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Executive Summary 
 

 Brookhurst Street in Anaheim is home to one of the most visible Arab American 
communities in Southern California. Affectionately known as “Little Arabia,” this area of 
West Anaheim is a cultural hub that is regularly patronized by visitors hailing from the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA)1 region. The service providers and patrons come 
from diverse ethnic backgrounds, ranging from Arab to Afghan to Circassian to 
Vietnamese to Mexican, with each group functioning in harmony within the boundaries of 
West Anaheim.  
 

Despite its extreme visibility, there isn’t too much data and information that 
captures the people’s voices and experiences within the district. This project, known as the 
Little Arabia Community History and Needs Survey, aims to provide information about 
one of California's most unique and beloved cultural districts. This study explored how the 
district grew, what types of benefits it brought to Anaheim, and what are the community’s 
needs as they envision the future of the district. Ultimately, the project aimed to allow the 
people to tell their story of Little Arabia.  

 
We conducted our study between December 2021 to April 2022. We gathered data 

from 35 participants. Oral interviews were conducted with 17 participants, while 18 
participants filled out online survey forms. We split the survey into four parts: 
Demographic, Profile, Community Needs, and Civic Engagement. There was a total of 27 
questions. We conducted textual data analysis on over 20,000 words to find common 
themes, phrases, terms, and sentiments delivered in English and Arabic. 

 
The data clarifies that Little Arabia is a cultural and business hub that attracts a 

diverse market from the MENA region. In Little Arabia, patrons can acquire their cultural 
needs, attain a sense of belonging, and find new opportunities. When asked what Little 
Arabia means to them, most participants responded by saying “Home.”  

 
Little Arabia’s residents and service providers are diverse in their backgrounds and 

profession.  
 
● 66.7% of participants were born outside of the United States.  
● 33.3% were born within the United States.  
● 41.6% of participants hail from the Belad al-Sham region, consisting of Syria, 

Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan.  
● 27.8% of participants were between the ages of 25-35.  
● 47.2% were between the ages of 43-65.  
● 86% of participants are bilingual. Some are multilingual.  
● The top three spoken languages are English, Arabic, and Spanish.  

                                                       
1 In this report, MENA is used to include the Southwest Asia and North African (SWANA) regions  
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● 34% of participants owned their businesses. The rest of the participants ranged 
in professions stretching from a cook to a lawyer to an engineer, among many 
others. 
 

Results show that participants desire the following themes to improve the district2: 
 

● Promotion and Awareness 
● Renovation and Beautification of the District 
● Education and Community Development through Activities and Events 
● Unifying the Community 
● Systemic Changes in Policy, Media, and Public Perceptions 
● Encouragement of a Women-led Market 

 
The top four needs of the community are:  

 
1) Education (70%) 
2) Safety (57%) 
3) Housing (57%) 
4) Jobs (49%) 

 
- Many cited that education is vital for the empowerment of the community. 

Participants indicated that they want to see an improvement in public schooling. 
They also requested educational material from the City, particularly information to 
increase their participation and productivity within Anaheim.  

 
To increase civic engagement, participants desire more information on issues surrounding 
the community and want more preparational materials, informational sessions, and 
workshops.  

 
● 80% requested information on the issues concerning Anaheim and Little Arabia.  
● 50% stated they need information on time, location, and specific issues to 

discuss.  
● 63.3% requested information on the Designation of Little Arabia.  

 
The data revealed that participants have a neutral and negative view of the City Council.  

 
● 42% state that they are unsure if the City Council cares about their concerns.  
● 38% state that they do not believe the City Council cares about their concerns.  
● 20% state that they believe the City Council cares about their concerns.    

 
 
 

                                                       
2 See the section titled “Discussion, Analysis, and Ideas for Future Projects” for more details on the themes. 
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A Brief History of Little Arabia 
 

Little Arabia's history is still being written. Currently, Anaheim's Little Arabia 
district contains over one hundred services catering to tens of thousands of patrons who 
trace their heritage from Afghanistan to Morocco. Businesses provide an authentic 
cultural experience that attracts customers from Southern California. The history of these 
service providers and patrons is a history of expatriates, integration, and transformation, 
and is also a history of challenges and disappointments. Little Arabia's history is about 
people who are actively transforming, evolving, and improving the lives of their 
community.   

 
Foundations of Arab American Urban Centers     
 
 Unlike other ethnic communities in Southern California, the Arab community is not 
condensed into one central location. For example, the Chinese community has developed 
large swaths of urban land, such as in the San Gabriel Valley, to provide places where 
people could go to school, shop, and open businesses. Professor of Urban Planning, Wei Li, 
refers to this phenomenon as an “ethnoburb” (Li, 1998). These ethnoburbs often contain 
banks and schools that feature foreign-language materials and managers capable of 
communicating with their respective populations.  
 

