
Bedouin and Former Soviet Union Immigrant University
Students in Israel: Language, Identity and Power

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Lehrer, Stephanie Mae

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 19/05/2023 15:41:07

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193794

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193794


 

 

 

Bedouin and Former Soviet Union Immigrant University Students in Israel:  

Language, Identity and Power 

 

 

by 

Stephanie Lehrer Bettan 
 
 

___________________ 
 
 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF LANGUAGE, READING AND CULTURE 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

 

2007 



 2

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
 
As members of the dissertation committee, we certify that we have read the 

dissertation prepared by Stephanie Lehrer Bettan entitled BEDOUIN AND 

FORMER SOVIET UNION IMMIGRANT UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN ISRAEL:  

LANGUAGE, IDENTITY AND POWER and recommend that it be accepted as 

fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 

 

________________________________________________ Date: April 16, 2007 
Yetta Goodman, Ph.D. 
 
________________________________________________ Date: April 16, 2007 
Patricia Anders, Ph.D. 
 
________________________________________________ Date: April 16, 2007 
Richard Ruiz, Ph.D. 
 
________________________________________________ Date: April 16, 2007 
Susan Penfield, Ph.D. 
 
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the 
candidate’s submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate 
College. 
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
________________________________________________ Date: April 16, 2007 
Dissertation Director: Yetta Goodman, Ph.D. 



 3

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 

advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 

Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library.  Brief 

quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 

provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made.  Requests for 

permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in 

whole or in part may be granted by the head of the major department or the Dean 

of the Graduate College when in his or her judgment the proposed use of the 

material is in the interests of scholarship.  In all other instances, however, 

permission must be obtained from the author.  

SIGNED:  Stephanie Lehrer Bettan  



 4

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

I am grateful to all of my committee members, in particular to Drs. Perry Gilmore 

and Susan Penfield for their thoughtful, energetic, and inspiring feedback.  Their 

visions of the directions my research might take kept me going through many a 

late night.    

 

My parents, Cy and Sheila Lehrer, have been a lifelong source of emotional 

support. They taught me that potential is to be fulfilled and hopes to be turned 

into reality.  My mother's unconditional assistance and my father's 24/7 

proofreading services were indispensable.  It’s payback time:  You did live to see 

the day, after all…   

 

My husband, Michael Bettan, and children, Sagi, Shiran and Ma'ayan, have 

demonstrated seven years of patience at a level beyond that which could be 

termed reasonable.  Thank you for understanding, and I love you.  

 

Finally, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to my advisor, Dr. Yetta Goodman, whose 

hamishe manner, extraordinary dedication to her students, and flawless eye for 

macro and micro picture alike, set what once seemed to be an impossibly high 

standard.  Thanks to Dr. Goodman's own passion for learning, her stellar 

mentorship, and unflagging confidence in my abilities, I'm closer to that standard 

than I could ever have imagined.  That is her legacy for all gifted with the good 

fortunate to be associated with her. 



 5

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
ABSTRACT .......................................................................................................... 8 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE:  CULTURES AND LANGUAGES OF ISRAEL ........................ 10 

 
Study Origin .................................................................................................. 11 
University Setting .......................................................................................... 13 
Indigenous Bedouin Informant Background .................................................. 14 
FSU Immigrant Informant Background .......................................................... 15 
Immigration and Ethnicity .............................................................................. 16 

Aliyah .................................................................................................... 16 
National and Ethnic Identity .................................................................. 18 
Global Identity ....................................................................................... 21 

Language Use in Israel ................................................................................. 23 
Hebrew and Arabic ................................................................................ 23 
Language in Education ......................................................................... 25 
English in Israel ..................................................................................... 26 
Language Identity.................................................................................. 27 

Current Study ................................................................................................ 29 
Research Questions .............................................................................. 29 
Study Significance................................................................................. 30 
Dissertation Outline ............................................................................... 31 

 
 
CHAPTER TWO:  TWO ETHNIC GROUPS ....................................................... 33 

 
Minority within a Minority within a Majority:  The Bedouin ............................. 33 

Society .................................................................................................. 33 
Education .............................................................................................. 37 
Bedouin Women.................................................................................... 44 
Bedouin Informants ............................................................................... 54 

"School of Life":  Soviet Jewry ....................................................................... 59 
Communist Russia:  1918-1991 ............................................................ 59 
Jews in the USSR ................................................................................. 60 
Former Soviet Union:  Post-1991 .......................................................... 65 
Russian Aliyah ...................................................................................... 67 
FSU Immigrant Informants .................................................................... 68 

 
 

 



 6

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued 

 
CHAPTER THREE:  THEORETICAL AND LITERATURE REVIEW .................. 74 

 
Social, Cultural and Ethnolinguistic Identity ................................................... 74 
Second Language Acquisition and Identity ................................................... 76 
Second Language Acquisition, Identity and Power ....................................... 77 
Language Ideology ........................................................................................ 80 
Language and Power in Education ............................................................... 81 
English as a World Language ....................................................................... 82 
Research on Language and Identity in Israel ................................................ 84 

 
 
CHAPTER FOUR:  METHODOLOGY FOR STUDYING  LANGUAGE 
ATTITUDES ........................................................................................................ 87 

 
Study Design and Research Methods ........................................................... 87 
Site, Sample and Method Selection .............................................................. 89 

In-depth Interviewing ............................................................................. 89 
Recruiting Informants ............................................................................ 90 

Data Collection .............................................................................................. 93 
Data Transcription and Analysis .................................................................... 97 
Researcher Situated ................................................................................... 100 
Design Trustworthiness ............................................................................... 103 

 
 
CHAPTER FIVE:  "I'M JUST LOOKING TO SUCCEED":   THE NEW BEDOUIN 
WOMAN ........................................................................................................... 105 

 
Bedouin Women in Higher Education ......................................................... 106 
Ethnic and Nationalistic Identity .................................................................. 107 

"Otherness" ......................................................................................... 107 
Nationalistic loyalty .............................................................................. 109 

Education and Community .......................................................................... 110 
Education and Communal Identity ...................................................... 110 
Personal and Societal Change ............................................................ 111 
Community Pressure ........................................................................... 113 
Education as Power ............................................................................ 115 

Gender and Social Change ......................................................................... 116 
Language and Identity ................................................................................. 119 

Attitudes toward Hebrew ..................................................................... 120 
Attitudes toward English ...................................................................... 124 
Language Identity................................................................................ 127 



 7

TABLE OF CONTENTS -- Continued 

 
CHAPTER SIX: "CHILDREN OF HOME" ABROAD:  IMMIGRANTS  FROM THE 
FORMER SOVIET UNION ............................................................................... 129 

