different immigrant groups (Crane and Green, 1980;
Gardner et al., 1995; Kollipara and Brittin, 1996; Pan et
al., 1999; Story and Harris, 1989; Zhou and Brittin, 1994).
Most studies showed that immigrant groups retained some

native food customs and incorporated some American foods.
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For example, rice remained a staple food but other native
foods were replaced by cereal, milk, and soft drinks.
Breakfast and snacks were replaced by foods more commonly
consumed by American people (Crane and Green, 1980; Gupta,
1975; Kim et al., 1984; Pan et al., 1999; Yang and Fox,
1979) . Researchers have reported that dietary changes were
related to the length of living in the United States,
degree of acculturation, and that changes could be related
to social contact with people in the new culture (Liou and
Contento, 2001; Pan et al., 1999; Yang and Fox, 1979).
Studies showed that younger immigrant groups tend to change
their food habits more than the older immigrant groups
(Gordon et al., 2000; Kim et al., 1984). However, there was
limited research data on dietary habits of Arabs living in
the United States. Therefore, the purpose of this study was
to determine general food habits of Arab students living in
the United States, factors affecting dietary choices after
living in the United States, consumption frequency of
selected food items of Arab students before and after

living in the United States, and food preferences.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Arab Culture

Arab refers to a person who speaks Arabic and shares
the values and believes of Arabs culture (Patai, 1973).
With the development of Islam in the seventh century A.D.
and its spread over part of Asia, Africa, and Europe,
Arabic culture and language spread to the newly conquered
people. Over time the Arab identity lost its purely ethnic
roots as millions in the Middle East and North Africa
adopted the Arabic language and integrated Arab culture
with that of their own. Arabic language is the religious
language of the holy book called Qur’an. Today, the term
Arab is cultural, linguistic, and to some extent, a
political designation (Abraham, 1995). The Arab world
consists of 21 countries that span from North Africa to the
Persian Gulf (Abraham, 1995). The Arab countries are
Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine,
Yemen, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia,

and United Arab Emirates (Musaiger, 1993).



Arab customs center on hospitality around food and
socializing with family and friends (Abraham, 1995).

Arab cuisine is known for the flavor and its use of
fresh ingredients. The common ingredients that give the
flavor to Arab cooking are herbs and spices (bitter orange
leaf, black pepper, caraway, cardamom, coriander seed,
cinnamon, cumin, cloves, fennel, galanga, garlic, ginger,
mace, marjoram, mastic, mint, nutmeg, saffron, sumac
berries, and thyme), dried fruits and nuts (dates, raisins,
almond, walnuts, hazelnuts, pinenuts, and pistachios),
fresh fruits (both sweet and sour), sugar and honey,
vegetables (onion, leek, celery root, fresh coriander,
carrots, cabbage, and spinach), rose water, vinegar, and
dairy products are (Kritzman, 1999). The staple in every
Arab’s diet is bread. Fats play an essential role in Arab
cooking. The most common fat is olive oil. Chickpeas, fava
beans, and lentils are also important in the diet. Mostly
fruits are served as desserts after a meal. Eggplant is the
favorite vegetable (Kritzman, 1999; Weeb, 2000). Many Arab
dishes such as stuffed zucchini or green peppers and
stuffed grape or cabbage leaves are highly labor-intensive

(Abraham, 1995). Arab cuisine continues to favor dairy



foods, dates, mutton, and camel hump even after migration

and acculturation (Kritzman, 1999).

Arab Americans

Arab Americans are Arabic speaking people, usually of
Semitic origin, who were born in an Arab country and
migrated to the United States, or whose parents were born
in an Arab country and who therefore consider themselves of
Arabic origin (Lipson and Meleis, 1983). Immigration of
Arabs to the United States has increased during the latter
quarter of 20" century (Laffrey et al., 1989). However,
Arab immigrants represent a tiny fraction of the overall
migration to the United States, constituting less than
three percent of the total (Abraham, 1995).

According to the 1990 census, there were 870,000
persons in the United States who identified themselves as
ethnically Arab or who emigrated from one of the 21
countries that constitute the Arab world. The 1990 census
indicates that most Arab Americans are U.S. citizens (82%)
even though only 63 percent were born in the United States
(Abraham, 1995). Arabs began migrating to the United States
in the late 1800s and have continued in waves that have

coincided with a number of political upheavals in the
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Middle East (Abraham, 1995; Lipson et al., 1987). Early
Arab immigrants came between the late 1800s and World War
I. They were primarily Christians from areas in the modern
countries of Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Jordan, Palestine,
Yemen, and parts of Iraq (Abraham, 1995; Kittler and
Sucher, 2001; Laffrey et al., 1989; Zanger, 2001).
Immigration resumed after World War II, especially in the
1950s to the mid 1960s, and included many more Muslims
(Abraham, 1995). The third wave of Arab immigration began
in the mid 1960s, following the Immigration Act of 1965
which abolished the quota system (Abraham, 1995). Although
Christian Arabs are still a majority in America, more
recent immigrants follow Islam, and the number of Arab
Muslims in the United States is growing rapidly (Abraham,
1995) .