The Arab community does not have the same dynamic as an ethnoburb, and 
instead, the community established cultural hubs as attractions and gathering locations. 
Throughout the 1900s, Arabs and other individuals from the MENA region settled in 
different cities around Southern California, such as Los Angeles, Glendale, and Long 
Beach. Though the community has historically been present in Los Angeles, they were 
unable establish a centralized enclave for their respective communities. By 2020, the 
population of Arab-identifying individuals has spread across the State of California. The 
approximate count of the community stands around 750,000.3 The reader should note that 
the lack of an accurate MENA count at the federal and state level renders the population 
invisible in data collection, making it challenging to trace an accurate population history.  

 
Instead of creating one centralized ethnoburb, the Arab population established 

several clusters where people regularly patronize and visit. These central clusters fit with 
Urban Planner Noah Allison's terminology of "ethnoanchor," which is a "location 
comprised of clustered private commerce rather than a single entity community" such as 
Chinatown or Little Saigon (Allison, 2021). The Arab population is spread throughout 
Southern California to gather, spend money, and open businesses in several centrally 
located areas. Example of these areas include Main Street in El Cajon, San Diego County, 
and Brookhurst Street in Anaheim, Orange County. 

 

                                                       
3 https://census.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2020/06/Snapshot_CAIR-CA.pdf 
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In Anaheim, city officials and policymakers have historically been involved in 
planning and developing lands for residency and industrial use. For example, in 1965, 
Anaheim used a "super stamp system" to "bypass municipal plan checks" to entice 
industries to move into the area (Allison, 2021). West Anaheim, located west of Euclid 
Street, grew to contain high-density residential regions, while a 4,200-acre site in East 
Anaheim became Anaheim Hills. Investments in attractions, such as Disneyland and 
sports arenas, helped the city become a destination for tourism. While investors pumped 
financial subsidies and assets into locations East of Euclid, areas West of Euclid Street 
became notorious for strip malls, cheap housing, and crime. Though many saw it 
undesirable to move to West Anaheim, the low financial housing and subsidies to open 
businesses meant opportunity for newly arriving immigrants. 

 
The Roots of Little Arabia: ISOC and Al-Tayebat 

The earliest Arab immigrants arrived in an area in West Anaheim in the 1970s, 
then known as "Garza Island."  This location was tucked between the cities of Anaheim, 
Stanton, and Garden Grove. The area attracted Arab residents because of the educational 
and communal promise of the Islamic Society of Orange County (ISOC), which opened its 
doors in 1976 in Garden Grove. Shortly after, the first halal market called Al-Madinah 
opened in Garden Grove. Arab residents began moving closer to ISOC for community and 
enrolling their children in a school that promised a well-established Islamic education.4  

 

 
 
 

Locations of ISOC and Al Madinah Market  

                                                       
4 Author interviews and Voice of OC Article 
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 The roots of the Arab community began in the 1980s after Sammy and Noha 
Khouraki opened the first Al-Tayebat Market off Magnolia Avenue. Al-Tayebat became 
known for its quality and affordability but became beloved for its service and care to the 
Arab community. Their success led them to purchase land around Brookhurst and Ball in 
1988, and what is known as modern-day Little Arabia was born. Arabic-speaking people 
who desired halal meats would travel from all over the Southwest United States to Al-
Tayebat Market to acquire their needs. The Khouraki's service, care, and love for the 
community inspired others to begin opening restaurants and services to assist the larger 
Arabic-speaking and Muslim population in Anaheim. 

Little Arabia in the 1990s 

In 1994, Sami Mashney opened a law office in Brookhurst. In 1996, Palestinian 
immigrants Nesrine Omari and Mike Hawari opened Kareem's Falafel across the street 
from Al-Tayebat Market. Also in 1996, Hussam Ayloush established the Council on 
American-Islamic Relations Greater LA Chapter to provide legal services and protect the 
civil rights of Muslim Americans. In 1997, Mat’am Al Quds, or Jerusalem Restaurant, 
opened in the shopping center on Brookhurst and Brookmore. That same year, Dib 
Khamis opened Cleopatra Hair Salon. Dib developed the salon as the first establishment 
catering specifically to mohajabbat women (Muslim women who practice wearing the 
hijab). Recognizing the enormous number of Arabic-speaking customers, Dib hired more 
Arabic-speaking hair stylists who were sensitive and knowledgeable of the needs of Arabic 
cultural events, such as weddings and social gatherings. Meanwhile,  
several humanitarian, legal, and medical services began emerging. Nahla Kayali opened 
Access California Services in 1997 to assist incoming individuals from the MENA region 
with their acclimation into American society. As of 2022, Access California Services serves 
over 100 individuals monthly and offers services in nineteen languages, including 
Spanish, Pashto, Persian, and Arabic.  
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Arab businesses in the 1990s  