 
Soviet Identity and Culture .......................................................................... 130 
Jewish and Ethnic Identities ........................................................................ 131 
Child Identity ............................................................................................... 136 

Geographic Proximity .......................................................................... 137 
From Adolescence to Adulthood ......................................................... 140 
Independence at a Cost ...................................................................... 143 

Language Use in FSU Schools ................................................................... 145 
Education .................................................................................................... 147 

Education as a Universal Social Lever ................................................ 148 
Education as Compensation for 'Otherness' ....................................... 149 
Staying on Schedule ........................................................................... 153 
Effect of Language on Choice of Studies ............................................ 155 

Russian Language and Culture in Israel ..................................................... 156 
Effect of Migration on Cultural Identity ................................................ 156 
'Otherness':  Integration or Separation? .............................................. 158 
Veteran Israeli Perceptions of FSU Immigrants .................................. 161 

Language Use and Attitudes ....................................................................... 164 
Language as a Means of Preserving Culture ...................................... 165 
Superiority of Russian vis a vis English and Hebrew .......................... 169 
Attitudes toward Hebrew ..................................................................... 171 
Attitudes toward English ...................................................................... 174 

Language Identity ........................................................................................ 179 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN:  CONCLUSION ................................................................ 186 

 
Minority Status, Community Identity and Education .................................... 188 
National, Ethnic and Global Identity ............................................................ 199 
Language, Identity and Power ..................................................................... 205 
Implications for Language Teaching ........................................................... 211 
Reflections on This Research ..................................................................... 213 
Implications for Future Research ................................................................ 215 
Afterword ..................................................................................................... 216 

 
 
REFERENCES ................................................................................................. 223 



 8

ABSTRACT 

 

     This qualitative research study, conducted at Ben Gurion University of the 

Negev (BGU) in Beersheva, Israel, examined the interrelationships between 

language, identity and power in the context of a modern, multicultural society.  

The study focused on the impact of language use and status on the cultural, 

political and social identities of female students belonging to the Bedouin and the 

former Soviet Union (FSU) immigrant communities.  As members of an ethnic 

subgroup of the Arab minority, and as females subordinated within their own 

traditionally patriarchal society, women of the indigenous Bedouin tribes of the 

Negev region have been dubbed a 'doubly marginalized' minority.  In 1989, 

following decades of religious persecution, Jews were allowed to leave the FSU 

en masse; nearly one million have immigrated to Israel.  This massive 

immigration of Russian speakers, as well as programs promoting study for 

Arabic-speaking Bedouin women, have led to greater diversity and increased 

multilingualism at BGU.  The university offers a unique microcosm in which to 

study the language use, attitudes and consequent impact on the identities of 

these two distinctive minority groups.   

     This study explored the attitudes of six female Bedouin and FSU immigrant 

students of BGU residing in the Negev region of Israel toward their first, second 

and foreign languages.  Using data collected from in-depth interviews, I linked 

informant attitudes to underlying issues of gender, social status, identity, power 
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and empowerment.  Language took on new meanings and status as these 

students utilized Hebrew and English for purposes of communication and 

knowledge acquisition at the university level.  Moreover, the new linguistic 

scenarios faced by Bedouin and FSU immigrant informants raised complex social 

issues and tensions, and influenced their perceptions about language and 

identity.    

     Themes that emerged concerning language use and status, and self-

perceptions of identity led to conclusions involving issues related to gender, 

social status, community, nationality, ethnicity, globalism, and power relations, as 

well as to future prospects made possible by higher education.  It was 

demonstrated that, like the process of language acquisition, perceptions of 

identity and culture are dynamic in nature and are continually being reinvented. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 10

CHAPTER ONE:  CULTURES AND LANGUAGES OF ISRAEL 
 

     In almost 60 years of existence, Israel has acquired more than half of its 

population through immigration of Jewish people from all over the world.  Coming 

from nearly 80 countries with vastly divergent histories, governmental styles, and 

cultures, immigrants have continuously constituted the majority of the population 

since the founding of the state in 1948 (Ben-Rafael, 1982; Goldscheider, 2002; 

Shuval, 1992).  Thus, Israeli citizens live not only with terrorism, war, mandatory 

military service, and Holocaust memories, but also with ongoing cultural 

transitions brought about by a continual influx of immigrants.  These have 

included thousands of European Holocaust refugees, followed by the arrival of 

Jews from North Africa and Asia in the early 1950s, from Eastern Europe in the 

1970s, and a massive influx from the Former Soviet Union (FSU) and from 

Ethiopia in the 1980s and 1990s (Offer, 2005).  In addition to native born and 

immigrant Jews, approximately one-quarter of Israel's population is non-Jewish.  

According to the 2005 Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, Israel's population of 

slightly over seven million is broken down into the following groups:  76% Jewish, 

20% Moslem, Christian and Druze Arab and 4% "unaffiliated" (mostly non-Jewish 

immigrants from the FSU).  Continuously changing demographics have made 

Israel an ideal society in which to study ethnic and sociolinguistic phenomena.   

     Immigrants have hugely impacted fundamental elements of Israel's social, 

economic and cultural life; this heterogeneity has provided a fertile ground for 

studies examining the relationship between language and identity of immigrant 
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groups (Bensoussan, 1992; 1995; Bloch, 1998; Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003), 

as well as of indigenous language communities (Kreindler, Bensoussan & Avinor, 

1995; Brosh, 1993; Kraemer & Olshtain, 1989).  Additional studies have 

addressed various cultural aspects of new immigrants, including an abundance 

of issues specific to female immigrants (Davids, 1999; Deshen & Shokeid, 1974; 

Leitman, 1993; Leitman & Weinbaum, 1999; Remennick, 1999; Weil, 2004).    

 

Study Origin 

     This dissertation study is the expansion of an exploratory study conducted at 

Ben Gurion University of the Negev (BGU) in Beersheva, Israel in 2005 that 

examined the impact of education and language use on the identity of Bedouin 

women and their traditional society.  Why my personal interest in these women?  

It was about "making the familiar strange," as well as an opportunity to acquaint 

myself with unknown elements of my familiar space (Becker, et. al., 2005, p. 

125).  In the dozen years I had taught English language courses at BGU, I 

encountered students of diverse ethnicities without giving them or their 

experiences and backgrounds much thought other than their English needed 

improving.  In the course of my doctoral studies, though, I became enamored 

with concepts of critical pedagogy and attempted to introduce a more critical 

element into my language instruction classes.  After assigning potentially 

controversial texts, instituting an inquiry project assignment involving personally 



 12

relevant themes, and encouraging classroom dialogue between Bedouins, 

Russian speaking immigrants, religious Jews, and kibbutz residents, I was 

compelled to take a closer look at my students.  I realized that, although I had 

been teaching language for years and was experimenting with curriculum and 

pedagogy, I knew shockingly little about my students. 