Most Arab people are located in the Northeast and
Midwest, with significant populations in Boston, Detroit,
New York, and California, particularly in Los Angeles
(Abraham, 1995; Kittler and Sucher, 2001). Smaller
communities are developing in Texas, Georgia, Alabama, and
other areas in the South (Kittler and Sucher, 2001). Except
for a small group of Yemenites who are farm workers, Arab-

Americans are urban dwellers who work in industry and
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private business, including a sizable group of professional

or semiprofessionals in all fields (Lipson et al., 1987).

Traditional Food Habits of Arabs

Traditional foods are a significant part of people’s
diet and a demonstrator of their cultural uniqueness. Food
plays a central role in the lives of Arab families,
especially in the celebration of special occasions (often
religious) and in the observance of certain events like
weddings and births (Kittler and Sucher, 2001). Love and
care are intertwined with food and it’s offering. Family
get-togethers are planned around elaborate meals;
conversations and discussion are only incidental (Meleis,
1981) .

Wheat, most commonly in bread, is the primary staple
food (Mermelstein, 1999; Packard and McWilliams, 1994).
Rice is also a staple item (Packard and McWilliams, 1994).
Legumes, such as chickpeas, fava beans, and lentil are
other important ingredients in Arab cooking (Mermelstein,
1999; Packard and McWilliams, 1994). Favorite foods include
hummus (dip based pureed garbanzos), lentil soup, foul
(slow-cooked broad or black beans), and falafel (seasoned

ground bean paste, shaped and deep fried) (Packard and
8



McWilliams, 1993). Vegetables are served often, usually in
elaborate preparations that required considerable time and
they are also preserved as pickles. Favorite vegetables in
Arab countries include eggplant, okra, green beans,
cucumber, and tomatoes. Beets were also favored and figure
in many dishes. Spinach becomes popular because of its
supposed dietary value. Onions are basic ingredients. Leeks
are used as much as onions. Squash is popular (Kritzman,
1999) . Fresh fruits are eaten for desserts and snacks
(Mermelstein, 1999; Packard and McWilliams, 1994; Packard
and McWilliams, 1993). Fruit and sugar are also used to
make jelly and syrups (Kritzman, 1999).

Olives are eaten with most meals (Packard and
McWilliams, 1993). Olive oil is frequently used in food
preparation especially in dishes that are to be eaten cold
and for frying fish. Corn or nut oil, clarified butter,
palm oil, or fat from mutton are used for most deep-frying
(Kittler and Sucher, 2001; Packard and McWilliams, 1993;
Weeb, 2000). Sesame oil and tahini, a sauce made by
crushing sesame seeds, are used commonly; tahini is
especially favored on fried fish (Packard and McWilliams,
1993) . Fresh butter is used to spread on bread (Kritzman,

1999).



Fresh milk is not widely consumed but cheese and
yogurt, made from sheep or goat milk, contribute important
nutrients (Mermelstein, 1999; Packard and McWilliams,
1994) . Plain yogurt is used abundantly as a side dish and
in soups, dips, and cold drinks. Lebneh, a soft cheese
product made by draining the whey from yogurt, is a
standard food at breakfast and supper (Packard and
McWilliams, 1993).

Almost all meats and seafood are eaten, with the
exception of pork in the Muslim countries and pork and
shellfish among observant Jews in Israel. Red meat is
consumed more frequently than fish or poultry, and mutton
and lamb are preferred over beef (Bourne, 1987; Kittler and
Sucher, 2001; Kritzman, 1999; Mermelstein, 1999; Packard
and McWilliams, 1993; Weeb, 2000). Arabs like their meat
tender and well marbled with fat. Meat is often marinated
at least overnight in order to imbue it with the flavor of
herbs and spices. Although recipes for roasted meat are
relatively rare, there is a widespread taste for ;oast lamb
(Kritzman, 1999). Various vegetables and meat pieces are
placed onto skewers and grilled or boiled. Sometimes ground
lamb or beef are mixed with spices and rolled into the

shape of nuggets or fingers and then grilled or baked
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(Packard and McWilliams, 1993). It is common to boil meat
in casseroles with salt, onions, herbs, and spices. A wide
range of other ingredients is often added, along with
vegetables. Stews are frequently thickened by adding soaked
or peeled chickpeas, lentils, or fava beans. Sometimes meat
is fried before boiling (Kritzman, 1999).

Candy, baklava, halwa (sesame paste sweet, usually
made in a slab and studded with fruits and nuts), and
hakoum (gelatinized starch, sweetened with sugar) are the
popular sweets (Mermelstein, 1999). Nuts and seeds are used
widely as snacks and in main dishes, pilafs, and sweets.
Pistachios, almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts, sesame seeds, and
seeds of squash and melon are also popular (Packard and
McWilliams, 1993).

Tea and coffee are the most popular drinks and tea is
consumed sweetened with or without milk (Bourne, 1987;
Mermelstein, 1999; Packard and McWilliams, 1993). Herbal
tea is used, sometimes for therapeutic purposes (Packard
and McWilliams, 1993).

Numerous herbs and spices are used to add vital
flavor to foods. Commonly used ones are allspice, black
pepper, cardamom, cinnamon, coriander, cumin, curry, fresh

cilantro, garlic, lemon, mace, mint, nutmeg, oregano,
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