 
Recognizing the opportunities to tap into an emerging market and a good-hearted 

community, entrepreneurs Ahmad Alam and Belal Dalati purchased strip malls along the 
Brookhurst corridor, laying the groundwork for an Arabic district in Anaheim. Alam and 
Dalati purchased properties – including homes and development projects – and flipped 
them for newly arriving Arab immigrants to assist with their acclimation into America. 
Ahmad Alam purchased what is now known as the Little Arabia Plaza in the 1990s. He 
established the Arab World Newspaper to provide information and news while cultivating 
connections among West Anaheim residents. At this time, Alam provided the area with 
the moniker "Arab Town.”5  
 
Discrimination  
 

The area faced discrimination from residents and law enforcement alike. As Arabic-
language signs marketing businesses began to rise, residents began labeling the 
businesses on Brookhurst as "invaders."6. Business owners and residents reported that 
Anaheim police would refer to the area as "The Gaza Strip" to demean and put down the 
individuals of Arab heritage, as the association with the Gaza Strip implies an Israeli 
occupation that paints Palestinians as undesirables.7 However, Arab business owners and 
residents took pride in the moniker. The Gaza Strip represented history, community, and 

                                                       
5 “Arab City Grows Up in Shadow of Disneyland,” 2003 
6 Information gathered from author interviews with entrepreneurs of Little Arabia 
7 The author gathered information from interviews with entrepreneurs of Little Arabia. 
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resistance against a military occupation that has displaced Palestinians from their land. 
Additionally, Orange County harbors well-documented Islamophobia that often spewed 
problematic rhetoric that paints Arab and Muslim residents as threats to Orange County's 
social and cultural landscape. A case in the 2000s saw Qur'ans found with bullet holes in 
front of the doors of Al-Farah Islamic Clothing8.  

 
 
Little Arabia in the 2000s 
 

The district moved from "Arab Town" to "Gaza Strip" to "Little Gaza" in a matter of 
years, slowly affirming itself as the people's attachment of the district as a "home away 
from home." In the 2000s, the area around Brookhurst saw an influx of businesses and 
new residents arriving from Kuwait, Iraq, and other regions. The term "Little Arabia" 
began to emerge as the district's unofficial name. The confusion of 9/11 drove non-Arabic-
speaking Anaheim residents to engage with the Arab community to understand the 
community better. American servicemembers who served in Iraq regularly patronized 
Little Arabia to attain a similar culinary experience they found while on deployment.  

 
In the 2010s, Rashad Al-Dabbagh and Omar Masry began an online campaign to 

normalize the term "Little Arabia" as the district's official name. After establishing the 
Arab American Civic Council, Little Arabia became a recognized location in West Anaheim 
that offers a unique cultural experience to residents and shoppers alike. By 2020, more 
than 100 established businesses resided in and around West Anaheim.  

 
Numerous narratives and stories still need to be heard about Little Arabia's history. 

Influencers who offered various cultural and economic contributions, such as 
telecommunications, newspapers, and security services, are somewhat unknown to the 
current era. For example, individuals who have been involved with Little Arabia state that 
there were offices where Arabic-speaking partners offered Internet and IT services to 
people of West Anaheim, but these individuals moved out of Anaheim. Discovering why 
these individuals started their businesses and why they left could help paint a fuller 
picture of Little Arabia's history. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                       
8 https://www.ibtimes.com/anaheim-bullet-ridden-quran-hate-crime-muslim-civil-rights-group-asks-fbi-investigate-2208221 
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Demographics of Participants 
 

Country of Birth 

66.7% of participants were born outside of the United States. 33.3% of participants 
were born within the United States and tended to identify with their parents or familial 
country of birth. Of the MENA region, participants were primarily from the Belad al-
Sham, or the area of Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan. (Figure 1) 

 

 

Figure 1, Country of Birth 
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Age 

The age of participants ranged from 25 to 65 and was diverse in generational 
experience. 58.3% of the participants were over the age of 43. The youngest participant 
was in their mid-twenties, while the oldest was approaching 69. 
 
 

 

Figure 2, Age of Participants 
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Gender 

Gender proved to be a problematic issue in this study. As this study aimed to 
interview service providers directly located in Anaheim, the first iteration of data revealed 
a significantly lower number of female business owners than males. We increased our 
outreach to female stakeholders in and around Little Arabia to remedy this problem. We 
reached out to residents, volunteers, and community leaders. By the second iteration 
(April 2022), female participation increased from 10% to 42%. 

 
Reasons for the low female participation could relate to social, cultural, and 

economic factors. When approaching women on Brookhurst, this paper's author noted that 
women tended to be working and did not have time to conduct an interview. Many women 
demonstrated an openness and willingness to participate but were usually too exhausted 
before or after work to conduct an interview or fill a survey. 