     A few years ago on the BGU campus, it became apparent that there was an 

increasing number of young Bedouin women students.  At the beginning of that 

semester when I read my class lists and saw 9 Bedouin names out of 25 

registered for one class, my initial reaction was one of despair.  In our English as 

a Foreign Language Department's previous collective experience, these students 

were ill prepared to handle university English course material, and efforts to "get 

them through" to the next level of proficiency had often proved futile.  Such a 

class list presaged a difficult semester ahead.  Much to my surprise, however, 

most of these nine Bedouin students proved to be not only exceptionally 

motivated students with strong English skills, but also outspoken and assertive 

individuals.  They bore little resemblance to their female Bedouin predecessors 

who had, on rare occasion appeared in our classes, and whose main objective, it 

seemed, was to be invisible.  Where had this super breed of Bedouin female 

originated?  Thus was borne this line of inquiry, a chance to explore who these 

women were, how they perceived themselves and interpreted the perceptions of 

others within and outside of their community, the meanings they ascribed to the 

languages they speak and their goals following completion of university studies.  
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Seven female students participated in in-depth interviews, constituting the data 

from which emerged intriguing patterns encompassing issues of gender, identity, 

power and empowerment, and attitudes about new opportunities afforded by 

societal change.  I was amazed by my informants' individual stories, and the 

thoughts they shared with me, and fascinated by the well-defined themes that 

came out of these conversations.   I wondered what sorts of issues - similar or 

different? - would surface were this inquiry extended to women of other 

ethnicities.  This initial research study involving Bedouin students provided me 

not only the framework for the design of an extended study, but also a 

heightened sense of curiosity and newly acquired knowledge as I began to relate 

to my students with a more enlightened approach.   

 

University Setting 

     In the past few decades, large-scale immigration as well as programs aimed 

at promoting study for Bedouin women (Prince-Gibson, 2000; Halkin, 2006) have 

led to greater diversity and multilingualism in the student body of Israel's colleges 

and universities.  In possession of a linguistic ability to affiliate and identify with 

multiple cultures and ways of using language, minorities use the power of 

language in an effort to improve their socioeconomic positions (Norton, 2000).  

Since upward mobility is linked to higher education (Offer, 2004), a university 
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campus offers a unique microcosm in which to study the language attitudes and 

identities of ethnic minority group members.   

     Because language is an integral part of identity (Kramsch, 1998), interesting 

insights can be acquired from the attitudes maintained by multicultural Israeli 

students about their usage of multiple languages.  Aside from Hebrew, Arabic 

and Russian are the two languages most commonly heard on Israeli campuses.  

This is a relatively new development, as it is only in recent years that Bedouin 

Arabic speakers and Russian speakers have been enrolled in university 

programs in large numbers.  Situated in the multiethnic, multilingual setting of 

Ben Gurion University of the Negev in the south of Israel, this qualitative 

research study explores language attitudes and status, and their relation to the 

cultural, political and social identities of female students belonging to the 

indigenous, Arabic-speaking Bedouin community and the Russian-speaking, 

former Soviet Union (FSU) immigrant community.   

 

Indigenous Bedouin Informant Background 

     As members of a cultural and racial minority, and as females subordinated 

within their own traditionally patriarchal society, women belonging to Bedouin 

tribes of the Negev region of Israel have been dubbed a doubly marginalized 

minority (Abu-Saad, 1995; Faier, 2002; Pessate-Schubert, 2004).  Yet, as the 

influence of rapid social modernization penetrates their society, the status of 
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Bedouin women is gradually changing and increasing numbers are permitted to 

leave their villages to pursue higher education (Katz, 2002; Russo, 2005).  For 

most, attending classes at BGU is their introduction to mainstream Israeli society, 

and their first contact with ethnicities other than their own.  In addition, these 

young women are thrust into a sink-or-swim situation in which they must speak, 

read and write the Hebrew language.  Since Hebrew is not used as a language of 

instruction in Bedouin schools, the highly competitive academic atmosphere of 

Israeli university culture is the first opportunity Bedouins have to use the 

language for instrumental purposes.  English is taught in Bedouin schools as a 

third language; like Hebrew, it is only during post-secondary studies that Bedouin 

students not just learn, but are required to use English for the first time.  

Language takes on new meanings for Bedouin women as they utilize Hebrew 

and English for purposes of knowledge acquisition.   

  

FSU Immigrant Informant Background 

     From the post-glasnost period of the mid-1980s to the present, nearly one 

million Jews from the FSU joined a society radically different - ideologically, 

economically and ethnically - from the one they left behind, and their presence 

and influence has been felt in many areas of society (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999).  

In Israel they form a distinct ethnic group as evidenced by a high demographic 

concentration, relatively closed social networks, a strong identification with 
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secular ethnicity and the desire to maintain ethnic-cultural continuity (Al-Haj, 

2002).  In a short time, Russian-speaking FSU immigrants, who now compose 

approximately 15% of the population, have turned collective origin into an 

impressive show of social and political power.  The source of this strength to a 

large degree may be derived from group connectedness and pride in their 

cultural heritage.  In fact, it has been noted that many Russians perceive their 

cultural and linguistic background and educational level as superior to that of 

their Israeli peers, although economically they may remain disadvantaged 

(Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  In addition to speaking Russian, FSU 

immigrants may speak the local language of the region from where they came 

(e.g., Ukrainian, Uzbeki or Georgian), a regional Jewish language (e.g., Yiddish), 

and/or may have learned English or German as a foreign language.  The degree 

to which an immigrant integrates into Israeli society depends upon factors such 

as age, place of origin, education, and proficiency in Hebrew, the immigrant's 

third or fourth language.    

 

Immigration and Ethnicity 

Aliyah    

      As a democratic society and a homeland for the Jewish people, Israel's small 

size and the vast diversity of its population are among its most distinctive 

aspects.  "This balancing act works, if imperfectly, in maintaining an elective 
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government, legal system, and free press, with the assumption that as long as 

Jews are the demographic majority, both ideas can be sustained" (Kruger, 2005).  

As such, government policies have been established to support this status quo.  

A central part of Israel's unique founding ideology and a major goal of the state 

has been the encouragement of immigration and the absorption of immigrants.  

