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recommend making the study of Arabic in school a prerequisite for
receiving a matriculation certificate and for admission to undergraduate
study in university.

We also advocate for increased awareness among the academic
and administrative staff. Excluding Arabic language and culture
from the campus contributes to ignorance among the academic and
administrative staff, both Jewish and Arab, and among students.
Conducive conditions should be created for a shared academic space.
Additional research should be conducted on how to implement gradual
reform so that Arab students feel welcome—physically, socially, and
culturally. Efforts should also be made to build bridges between Arab
students and the Israeli academic establishment. The institutions of
higher education should be culturally sensitive to the experience of
Arab students who are entering a campus for the first time and should
allocate resources to give them tools for linguistic empowerment that
will enable them to cope with the difficulties inherent in adapting
to this new environment. At the same time, bridges should be built
between various actors on campus, including students, faculty, and
decision makers, through funding and provision of guidance for a
variety of activities.

This is an initial, pioneering study. Therefore, we emphasize the
importance of engaging in additional comprehensive applied research
that will examine the conditions required to ensure that the academic
space is welcoming to Arab students and is inclusive of Arabic
language and culture. As part of these efforts, the creation of a shared
forum for both civil society and academia should be encouraged,
because changes in academia will require parallel changes in the

general public context.
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challenge is to reject the study of Arabic as a way of “knowing the
enemy,” and instead to view Arabic as a cultural bridge and a means
of understanding the other. New educational and linguistic policies
should flow from this. Accordingly, the study of Arabic as a second
language should be compulsory for Jewish students from elementary
school to twelfth grade, just as Hebrew is a second language for Arab
students today.

Specific Recommendations for the Academic Space

Arabic and its culture should receive appropriate prominence in the
academic sphere. In light of the success of the pioneering conferences
held as part of the aforementioned Arabic Language in the Public
Sphere in Israel project, we call for holding conferences in Arabic in
all universities and colleges in Israel, and for Arab and Jewish lecturers
to be encouraged to give their presentations in Arabic. We believe that
Arabic should be given a prominent and respected place throughout
the campus, generally speaking, and specifically in signage, where
services are provided to Arab students, in forms, in publications and
tenders, on the internet sites of the institutions of higher education,
and in their libraries. Academic calendars should clearly designate
Arab religious and national holidays and commemorative days;
and Arab holidays (Muslim, Christian, and Druze) should be made
statutory holidays. Furthermore, supervision and enforcement should
be increased to ensure that such reforms take place.

A radical change in the teaching of the language should be
instituted. The emphasis should move from reading comprehension to
fluency in spoken Arabic. The teaching approach should be changed,
Arab faculty should be promoted and integrated into departments of
Arabic language and literature, and Orientalist approaches should
be avoided. Similarly, the academic importance of Arabic should

be promoted, as this will affect the language’s place in society. We



We also examined information featured in Arabic on internet sites
of the universities included in our study. Despite guidelines established
by the Council for Higher Education, the situation is still far from
satisfactory. The internet sites of all the universities are translated
professionally into English, whereas their Arabic pages are meager.

In conclusion, we found that Arabic is weak to nonexistent on
campus. This is despite the fact that Arabic is an official language,
large numbers of the students enrolled at Israeli universities are Arab
citizens of Israel, and Arabic is important in creating an egalitarian and
respectful shared space. The academic space, which operates almost
entirely in Hebrew, is not seen as a shared space for Arabs and Jews—
as emphasized by the Arab subjects who were asked about this as part
of the study; instead, it is viewed as a space belonging to only one
group. We assume that the challenges facing Arabic on campus are
reflective of Israeli society as a whole. Thus, a broader view is needed
that takes this into account. Accordingly, we offer a number of general
recommendations followed by specific recommendations for Israeli

academia.

General Recommendations

Initiatives are needed to transform Arabic from a language that is seen as
threatening to a language that is viewed as a resource with the potential
to contribute, a language identified with a society and a culture, a
language that is a bridge to peace. The Arab minority must be allowed to
realize its linguistic rights in its own language, and the status of Arabic
should be improved. Arabic should be transformed from a marginal
language into a language that rightfully claims and enjoys the respect
it deserves in public. In addition, because of the continuing military-
defense-intelligence contexts of Arabic, we call for the language to be
totally civilianized, that is, for Arabic to be viewed as the language
of the neighbor, of peace, and of integration in the Middle East. The
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This study focuses on the academic space in Israel and tries to
broaden the scope of existing knowledge through academic research,
comparative research, and recommendations. Accordingly, we
conducted a study of attitudes of faculty and students, Jews and Arabs,
regarding the status and place of Arabic in Israeli society in general and
in the academic sphere in particular. Although the research population
does not constitute a representative sample, the findings point to some
of the main impediments to the advancement of Arabic in Isracl. We
found that most of the participants agree that institutions of higher
education should make an effort to reform the status of Arabic in Israeli
society, but most of them doubted the institutions’ ability to bring about
real change.