 
Further, it was found that, though there were many female business owners, male 

business owners and service providers outweighed women. Je'nan Ghazal Read's 2004 
study provides reasons for this phenomenon. She states that "Arab-American women 
cannot be explained by their human capital characteristics or family resources, but are 
almost entirely due to traditional cultural norms that prioritize women's family 
obligations over their economic activity, and to ethnic and religious social networks that 
encourage the maintenance of traditional gender roles'' (Read, 2004). Thus, future studies 
need to be done to discover employment patterns of Arab American women in Little 
Arabia and beyond. 

 

 

Figure 3, Gender 
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Profession 
 

The primary profession of participants was "Business Owner," followed by 
"Restaurant Owner." However, these professions only reflect 12 of the 35 total 
participants, less than half. Professions ranged from Engineer to Lawyer, Media Producer, 
to Nurse. 

 

 

Figure 4, Profession 
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Languages Spoken 

All participants spoke English, and the vast majority spoke Arabic. Spanish was the 
third most spoken language, reflecting the need to cater to Anaheim's multilingual 
residents, particularly its Spanish-speaking community members. Many employees in 
Arab-owned businesses are of Mexican descent, requiring business owners and managers 
to know Spanish to communicate correctly with their employees.  

 

 

Figure 5, Languages Spoken 
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Analysis of Questions 
 

 Below are the questions asked and summaries of participants' responses. The 
questions were designed as open-ended questions to allow participants to define Little 
Arabia in their own words. Answers were placed into a single document correlated with 
their question and analyzed for distinctive topics and themes. The analysis below 
summarizes all participants' responses and are not exclusively catered to one voice. Topics 
and themes which appear numerous times carry a higher "weight," meaning there is a 
high probability of the topic appearing around other terms. 
 

The term “many” means over 70% of the participants, while “some” means less than 
60%.    

 
 

When did you first start coming to Anaheim? /  متى أتیت ألول مرة إلى أنھایم؟ 

The average year of advent was 1995. The oldest arrival was in the 1980s, and the 
latest was in the 2010s. Many individuals stated that they came to Anaheim to visit before 
opening businesses or purchasing property. Many individuals' first experience with Little 
Arabia involved some type of community, such as family or friends. 

 
Before coming to Anaheim, some participants stated that they settled in other parts 

of the Greater Los Angeles area, such as Norwalk, Downey, Lakewood, or Cerritos. Some 
said that they would purchase their Middle Eastern goods in Hollywood or Glendale and 
that they did not start coming to Anaheim until the 1990s. Overwhelmingly, many stated 
that the services in Anaheim felt more attuned to their cultural identity than other parts 
of Greater Los Angeles.   
 

 
Why did you choose Anaheim as your place for work or residence? /  لماذا اخترت

 أنھایم كمكان عملك أو إقامتك؟
 

The most common reason participants chose Anaheim was the proximity to a 
community that made them feel at attuned to their identity, belonged, and safe. Some 
stated they chose Anaheim because they needed access to an Arab market for financial 
and economic success. Some also mentioned the proximity of resorts and work, such as 
Disneyland. 

 
The high traffic of Arabic-speaking and MENA customers guaranteed a built-in 

market for business owners. This sentiment indicates that Anaheim is a hub for the Arab 
market, even when many do not directly live in West Anaheim. Many felt safe living 
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around Anaheim because of the human traffic and interactions with other people who 
shared their identity. 

 
 

Since you've been in Anaheim, how has the Arab community grown, and 
what are some changes you've seen? /  منذ أن أقمت في أنھایم، كیف نما المجتمع العربي وما ھي

 بعض التغییرات التي رأیتھا؟
 

Many participants stated that the community grew in population size, particularly 
among Arab, Latino, and Asian residents. Many also say that more businesses have 
developed to cater to the growing market. Some have said that they still feel invisible and 
hidden, and some also state that the media and public perception have not improved. This 
sentiment echoes Nadine Naber's study of Arabs as "ambiguous insiders" or "visibly 
invisible" (Naber, 2000). In other words, even though the community has been present 
since the 1980s, many feel that Anaheim residents are still confused about who they are, 
their history, or their story.  

 
Some also said that there has been little growth due to competition between 

community members. A sentiment provided was, "One falafel place opens, another closes." 
This sentiment indicates that some individuals moving to Little Arabia use similar 
business models to tap into the MENA market instead of conceiving new concepts. Some 
interviewees said that instead of opening a new and original business concept, some 
stakeholders open a copy-cat business (such as a bakery or falafel store) intending to 
capitalize on customers’ desires and to "do better than the other guy." Interviewees feel 
that Little Arabia could benefit from clear-cut guidelines to create businesses catering to 
the needs of the community instead of watching individuals capitalize or "steal" from the 
market, further diluting their services.  
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How do you define Little Arabia?   (لیتل عربیة ؟) كیف یمكنك التعریف عن

 
The graph above reflects the option participants chose to define Little Arabia. Here, 

a "Business District" means an economic and financial district. "Cultural District" means 
a cluster of businesses and services that caters to a specific culture, in this case, the 
MENA culture. "Community Enclave" represents a location with a high concentration of a 
single ethnicity, in this case, Arabs. 