In 1950, the government instituted a fundamental piece of legislation, the Law of 

Return, which grants every Jew the automatic right to immigrate to Israel and 

become a citizen of the state.  This ingathering of exiles, or aliyah, the return of 

the Jewish people who have been dispersed throughout the world since the 

destruction of the Second Temple in 70 C.E. to their national homeland, has its 

roots in the Bible.  Religious Jews espouse aliyah as a return to the Promised 

Land, and regard it as the fulfillment of God's biblical promise to the descendants 

of the Hebrew patriarchs.  In national Zionist discourse, the term includes both 

voluntary immigration to Israel for ideological, emotional or practical reasons, as 

well as a mass influx of persecuted populations from other countries.  Recent 

examples of aliyah include the Bnei Menashe Jews from India, who were only 

recently discovered and recognized by mainstream Judaism as descendants of 

the Ten Lost Tribes, and who started emigrating in the early 1990s; the more 

than 10,000 Argentinean Jews who have immigrated as a consequence of the 

1999-2002 Argentine political and economic crisis; and, in the period 2000-2005, 

the immigration of more than 10,000 French Jews, due to an upsurge in anti-

Semitic incidents in France.  Thus, while many immigrants have actively chosen 
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to settle in Israel rather than elsewhere, for larger economic or political reasons, 

others had little choice.   

     Although according to halacha, or Jewish law, Jewish ethnicity is conferred 

only through matriarchal descent or conversion, the Law of Return granted Israeli 

citizenship to anyone with a maternal or paternal Jewish grandparent.  The 

question of Jewish heritage had never been a serious issue for   previous 

immigrants to Israel:  If someone was Jewish enough for Hitler, then that person 

was Jewish enough to become Israeli, or so went the thinking.  However, 

citizenship, entitlement to government housing and other subsidies and benefits, 

and a Jewish burial, all depended upon such recognition.  With the arrival of 

Ethiopian immigrants and large numbers of non-Jewish immigrants from the 

FSU, doubts about "Jewishness" and arguments about the applicability of the 

Law of Return became more heated. 

National and Ethnic Identity 

     In keeping with its demographic profile, Israel's ethnic and religious divisions 

run deep and go straight to the heart of who is considered a member of society.  

In its proclamation of independence in 1948, the new State of Israel declared 

itself a homeland for the Jewish people, as well as a democratic state that would 

ensure complete equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants 

irrespective of religion, race, or origin.  Ideologically, this principle still exists; 

however, as a Jewish state, Israel retains cultural and religious characteristics 

unique to its Jewish citizens.  Therein lies an inherent contradiction:  access to 
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rights and equality is not fully granted to the country's Arab minority (Ben-David & 

Biderman, 1997; Newman, 1998) and to certain of the immigrant groups, notably 

the marginalized Ethiopian Jewish community (Offer, 2004).   

     Who and what is an Israeli actually involves a complex question of identity.  At 

the simplest level, an Israeli is a person who holds Israeli citizenship, by virtue of 

having been born in the country or having immigrated from elsewhere and taken 

on citizenship.  However, there is no single collective national identity, despite 

Israel's image as an internally unified Jewish state.  Minority identities which do 

not conform with the single state-constructed Zionist vision abound, ranging from 

Arab-Palestinian residents, ultra-religious Jewish populations who do not 

recognize the legitimacy of a secular Zionist state, to non-Jewish identities, 

particularly among the hundreds of thousands of Russian immigrants, as well as 

over a quarter of a million migrant workers. 

     Ethnic background has traditionally been reflected in cultural, socioeconomic 

and political differences between the two main groups - Ashkenazim, or Jews of 

European origin, and Sephardim, Jews of North African or Asian origin.  This 

Ashkenazi-Sephardi divide was not racially, but primarily class-based (Ben-David 

& Biderman, 1997; Ben-Rafael, 1982), and the balance of political power lay with 

the typically lighter-skinned Ashkenazi elite.  However, today's boundaries 

separating the "in" group and the "other" are not as clear cut as in years past.  As 

massive groups of immigrants and marriage between their offspring contribute to 
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the shaping of Israel's ethnic mosaic, notions of inclusion and exclusion have 

become multidimensional (Goldscheider, 2002).   

     Religion is another explicit feature of Jewish Israeli life making even more 

complex the identity problem: whether secular, vague or traditional, the nature 

and extent of one's religiosity is intricately and tightly interwoven with social and 

political identification.   Embedded in the very structure of Israeli social life, 

ethnicity is utilized as an asset and a source of power (or lack thereof), and not 

only constitutes a basic cultural feature, but is the main defining element in the 

Israeli social stratification system (Al-Haj, 2002).  But the question of Israeli 

identity, besides its connection to a variety of ideological and cultural/religious 

considerations, is also tied to Jewish-Arab relations and majority-minority status. 

     National identity remains unique and particularistic, while ethnic and group 

identities are much more diverse.  Yet, notions and perceptions of security, in 

direct contrast to those of heterogeneity, play an important role in the formation 

of separate national identities.  In other words, national attention given the Israel-

Palestinian conflict and the existential threat facing the national collective has 

taken precedence over much of the internal heterogeneity (Newman, 1998).  

With the growth in internal diversity and ideological polarization within Israeli-

Jewish society, the security threat has remained the single main cement holding 

these diverse strands together.  The perception of the 'other' by each of the 

national groups as constituting the basic existential threat facing the 'self' is at the 

heart of the security fears and enables a socially constructed form of national 
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unity, the lowest common denominator of Israeli collective identity, namely the 

fear of the outsider (Newman, 1998).  Issues of ethnic and collective identity are 

responsive to the continual social and political changes that impact and transform 

Israel into an increasingly heterogeneous society.   

Global Identity 

     Another integral part of Israeli identity lies in the notion of Israel being located 

at the very center of the world, the geographical location of the 'holy' land, and 

the birthplace of both Judaism and Christianity, and third most important center 

of Islam.  Just as the 'Promised Land' and Jerusalem are central to Jewish 

religious and geographical thinking, they are also central in Moslem and Christian 

thought; religious battles continue to be fought over the right to control the holy 

sites (Newman, 1998).  The symbolic meaning of this territory and its global 

significance also mean that Israel is perceived as being much larger than it really 

is. For a country that occupies no more than 20,000 square kilometers (25,000 

including the Occupied Territories), or the area of the state of New Jersey, and 

populated by only eight million people, the region and its conflicts take on mega-

state proportions in terms of the interest expressed by the international 

community and attention given by world media (Newman, 1998). 

