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Command of Arabic among Israeli Jews

Yehouda Shenhav, Maisalon Dallashi, Rami Avnimelech,

Nissim Mizrachi, Yonatan Mendel

Abstract

This report presents the initial findings of a research project that
examined the command of Arabic and attitudes toward the Arabic
language in a representative sample of the Jewish population in Israel
(N=500). It was found that 10% of Israeli Jews say they speak or
understand Arabic well. The figure plummets with regard to reading or
understanding texts: the percentage of Jews who report that they can
read a newspaper in Arabic is 2.6% while the percentage of readers
of Arabic literature is no more than 1%. Moreover, the percentage of
those who actually do so is negligible and approaches zero.

After adding 261 respondents to the sample (producing an enlarged
sample of N=761), we compared respondents who are first, second or
third generation immigrants from Arab countries (referred to below as
“immigrants from Arab countries,” “Arab Jews,” or “Mizrahim”) with
the other respondents. We found that Mizrahim have greater fluency
in Arabic in every category, but there are significant generational
differences among them. The inverted pyramid of loss of Arabic
fluency revealed by the survey is unmistakable: fluency in (spoken)
Arabic among the first generation of Arab Jews (25.6%) is almost
twice that of their children (14%) and twenty times that of members of
the third generation (1.3%). Even among first-generation immigrants
from Arab countries, however, the percentage of those who are able to
read Arabic texts is very low (2.4%), generally because they arrived
in Israel as children. The survey findings also show that four times



as many Jews of European origin (“Ashkenazim”) studied Arabic at
university as did those from Arab countries, and that the number of
Ashkenazi Jews who learned Arabic during their military service is
three times that of Mizrahim.

As for attitudes toward the language, a majority of the respondents
(57.8%) believe that knowledge of Arabic is important. However, an
even larger majority of Israelis believe that this is due to security-related
reasons (65.4%). In fact, the percentage of Jews who think there are
important cultural reasons for learning Arabic is only half that of those
who cite security reasons. In general, in all dimensions, immigrants
from Arab countries have a less positive attitude toward Arabic. For
example, among immigrants from Arab countries, 49% agree that
Arabic should be an official language of Israel, compared with 58% of
the other respondents. Similarly, 74.2% of the immigrants from Arab
countries agree with the assertion that it is important to know Arabic
as a matter of “knowing your enemy” — significantly more than the
figure for the other respondents (60%). An intra-generational analysis
found that first-generation immigrants from Arab countries are more
positive about all aspects of the language, whereas the second and third
generations have moved away from it and express a more negative

attitude toward it.
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