 
Participants believe that Little Arabia is a Cultural District and a Business 

District, but not a Community Enclave. This sentiment means that residents feel that 
Little Arabia is a hub that attracts, provides, and sells Arab/MENA culture to a diverse 
consumer base, from food to clothing. 

 
Discussion around this question could flow in multiple ways. A question could arise 

if Arab culture is being capitalized on within the shadows of tourist destinations of 
Anaheim, such as Disneyland. Another question could be if Arab business owners simply 
opened businesses because of the flow of Arabic-speaking patrons within the corridor. The 
answer to these questions could be both. Arab business owners likely realized that Arab 
immigrants desire a location that they can frequent outside of their homes, and they are 
providing a service to cater to their needs. 
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What does Little Arabia mean to you? /  ماذا تعني لك لیتل عربیة؟ 

Overwhelmingly, participants responded by saying Little Arabia means "Home." 
The most distinctive term, "culture," indicates that Little Arabia allows individuals to feel 
safe to practice their culture and identity. They feel they belong in an area where others 
share their identity.  

 
Individuals report feeling that Little Arabia reminds them of the "scents," "sounds," 

and "feel" of the Middle East. They say that they would often visit the street to speak 
Arabic, enjoy their food, and spend time with family. Further, they do not feel targeted, 
discriminated against, or hated for being Arab or an immigrant. Little Arabia is a little 
piece of America that allows immigrants to fit in before leaving for the difficulties of a 
larger city. 

 
Thus, Little Arabia is a location where individuals feel connected to their culture 

and identity. They feel as if Little Arabia is a safe place where they can conduct their 
livelihood and business. Whether business or just visiting, individuals feel safe running 
their lives in Little Arabia. 
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Do you recall a time you faced discrimination? /  ھل تتذكرفي مرة تعرضت فیھا
 للتمییز؟

 

 

41.7% of participants stated they've never faced discrimination. However, 30.6% opted not 
to report if they faced discrimination.  
 

Some may not have known if they were facing discrimination. Those born in the 
United States tended to be aware that they were being discriminated against, whether 
through bullying or hurtful language. Foreign-born people may have been unaware if they 
were being discriminated against, such as when English-speaking service providers 
redirected their services due to language barriers. 
 
 Some gave reports of bullying and intimidation at corporate workplaces. One 
interviewee reported that they received an engineering degree at a Cal State and began 
working for a big firm. However, after 9/11, the interviewee said they faced bullying, and 
they were unaware of the steps to file grievances or report the intimidation to others. They 
opted to save money and open a store on Brookhurst Street, both to feel safe while earning 
enough income to support their family.  
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 Though this discrimination case did not occur at Brookhurst, it is an example of 
foreign-born immigrants being unaware of the steps to take to defend their rights to work. 
 
 
Imagine you are talking to a visitor. How would you explain the benefits the 
Little Arabia district has brought to Anaheim? /  تخیل أنك تتحدث إلى زائر. كیف تشرح

 الفوائد التي جلبتھا لیتل عربیة إلى أنھایم؟
 

Many participants responded that Little Arabia brought diversity, culture, and 
economic benefits to West Anaheim. The most distinctive terms, “culture” and “diverse,” 
indicate that the Arab businesses and residents supplied West Anaheim with something 
unique and original.  

 
Many cited how it brought jobs, tax revenue, and an attraction to Anaheim. Many 

also mentioned that Little Arabia is seen as an additional tourist attraction outside of 
Disneyland and brings diverse economic traffic to the City.   
 
 Some respondents reported how non-Arab visitors, specifically American 
servicemen and women who were stationed in the Middle East, enjoy coming to Little 
Arabia. Participants stated that Little Arabia was a way for these servicemen and women 
to eat food and engage with the cultures they were intimately involved with during their 
time in Kuwait, Iraq, or other parts of the Middle East.  
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Which of the options below concern you the most? Please check all that apply. 
 .أي من الخیارات التالیة تثیر قلقك أكثر؟ یمكنك اختیار كل ما یالئمك /

 

 

 The above graph reflects the community's most significant needs. 
 

The number one need requested is "Education." During interviews, individuals 
indicated that they want to see education in the form of schooling but also public 
education. Many felt that public education needs to be improved in Anaheim. Specifically, 
they requested information and educational sessions with community leaders to 
understand important policies and rules in America. Many feel that education is required 
for empowerment and improvement in their life. Some topics requested include Civil 
Rights Education, Business Education, Home Buying and Loan Education, and Language 
Education. 

 
The second most requested need is "Housing." Participants felt that many Arab 

residents leave Anaheim because of increasing housing costs in Anaheim. Many feel that 
their current salaries do not allow them to purchase property in Anaheim. Further, many 
think that the youth have a hard time acquiring a home and are forced to stay with their 
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parents. Also, many feel there is a need to provide affordable housing for unhoused 
individuals. 