     Although located squarely in the Middle East, Israelis have always sought to 

emulate Western ways as they identify themselves culturally and economically 

with Western European countries and North America more than with their 

neighboring countries.  Israel's political and economic elites have always seen 
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themselves as being part of the Western world, with a highly technological, post-

industrial economy and a highly educated and literate workforce.   While some 

people (e.g., Jews all over the world) residing outside of Israel’s territorial 

boundaries are included within the national collective, others who reside within 

the territorial boundaries (e.g., the Bedouin) are excluded.  The strong ties 

maintained by most Israelis with family members, business associates, or 

educational institutions in other countries contribute to this sense of global 

national identity.  On various levels, Israel is a state within which the boundaries 

of identity do not correspond to the limited geographic boundaries of the country.  

Newman (1998) aptly described this situation:   

 

These diverse forms of multi-identity overlap as Israelis spend 

much of their time trying to work out just who they are. Their 

relationship with the wider world, their geopolitical positioning, is 

itself an outcome of this identity game. For some, Israel's unique 

identity is dependent on it remaining different and isolated from all 

other countries, while for others, state normalcy within an 

international system can only be achieved by becoming part of that 

system. Both Jewish and Zionist identities are tied up with this 

struggle between their respective particularistic and universal 

characteristics, reflecting diverse forms of citizenship on the one 

hand, and geopolitical imagination on the other. 
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Language Use in Israel 

     In a country such as Israel, with its great variety of ethnic groups and 

overlapping cultures and language communities, the terms 'ethnic identity' and 

'linguistic identity' remain especially problematic (Ellinger, 2000).  Israeli citizens 

speak around 38 different mother tongues (Spolsky & Shohamy,1999); these 

languages they bring from their homes are used alternately with Hebrew, Israel's 

main official language.  Prior to and following the end of Ottoman rule in 1919, 

the British Mandatory government itself established Hebrew as an official 

language together with Arabic and English (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999); thus 

Hebrew began to flourish in pre-state Palestine.   

Hebrew and Arabic  

     Revitalization of Hebrew and its transformation into a language for daily life 

was a cornerstone of the state of Israel's founding ideology (Spolsky & Shohamy, 

1999), and played a crucial role in defining modern Jewish Israeli identity.  While 

many newcomers in the early waves of immigration willingly yielded their mother 

tongues and switched to Hebrew, others did so under the dual pressures of 

society and their own children.  For example, my husband's family immigrated 

from Morocco in 1962 when he was three years old.  The oldest of three children, 

Michael is the only one of his siblings who retained some ability to speak his 

parents' native French language.  His brother refused from an early age to use 

French, and he and their younger sister barely understand the language.  All 
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three children have always communicated with their parents in Hebrew.  Native 

language loss was a frequent occurrence among immigrant groups, and the 

teaching of Hebrew, whether to native-born Israeli Jews, to Israeli Arabs and 

Bedouin, or to new immigrants, has always been closely related to passing on 

the national ideology and values and the formation of national identity (Spolsky & 

Shohamy, 1999).  This 'melting pot' philosophy prevailed in the policy of 

immigrant absorption until the 1980s, when a change of language policy occurred 

as a reaction to the rapid influx of tens of thousands of Soviet Jews.  For the first 

time in the country's history, the Israeli establishment officially had to promote 

and make use of the immigrant language of Russian as a channel of information, 

education and culture, in the hope it would serve as a vehicle for easier and 

faster integration (Glinert, 1995). 

     Whereas Arabic reigns as official language in twenty-two countries in the 

Middle East, Israel is the only state in the world where Hebrew is an official 

language.  There, second official language status was developed for Arabic, "...a 

rare case in which a major language, once spread by conquest, has been forced 

by changed circumstances to play a markedly secondary role," for its use as a 

language of instruction in Arab schools (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999, p. 116-7).  

English is the preferred second language taught in all schools, while Arabic is 

given less attention; despite regular contact with Arab citizens of Israel, only a 

small percentage of Israeli Jews are able to converse in Arabic.  This pattern of 

language use is typical of majority-minority relations in general, and in situations 
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of conflict in particular, where the minority population is dependent on the 

language of the majority population in order to undertake beaurocratic and 

economic transactions (Newman, 1998).   

Language in Education 

     Since both Hebrew and Arabic are used respectively by Jews and Arabs as 

languages of instruction, each is taught as a second or third language in the 

other's schools. In Bedouin schools, Hebrew language instruction begins in the 

second grade, and instruction in English as a foreign language is added to the 

curriculum in the fourth grade.  Bedouins use their Hebrew language skills for 

instrumental purposes in their interactions with other Israelis, e.g., while 

shopping, at work, etc.  Advanced proficiency in Hebrew is particularly important 

for students who want to attend college or university, where Hebrew is the 

language of instruction. 

     In Jewish schools, instruction in English as a foreign language is given as 

early as the first grade, and Arabic language instruction is added to the 

curriculum as a third language in grades seven through ten.  Arabic instruction in 

Jewish schools continues to be controversial for several reasons.  These include 

lack of motivation stemming from a negative attitude on the part of Jews toward 

the language, its low status, ineffective teaching, and the inadequate number of 

teaching hours devoted to its instruction as a third language (Spolsky & 

Shohamy, 1999).  Whereas in the Arab sector there is a high level of motivation 

to learn Hebrew for practical purposes, for many Israeli Jews, Arabic is above all 
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else the language of enemy Arab states, some of which surround and have been 

engaged in war with Israel from its establishment until today.   

English in Israel  

     It is interesting to note that, during the British rule of pre-Israel Palestine, 

English was the principal language of government until the establishment of the 

state of Israel in 1948.  In the wake of post-colonialist antagonism, English was 

demoted from official status, making its rapid escalation in stature in the second 

part of the century all the more remarkable.  Without question, English has 

become the language of power and prestige in many countries, and its status in 

Israel is no exception.  Its spread there can be attributed to its necessity for 

international travel, business, education, and tourism to Israel, and has been 

facilitated by the large number of English-speaking immigrants who have 

provided a ready supply of native-speaking language teachers (Spolsky & 

Shohamy, 1999).  The high status of English is reinforced at the level of higher 

education where a proportionally large number of English-speaking permanent 

and visiting faculty staff Israel's universities, and where English is critical to 

academic success.  Desired by all and used by many, English is taught as the 

primary foreign language in both Jewish and Arab sectors; demand for instruction 

at ever-younger ages has increased, and private tutoring of school-aged children 

is a big business.  In fact, the one commonality that cuts across and unites all 

ethnicities and religions is the desire to master the English language.  In a study 

of language and identity in Israel, Ben-Rafael (1994, p. 188-9), refers to English 
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as "the most honoured linguistic resource besides Hebrew," and as representing 

a "status symbol, a power asset, and a boundary marker."  It is on these 

grounds, according to Ben-Rafael, that Israelis are willing to invest so much 

money and effort in learning English, and that students of all ages show more 

positive attitudes toward the language and English-speaking people than they 

would toward any other second or foreign language. 