We also examined the place of Arabic in departments of Arabic
language and culture in four Israeli universities. Our aim was to explore
the status of Arabic in the departments in which it is supposedly the
focus and from this to draw an inference regarding its status in other
arenas. We learned that even in these departments Arabic is relatively
marginal; it is perceived as a second foreign language (after English)
and not as an official language. We also learned that in the study of
the language, insufficient attention is paid to the importance of
fluency in spoken Arabic. Emphasis is placed on studying texts from
classical works; modern prose and contemporary Arabic poetry and
other writings are accorded less attention. Even in Arabic language
and literature departments—the Arabic academic space—Arabic
is studied in Hebrew. This seems to increase the “foreignness” of
Arabic, presumably influenced by the Orientalist tradition and by the
predominance of security and military considerations in Arabic language
studies in Israel. This method of instruction is totally different from that
utilized in other language departments: in the English departments, for

example, the language of instruction is, of course, English.



internal life of the Arab minority, which includes its use as the language
of instruction in the Arab education system.

There are several reasons for Arabic’s low status in Israel. First,
because many Israeli Jews view Arabic as the language of the enemy
and not as the language of the neighbor, the justification for knowledge
of Arabic stems from its utility in the military and defense spheres.
Furthermore, Arabic instruction in Jewish schools is weak, particularly
in light of its formal status as an official language, its centrality in the
geographic region in which Israel is located, and the fact that it is the
language of the heritage of almost half of Israel’s Jews. Most Israeli
Jews have limited or no proficiency in Arabic. Even among those who
have studied the language, one hears repeatedly, I studied Arabic but
I don’t remember a thing.” Indeed, those who have studied Arabic are
unable to perform even the basic functions of the language (Shenhav et
al., 2015). The security-related considerations underlying the desire to
study Arabic further degrade the language, reducing its cultural capital
and decreasing the motivation of Jews to study it in a positive way as a
linguistic bridge.

Few academic studies have focused on Arabic. Recently, Sikkuy
and Dirasat published a report outlining obstacles facing Palestinian
students in Israel’s system of higher education. This study also
examined the place of Arabic and Arabic culture on campus (Abu Ras
and Maayan 2014). The findings clearly show that Arabic language and
culture are almost totally absent from Israeli academia. The presence of
Arabic is neglected by policy-makers in higher education. By default,
the Israeli academia is dominated firstly by Hebrew and secondly by
English. Jewish students enter an academic space that reflects them;
Arab students feel like foreigners on campus. Thus, Jewish and Arab
students are not equals and do not enjoy equality in this space occupied
by both of them.
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recommendations for improving this situation. In part, these are based
on conclusions from a project entitled Arabic Language in the Public
Sphere in Israel: The Academic Campus and Beyond. This was a joint
endeavor of the Van Leer Jerusalem Institute, Dirasat—the Arab Center
for Law and Policy, and Sikkuy—the Association for the Advancement
of Civic Equality.

The research findings indicate that even today, almost seventy years
since the establishment of the State of Israel, there is still a widespread
perception of “language as a problem.” This is manifested in attitudes
toward two groups: Jewishimmigrants and indigenous Arabs. Espousing
the ideal of the “melting pot,” Israel saw the immigrants’ languages as
a threat to the hegemony of Hebrew and, from the very beginning,
urged immigrants to give up their native tongues in favor of Hebrew.
This phenomenon was manifested, for example, in the introduction of
a uniform language in educational institutions and in the public space,
which operates mainly in Hebrew. It was also apparent in the absence
of government institutions and initiatives—particularly in the years
when there were native speakers of the immigrants’ languages—to
preserve their mother tongues. Thus, most of these languages were
spoken only in the home and had disappeared almost entirely by
the second generation. Similarly, Arabic is an official language in
Israel, and the Arab citizens of Israel who speak it are an indigenous
minority. Nevertheless, in practice, Arabic is completely marginalized
in almost every aspect of Israeli life. It is inferior to Hebrew and often
even to English and almost completely absent from Israel’s linguistic
landscape and public space.

Even though Israel has two official languages, its linguistic
situation is very far from the bilingualism common to other countries.
Proficiency in Arabic and Hebrew is required only of Israel’s Arab
citizens; in contrast, Jews in Israel are expected to have a command of

English and Hebrew. Therefore, Arabic is featured mainly within the
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Arabic in the Israeli Academy: Historical Absence,
Current Challenges, and Future Possibilities

Muhammad Amara, Smadar Donitsa-Schmidt, Abd Al-Rahman Mar'i

Abstract and Main Recommendations

Sociopolitical contexts, particularly political conflicts, affect
sociolinguistic patterns in every society. Language is part of the
sociopolitical reality; not only does it reflect that reality, it shapes it.
Therefore, through an analysis of Arabic’s place in the Israeli public
sphere, and particularly in Israeli academia, one can learn a great deal
about its status in Israel, power relations between Jews and Arabs in the
country, and the main obstacles standing in the way of a positive change
in the situation.

This study aims to examine the place and status of Arabic in
Israeli institutions of higher education with a particular emphasis on
four universities: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Ben-Gurion
University of the Negev, the University of Haifa, and Tel Aviv
University. The first section provides an overview of the broad contexts
that influence the attitude toward Arabic in Israel. The second section
examines the status of Arabic in Israeli universities, by comparing it
to that of English (which, unlike Arabic, is not an official language),
examining Arabic language and literature departments of four research
universities, analyzing the internet sites of several institutions of higher
education in the country, and surveying attitudes of students and faculty
vis-a-vis Arabic in Israel in general and in academia in particular. Our
findings expose Arabic’s marginal status in academia and in general.
They indicate what we term the “present absence” of Arabic in Israeli

institutions of higher education. The third section of the study contains
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