 
The third most requested need is "Safety." Many reported that West Anaheim had a 

"gang" problem, but the Arab population essentially cleaned up the area. Now, 
participants feel that West Anaheim has a homeless crisis that the City could fix. Many 
also report not being protected or cared for by the City. 

 
The fourth most requested need is "Jobs." Many say they would like to see more 

diverse services in West Anaheim, such as technical and manual skills. Many report that 
they would like to see unhoused people provided jobs to improve their lives.  

 
 

What do you think is needed to help your business and/or livelihood? /  ما الذي
 تعتقد أنھ ضروري لمساعدتك في العمل و / أو مصدر رزقك؟

 

 Participants responded that their primary need is promotion and awareness, such 
as signage, advertisement, and community events. Many would like to spread information 
about their services and bring public awareness to their services. Further, many said they 
would like to see community events that bring the Arab community together with the rest 
of Anaheim, increasing services to more markets. 
 

Some cited the need for government and city resources. Some did not know how to 
access loans during the Coronavirus pandemic, and others felt that the City could do a 
better job lowering rent and costs to improve business. 

 
Notably, some stated that education in community development and community 

respect is needed. Some said significant behavioral changes within the community need to 
be developed to ensure cohesiveness and unity. 

 
Further, some stated systemic changes in the media and government are needed to 

alter misperceptions and show Arabs as positive contributors to Anaheim. Many feel that 
they are still negatively perceived and would like to see this negative imagery changed. 
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In a perfect world, how would you imagine Little Arabia to be? Consider 
possible physical improvements or business enhancements you want to see, 
such as trees or architecture. /  في عالم مثالي، كیف تتخیل أن تكون لیتل عربیة؟ ضع في اعتبارك

 .التحسینات المادیة أو التجاریة المحتملة التي ترید رؤیتھا
 

Overwhelmingly, participants desired renovations across Brookhurst street, 
specifically in beautification and remodeling projects to give the district an identity. Ideas 
provided include a mural and street art, monuments, arches, trees and flowers, string 
lights, a mall, and a bazaar/souq. 

 
Many requested the need to see community activities and events that engage the 

larger community. Ideas given include a Taste of Little Arabia event or a farmer's market-
style event where business owners could engage with the community. 

 
Many requested ways to modernize how services are provided, such as making an 

app like DoorDash or Postmates for the Arab market.  
 
Some requested updated textile and clothing stores to attract a maturing market.  
 
Some requested a women's only space that allows women to develop professionally.  
 
Others stated that a perfect Little Arabia is one where there is unity between 

community members. They cited their desire to see the end of infighting, backbiting, and 
unnecessary competition between one another. A story provided was how a community 
member became majorly ill from Covid. As a result, other community members left public 
posts on social media to not shop at their business. Though the participant felt that the 
community did not mean to be ill-intentioned (they thought that it was their way to 
handle Covid), the participant nonetheless felt that there should have been another way to 
show support to one another. They stated that Covid revealed that the community needs 
to have a culture of objectivity, unity, and care to prevent unnecessary infighting. A 
perfect Little Arabia is one where the community can improve one another incrementally.   
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Discussion, Analysis, and Ideas for Future Projects 
 

What is fascinating about this study is that despite none of these interviewees being 
aware of one another’s identity, they all expressed similar sentiments. For example, the 
overwhelming response to the question, "What does Little Arabia mean to you?", was 
“Home.” This response reveals how this district has provides not just a sense of belonging 
and community but allows the community to establish a sense of their cultural identity 
within America. To make a place feel like home means generations of work, love, and care. 
For the Arab American and MENA community, Little Arabia has it all. 

When defining Little Arabia, the participants' language reveals that Little Arabia is 
a cultural district that attracts an Arabic-speaking market and provides services from 
Middle Eastern food to doctors. Further, Little Arabia is an inclusive district of all 
individuals from the MENA region and beyond. For example, Afghan refugees find the 
culture and community of Little Arabia like their own in Afghanistan.  
 

Several themes emerged when reviewing the data provided by the participants of 
Little Arabia.  
 

First, interviewees desired the need for more Promotion and Awareness. Publicity 
should provide a positive image of Arabs and demonstrate them as human beings who 
have been a part of Anaheim's historic fabric. Signage, advertisement, and materials could 
(and should) derive from a sense of positivity from the Arab American community and 
residents who frequent Anaheim in general. Further, participants feel that it would help 
create a central and unified identity for Little Arabia. Committees should promote murals, 
arts, and culture to help provide identity to Little Arabia. The need for writers, poets, 
musicians, and artists to foster a sense of identity within Little Arabia should be 
encouraged. 
 