Language Identity 

     Jewish Israeli opinions about the Arabic language and gradual recognition of 

a Palestinian entity is complicated and greatly influenced by the political situation 

of the moment.  In addition to being the first language of approximately 20% of 

Israel's population, Arabic is also the language of the Palestinians living in the 

West Bank and Gaza, the tenets of whose national liberation movement have 

been based upon the destruction of the state of Israel and which continues to 

exercise terror to achieve its goals.  Israeli Arabs have been "...granted civil 

rights since the creation of the state, but feared as a potential fifth column in 

struggles either with the Palestinians or with other Arab states" (Spolsky & 

Shohamy, 1999).  Likewise, the "development of Israeli Palestinian Arabic 

identity involves a complex set of decisions, some of which have obvious 

sociolinguistic reflexes," (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999, p. 123) as well as critical 

implications for self-perception and self-identification as Israeli, Palestinian, or 

Arab.   
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     Issues of national identity and the implications of language policy are not 

restricted to the Bedouin or Israeli Arabs in general, but extend to Jewish as well 

as non-Jewish minority groups, including immigrants, and foreign workers.  

Education in and official recognition of their own immigrant languages have been, 

for the most part, denied to all ethnic groups except Arabic speakers.  For 

example, since the early 1990s, the dilemma of acculturation vs. separatism 

collectively faced by ethnically and socially diverse Jewish immigrants from the 

FSU, for whom the Russian language and culture provides a common ground, 

has largely revolved around the issue of Hebrew language acquisition and use 

(Leshem & Lissak 1999; Remennick, 2003).  The resistance of many of these 

native speakers of Russian to switch to Hebrew as their primary language has 

emerged as a major test of the previous 'melting pot' aspirations of the Israeli 

establishment (Ben-Rafael 1994; Remennick, 2003).  Resolution of minority 

language issues poses a huge challenge for a state originally established to be a 

monolingual, Jewish homeland.  This challenge of forging a unified national 

identity while simultaneously giving recognition to national diversity is not unique, 

but one that is faced by every multilingual, multiethnic nation-state today 

(Spitulnik, 1998).             
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Current Study 

Research Questions 

     This qualitative study explored the attitudes of six female Bedouin and former 

Soviet Union (FSU) immigrant students at Ben Gurion University of the Negev 

toward their first, second and foreign languages and examined how these 

attitudes related to underlying issues of gender, social status, identity, power and 

empowerment.  Language took on new meanings and status as these students 

utilized Hebrew and English for purposes of knowledge acquisition at the 

university level.  Moreover, the new scenarios faced by female students who are 

members of these two unique minority groups raise complex social issues in the 

context of a modern society and the opportunities afforded by higher education.  

Of particular interest here were the issues of identity, power relations and 

aspirations  that inspired the following research questions: 

• How are Arabic, Russian, and Hebrew used by multilingual, female 

Bedouin and former Soviet Union immigrant students?   

• How do these languages affect their social and ethnic identities? 

• What influence does English have on their lives? 

Meant to be descriptive and illustrative rather than evaluative, this study 

complements previous literature on ethnolinguistic identity in its exploration of the 

language attitudes and perceptions of language status of Bedouin and FSU 

immigrant informants who interact within a multiethnic, multilingual university 

setting where language and identity intersect with education.    
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Study Significance  

     This study is relevant to researchers concerned with language and identity, 

and serves to further define and illuminate issues related to gender, power and 

empowerment, and education.  While this dissertation should be of particular 

interest to language instructors of students who are speakers of Russian, Arabic, 

Hebrew and English, university instructors of other subjects in Israel will also find 

this investigation of student backgrounds to provide insights into the diverse 

groups they teach.  Additional significance of this study lies in its method.  While 

there has been substantial research into the language attitudes of Israeli 

university students, with notable exceptions (Al-Haj, 2002; Ellinger, 2000) few 

have focused directly on the connections between language and identity.  To the 

best of my knowledge, this study is the first to explore these attitudes among the 

Bedouin population.  Also, most previous studies dealing with language attitudes 

have made use of quantitative methods of research.  Yet, narratives of personal 

experience may be best expressed through qualitative methods:  "Because 

thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, and assumptive worlds are involved, the 

researcher needs to understand the deeper perspectives that can be captured 

through face-to-face interaction" (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 53).      

     An exploration of the salient themes, patterns or categories of meaning for 

Bedouin and Russian students, as well as how these patterns are linked 

together, is the primary purpose of this study.  Since the meanings that 

individuals attribute to daily complex social interactions cannot be measured by a 
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questionnaire, a systematic qualitative inquiry is an appropriate method to bring 

about a better understanding of phenomena involving cultural description, 

elicitation of multiple constructed realities, and subjective understandings and 

interpretations (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 53).  Rather than seeking yes-or-

no answers or 1-10 ratings, this study expresses individual lived experience 

through the participants' own words, and highlights participants' perspectives on 

their worlds through description of their beliefs and attitudes.  Qualitative 

research, or viewing these unique minority groups through a phenomenological 

lens, adds dimension and illuminates in detail the social issues that affect 

people's everyday lives.  

     This study is bounded and situated in a specific context and it is entirely up to 

the reader to make decisions about its applicability to other settings.  But then, 

making generalizations about a larger population or transferring conclusions to a 

different context are not among the goals of qualitative research.  At the least, I 

hope this research stimulates interest and provokes further inquiry into the 

attitudes and identities of language learners from these same or different minority 

groups.    

 Dissertation Outline 

     The following chapter sketches out the past and current contexts of the lives 

of the Bedouin and FSU immigrant students who participated in this study.  

Chapter Three reviews the theoretical frameworks and literature from social, 

cultural and ethnolinguistic research, second language acquisition, and language 
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ideology that informed this study, while Chapter Four contains a discussion of the 

methodological approach taken in exploring language attitudes.  Chapter Five 

and Chapter Six integrate an extensive number of informant quotes that help to 

flesh out and give voice to the language and identity-related themes that 

emerged in the course of data analysis.  In my concluding chapter, I position 

these themes with respect to the hybrid identities of informants, their multiple 

contexts and their hopes and dreams for the future.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  TWO ETHNIC GROUPS 

 

     This research study explores the connections between language use and 

attitudes and the cultural, political and social identities of female university 

students belonging to two distinct ethnic groups in Israel, the indigenous, Arabic-

speaking Bedouin community and the Russian-speaking immigrants from the 

former Soviet Union (FSU).  How are Arabic, Russian, Hebrew and English 

connected to their ethnic and social identities?  What influence does English 

language proficiency have on their lives?  This chapter provides the collective 

historical backgrounds of these two communities necessary to understanding the 

individual motivations of the informants who took part in this study, as well as 

introduces the informants themselves. 