Second, interviewees reflected the desire to see a perfect Little Arabia as one that is 
clean and reflects MENA heritage. Renovations and beautification are essential. 
Establishing a volunteer group that could regularly clean and assist community members 
can be a solid start to this project. The possibility of adding greenery, such as trees and 
flowers, can enormously help the sun-stricken streets of Brookhurst. Ideas given by the 
community include string lights, Arabic-inspired architecture, and a common theme 
throughout the district. Participants pitched possible development ideas, including a 
museum, a cultural center, a souq/bazaar, arches, monuments, and a boutique hotel. 
 

Third, many interviewees requested Education and Community Development. 
There need to be community activities, workshops, and informational materials to provide 
knowledge to the community and empower them to make critical decisions. Establishing a 
Chamber of Commerce that could regularly hold community meetings and develop policies 
and procedures for the community could be vital to the future of Little Arabia. Further, 
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members requested the need to establish a culture of trust and good behavior. Using art 
and fostering identity within the City can help with this process. 
 

Fourth, Little Arabia offers an opportunity to newly arriving Arabs and other 
individuals from the MENA region to get a positive start in America. It should not be 
ignored how important Anaheim is for immigrants to get their foot into the American 
dream. Anaheim should actively promote itself as a bastion for this progress. 
 

Fifth, interviewees felt an immense need for Systemic Changes at the Policy and 
Social levels. Some felt that they were still invisible and are being used as political props. 
Further, many feel that the media and the public do not appreciate their presence in 
Anaheim. Engagement with the community, as well as empowering the community, is 
critical to fostering systemic changes. 
 

Sixth, participants stated the need to encourage and tap into a women’s market. 
Many feel that the district could benefit from a space where women could purchase and 
develop services catered to women's health and well-being. Ideas include professional 
development studios and exercise and athletics centers, among others.   
 

Lastly, the seventh theme was Assistance from the City or the Government. The 
survey participants felt that they have done enough to earn respect for the City and that 
Arabs have proven to be an essential part of Anaheim's fabric. Receiving city support is 
vital for the public's desires. 
 
Possible recommendations for future projects include: 
 

1. A Taste of Little Arabia Community Event 
2. Educational Initiatives through Public Schools and Libraries 
3. Establishment of an Identity through the Arts, such as murals and cultural events 
4. Formation of a Chamber of Commerce  
5. Projects Engaging Female Residents 

 
The data above reflects a somewhat different story than other Arab American 

communities in different parts of the country. Even though Arabs and other MENA 
citizens do not make up the plurality of Anaheim, participants do not feel the need to 
remove their Arab identity to fit in Anaheim's society. Many participants stated that 
designating the district as Little Arabia is meant to be for non-Arabs, because, as one 
interviewee said, "Arabs already know this is Little Arabia. Naming it Little Arabia is for 
the non-Arabs." In other words, Arabs feel comfortable being who they are within the 
confines of Little Arabia's boundaries. 

 
Further, Anaheim's Little Arabia has been supported and uplifted by Arabs and 

non-Arabs alike. Put in another way, even though Arabs do not make up a large portion of 
Anaheim's population compared to Detroit, it's nonetheless the non-Arabs of Anaheim who 
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have supported and pushed to see Little Arabia officially designated. The harmony 
between Arabs and non-Arabs reflects Anaheim's acceptance of diverse ethnic 
backgrounds and the benefits of cultural inclusion.  

 
Further studies need to be done to illustrate West Anaheim's cultural and economic 

impact. First, studies should be done to find how many employees were hired by 
businesses and how much the district has generated in tax revenue. Second, studies 
should be done around women workers to understand labor and employment practices and 
their needs. Third, studies should be encouraged to gather the needs of Vietnamese, 
Korean, Mexican, and non-Arab White service providers and residents. Lastly, studies to 
find the environmental and health conditions of the district could inform how 
policymakers could write laws or legislation that could positively impact the health of the 
community. 
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Appendix: Methodology, Tables, Works Referenced, and 
Acknowledgements 

 
Methodology 

 Individuals were requested to participate in the study via oral interview or an 
online survey. Oral interviews were generally conducted at the business site or an agreed-
upon location. Interviews typically lasted approximately thirty minutes. Interviewees 
were asked for consent to record, and interviewees agreed that their information, such as 
their names, would remain anonymous. 
 

Interviews were transcribed into a document, and responses were categorized into a 
Comma Separated Values (CSV) document correlated with their questions. Unstructured 
data were then transferred into word documents to be processed for text analysis and 
coding. 

 
We used Voyant Tools for textual and sentiment analysis. The tool uses built-in 

LDA programming to pull out the most frequent and distinctive words used throughout 
every document. Here, the word "distinctive" evaluates the signal strength of a word's 
topic assignments. A high distinctivitiy means a high posterior probability of the word 
coming from a specific topic. The process helps reduce topic identification uncertainty 
when analyzing a large corpus (Chai, 2020). These terms stand out as words with the 
highest "weight," meaning the probability of the terms being associated with other words 
is increased. Words with the highest weight are indicators of influential phrasing among 
participants and provide room to approach a lexicon of the community.  
 

Atlas TI was used to code and define common themes throughout the unstructured 
data. Three iterations were conducted to locate central themes throughout the document. 
The team then defined eight themes. These common themes include: 

 
1. Promotion and Awareness 
2. A Place for Belonging, Safety, and Community 
3. Renovation and Beautification of the District 
4. Community Development through Activities, Events, and Unifying Guidelines 
5. Economic Access to both a Familiar and Diverse Market 
6. Systemic Changes in Policy and Public Perception 
7. Assistance and Permissions from City Officials and Government 
8. Encouragement of a Women-Led Market 

 
The reader should understand that the above themes are fluid and do not provide exact 
definitions of the participants' views. Instead, the themes are starting points toward a 
larger conversation about their views, needs, and visions for the future. These themes are 
reviewed in the "Discussion" section of this report.  
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Maps were designed using ArcGIS. 
 
 

Distinctive Terms and Word Frequency per Question 

 We placed responses to questions into documents as unstructured data. For 
example, all open-ended responses to "Why did you choose Anaheim as your place for work 
or residence?" were placed into a single document. The data was then placed into Voyant 
Tools for textual analysis. Distinctive terms have the highest probability of appearing near 
or around other terms of the document, and the most frequent terms are words that 
appear the most throughout all the documents.  
 
Why did you choose Anaheim as your place for work or residence? /  لماذا اخترت أنھایم كمكان عملك

 أو إقامتك؟
 
Distinctive 
Terms 

Hair (14) Chose (8) Newspaper 
(4) 

Hijab (4) Salon (7) 

Most 
Frequent 
Terms 

Like (38) People (26) Community 
(23) 

Arabic (20) Know (18) 

 

Since you've been in Anaheim, how has the Arab community grown and what are some 
changes you've seen? / منذ أن أقمت في أنھایم، كیف نما المجتمع العربي وما ھي بعض التغییرات التي رأیتھا؟ 

 
Distinctive 
Terms 

Grown (9) Growing (7) I’ve (8) Al (7) Larger (4) 

Most 
Frequent 
Terms 

People (38) Like (27) Know (25) It’s (21) Come (20) 

 

What does Little Arabia mean to you? / ماذا تعني لك لیتل عربیة؟ 

Distinctive 
Terms 

Feeling (7) Means (8) Show (7) Americanized 
(3) 

Culture 
(16) 

Most 
Frequent 
Terms 

Like (42) Home (29) It’s (27) People (24) Feel (19) 

 



29 
 

Imagine you are talking to a visitor. How would you explain the benefits a Little Arabia 
district has brought to Anaheim? / تخیل أنك تتحدث إلى زائر. كیف تشرح الفوائد التي جلبتھا لیتل عربیة إلى أنھایم؟ 

 

Distinctive 
Terms 

Traffic (3) Communities 
(4) 

Cultural (7) Brought (8) Ways (3) 

Most 
Frequent 
Terms 

Little (23) Arabia (20) Arab (17) Food (17)  

 

What do you think is needed to help your business and/or livelihood? /  ما الذي تعتقد أنھ ضروري
 لمساعدتك في العمل و / أو مصدر رزقك؟

 
Distinctive 
Terms 

Advertisement 
(7) 

Support 
(5) 

Summer 
(3) 

Resources 
(3) 

Prices (3) 

Most 
Frequent 
Terms 

People (26) Know (21) Like (20) City (15) Businesses 
(14) 

 

In a perfect world, how would you imagine Little Arabia to be? Consider possible physical 
improvements or business enhancements you want to see, such as trees or architecture. / 
 .في عالم مثالي، كیف تتخیل أن تكون لیتل عربیة؟ ضع في اعتبارك التحسینات المادیة أو التجاریة المحتملة التي ترید رؤیتھا

 
Distinctive 
Terms 

Trees (8) Imagine (6) Signage (5) Nationalities 
(5) 

Sign (7) 

Most 
Frequent 
Terms 

Little (36) People (36) Arabia (31) Know  Arabia 
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The Most Common Words 

Unstructured data was placed into a single corpus and analyzed for the most 
frequent words. Out of more than 20,000 words, the top ten words with an over a 70% 
probability of being around all significant phrases and sentence structures were: 
  

Term Count 

Like 188 

People 182 

Know 128 

Little 101 

Community 90 

Arabia 80 

Arab 72 

Arabic 72 

City 67 

Business 59 

Place 58 
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This word cloud provides a visual of the most frequent terms used.  

 

 
The presence of the word "People" stands out as important. Though Little Arabia is 
visualized and seen for its food, Arabic signage, and services, the actual stakeholders of 
Little Arabia feel that the most important word to them is people. These could be 
customers, family, or even people at a metaphoric level. 
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