 

Minority within a Minority within a Majority:  The Bedouin   

Society 

     Bedouin-Arab is a broad, generic term for all nomadic tribes in the Middle 

East and North Africa, but the designation refers specifically to lifestyle and value 

system, as well as to social status, origin and organization (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  

Though Moslem, these tribes are distinct from other Arab populations in that they 

inhabit deserts, and are concentrated mainly in Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Saudi 
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Arabia and Syria.  The Bedouin culture is characterized by tribal cohesion based 

on both blood and symbiotic ties, chivalry, with an emphasis on courage, power, 

fierceness and confrontation, hospitality, a simplistic lifestyle and the dignified 

control over desire in public situations (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  Tribes consist of a 

union of families that have bonded, wandered, shepherded and worked the land 

together; groups of tribes are collected together into unions.  The larger the tribe, 

the more powerful it is in the Bedouin status hierarchy. Each tribe has a leader, 

and major decisions are made by a forum of male elders representing its several 

extended families (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1999).  The collective is emphasized 

over the individual, and individuals maintain strong allegiance to the group.  As 

collective good supersedes personal desires, issues are constructed in a social 

context, not an individual one.  Likewise, "each individual lives in an 

interdependent relationship within the family, viewing him/herself as an extension 

of a collective core identity" (Al-Krenawi, 2004, p. 6).    

     In Israel, demographic data on the Bedouins in the Negev is controversial due 

to the fact that the Central Bureau of Statistics does not publish data on all of 

their villages (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  Approximately 180,000 Bedouin from local 

tribes of the Negev region constitute a minority population that makes up around 

15% of the total Israeli Arab population that, as a whole, comprises nearly 20% of 

Israel's population.  They are indigenous, legitimatizing their view that they are 

not obligated to adjust to the relatively recently established dominant culture 

which, in their perception, has been imported (Katz, 2002).  Regardless, about 
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half of them have been settled over the last few decades into government-

planned villages, as have Bedouin populations in other countries of the Middle 

East.  The remaining Israeli Bedouin live in villages that are "unrecognized" by 

the Israeli authorities (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1999; Russo, 2005), and are not 

allowed to build permanent structures:  most families live in houses made of 

cement or zinc, while many others live in tents.  They have no access to 

telephones, sewage systems, or adequate health services, and are dependent 

upon non-established water sources and on generators to produce electricity (Al-

Krenawi, 2004).  Today's Israeli Bedouin are often referred to in the literature as 

"a society in transition, struggling to reconcile a semi-nomadic lifestyle with 

modern economic realities" (Katz, 2002; Russo, 2005).  This process is reflected 

in various domains such as economy, family structure, education, culture and the 

status of women.   

     Among the Bedouin, low socioeconomic status is accompanied by rising 

crime rates and drug use, as well as disintegration of the traditional family 

structure (Russo, 2005).  The rate of unemployment is high, not only a result of 

poor education achievements but because unemployment is a severe problem in 

the Negev region in general, and within the Bedouin community in particular (Al-

Krenawi, 2004).  Employed Bedouin men are typically concentrated in low-status, 

low-paying occupations such as construction, driving and unskilled labor (Abu-

Saad, 1997).  A dual loss of land and the tradition of working the land, and the 

transition to modern Israeli society, have thrust the Bedouin community into a 
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state of identity crisis with consequent loss of cultural pride and symbols of 

status, particularly on the part of community elders. 

     Similar patterns have been documented among other traditional, agricultural 

societies undergoing a similar process of adaptation to Western-style, Israeli 

culture.  The situation of the Bedouin can be compared to that of another minority 

group in Israel, the Ethiopian Jewish immigrants who number approximately 

50,000 and the majority of whom were transported in two covert airlifts in 1984 

and 1991.  In their country of origin they were accustomed to a societal structure 

consisting of a hierarchical leadership of community elders.  Arriving in Israel with 

no assets, formal education or experience with modern living, the Ethiopians 

were settled in peripheral areas and are employed, if at all, in positions of manual 

labor (Katz, 2002).  They have had to struggle with dual cultural systems and 

structures of meaning, as well as a culture shock that threatens their entire way 

of life (Freund, 2001).  Recent research has documented an overall 

disadvantaged socio-economic status and substantial gaps in educational and 

occupational attainment among Ethiopian Israelis as compared to other ethnic 

groups, and identifies them at high risk of becoming marginalized (Offer, 2004).    

     Al-Krenawi (2004) asserts that the settling of the indigenous Bedouin 

population is more complicated in Israel than in other Middle Eastern countries, 

since, as with the Ethiopian community, there is a far greater cultural divide 

between the majority Israeli and the Bedouin societies. In addition, Bedouins 

residing in the Negev live on the outskirts of a Western culture where services 



 37

are organized and provided mainly by the Israeli government. This helps to 

create a relationship between the Bedouin and Jewish Israelis that is often 

characterized by mistrust and dispute.  This situation is likely to change if greater 

numbers of educated Bedouin professionals enter into the workforce and play a 

greater role in the organization and provision of health and welfare services 

within their own community. 

Education     

     Social and cultural factors have delayed the development of an appropriate 

educational system in Negev Bedouin communities chiefly because education 

was not a high priority for nomadic life; therefore, there exists no tradition of 

formal education (Abu-Saad, 1995; Al-Krenawi, 2004).  The establishment of the 

state of Israel radically changed life for the Bedouin, rendering their traditional 

lifestyle inoperative and transforming them into a landless minority (Abu-Saad, 

1995). This transformation changed the Negev Bedouin's actual, and eventually 

their perceived, need for formal education.  With greater involvement in the 

economy of modern Jewish society, as well as exposure to educated Arabs from 

the northern part of Israel, the importance of formal education, especially for girls, 

has gradually become more recognized and accepted in the Bedouin community 

(Abu-Saad, 1997; Pessate-Schubert, 2003).  As demand grew, the Israeli 

government opened more schools and access to education became much more 

widely available. Nevertheless, given its potential importance to the successful 

adjustment of the Bedouin community to their new context, development of the 
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educational system has not received the support and attention it requires (Abu-

Saad, 1995). 

     Several factors have hindered the development of education in the Bedouin 

sector.  These include insufficient or nonexistent facilities and equipment, a 

shortage of teachers, inequitable distribution of resources and lack of control 

over policy and curricula.  Schools tend to be overcrowded due to population 

growth and increasing enrollment (Abu-Saad, 1997) and generally fall below 

Israeli accepted physical standards, consisting of shacks or huts, without 

electricity or established water sources, and lacking in the most basic of supplies 

as well as books, laboratories, libraries, etc. (Abu-Rabia, 1996).  The situation 

was found to be markedly worse for students from unrecognized villages, many 

of whom reside far from the nearest local school and thus are unable to attend on 

a regular basis.  Sixteen elementary schools currently serve forty-five 

unrecognized villages in which some 75,000 Arab Bedouin live; the state 

considers these dilapidated school structures "temporary" because of its plan to 

relocate residents of these villages to permanent Bedouin settlements.  

Unrecognized villages do not have a high school; all secondary school students 

from unrecognized villages attend schools located in authorized settlements.   

     Bedouin schools suffer from a scarcity of local teachers, while Arab 

communities in northern Israel have a surplus of teachers.  The Ministry of 

Education and Culture has made it obligatory for Arab graduates of teacher 

training programs to work in Bedouin schools for a period of a few years.  These 
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imported teachers are inexperienced, and following their obligatory work period, 

they generally return to their own villages.  Besides a high teacher turnover rate, 

a large percentage of the Bedouin teachers from local tribes are unqualified by 

Ministry of Education standards (Abu-Saad, 1997).  A final point involves 

gendered roles.  As Israeli Arab women are generally not perceived as having 

the authority to educate children beyond the preschool and first grade levels, the 

number of female teachers is small and very few are of Bedouin origin.  This in 

turn creates a difficult situation for female pupils who are allowed to continue on 

to secondary school and find themselves in an almost completely male 

environment (Abu-Saad, 1997).  Thus, in addition to problematic facilities, the 

shortage of local teachers with professional training and experience, as well as of 

female teachers, remains a serious predicament for Bedouin education.      

     In conclusion, providing school facilities and staff to a rapidly growing rural 

population cannot be easily accomplished even under the best of circumstances, 

and the sociopolitical context only complicates matters for Bedouin education.  

Whereas claims that government officials have exploited the education system 

as a means of forcing Arab Bedouin living in the unrecognized villages to move 

to the authorized, permanent settlements (Abu-Saad, 2004) may be reasonable, 

a balanced viewpoint would also consider the enormous difficulties inherent in 

setting up an education system for numerous tribes, each of which would prefer 

its own separate and local school (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999).    
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     Curricula.  In general, Jewish and Arab school systems differ on the level of 

aims, goals and curricula.  The Arab educational system has long been governed 

by a set of political criteria which Arabs themselves have little say in formulating 

(Abu-Saad, 1995).  Teaching hours, professional resources and facilities are not 

equitably distributed between the Jewish and Bedouin educational systems, and 

there are differences in the types of programs made available to students, 

especially in the areas of vocational and technical training.  National Jewish 

curricular content is of little relevance to Bedouin students, and most of the 

literature available in Israel about Bedouin culture, economy, education and 

society is written in Hebrew or English (Pessate-Schubert, 2004).  In fact, hardly 

any printed material on any subject can be found in Arabic in schools or 

bookstores alike (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999).  Language instruction presents 

additional obstacles.  Bedouin schools have a curriculum that is delivered in 

Arabic, with Hebrew taught as a second language (from second grade) and 

English as a third language (from fourth grade).  In Israel, however, university 

curricula are presented in Hebrew, with a heavy reliance in particular fields of 

study on English texts.  The language barrier arising from this situation can place 

Bedouin students at a serious academic disadvantage.  

     Traditional vs. Modern.   In addition to the myriad of external problems 

challenging the education system, teachers and administrators of Bedouin 

schools find themselves in the midst of a clash between modern and traditional 

ways of life (Abu-Saad, 1995).  Within different social arenas and diverse 
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institutional structures, educational programs and practices are defined by 

dominant groups, which encounter greater or lesser degrees of resistance from 

the non-dominant group (Martin-Jones & Heller, 1996).  Some members of the 

traditional community view Bedouin schools, representative of institutions 

implementing change, as an attempt to sabotage tribal ideology through modern 

concepts (Al-Krenawi, 2004).   Education's emphasis on achievement, as well as 

upon the requirements and standards of the Israeli labor market, as opposed to 

tribal affiliation and status, signifies a major revolution in the Bedouin way of life.  

Whereas traditional concepts dominate at home, schools impose a different and 

contradictory set of concepts on students (Abu-Saad, 1995).  Formal education is 

deemed acceptable only as long as it does not affect the social order and cultural 

values, and the intervention of tribal factors imposes many difficulties on both 

teachers and pedagogical practice.  Global examples of difficulties in opening up 

traditional tribal communities to modern life and culture are not uncommon 

(Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999), and involvement of the whole of the Bedouin 

educational system has been recommended in order to bridge the gap between 

school and community (Abu-Saad, 1995).   

     Dropping Out or Going On to Higher Education.  The aforementioned 

problems have affected the capacity of Bedouin schools to retain and educate 

their students, who maintain the highest dropout rates in Israel.  More than 70% 

of Negev Bedouin children (and 80% of Bedouin girls) drop out before completing 

high school, compared to 13.4% and 47.5% dropout rates in the Jewish and 
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broader Arab sectors, respectively (Abu-Saad, 1997).  The vast majority of girls 

who leave school prior to graduating do so because of family objections and 

attitudes about teaching girls (Al-Krenawi, 2004). 

     Compounding the problem of high dropout rates is the low success rate of 

children who do go on to complete high school.  For reasons related both to the 

quality of schooling and the ethnically stratified education system in Israel, 

students at the secondary school levels are not equipped with the tools they 

need in order to pass the national matriculation exams required for university 

admission (Abu-Saad, et. al., 1998).  For admission to an Israeli university or 

college, prospective students must establish their competence in Hebrew by 

achieving a high grade on this exam.  Because Hebrew is taught as a second 

language in Bedouin schools and is not used as a language of instruction, many 

pupils do not reach the level required for university study (Spolsky & Shohamy, 

1999).  Hebrew instruction in Arab schools has been relegated to low priority, as 

compared to the professional approach taken to teaching Hebrew to wave after 

wave of new immigrants to Israel (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999).  Furthermore, 

teacher-student interaction in Arab schools relies heavily on traditional methods 

such as frontal teaching, memorization, and rote learning and understanding, 

while the purpose of the matriculation exam is to test higher-level skills such as 

analysis, synthesis, and application (Abu-Saad, 1997). Thus, evaluation of 

Bedouin student achievement is based on skills in which they have not been 

trained.  In the 2004-5 academic year, compared to an overall national average 
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of 43% pass rate, 26% of Bedouin high school students passed the national 

matriculation exams (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2004), up from 3% in the 

1989-90 school year (Abu-Saad, 1997) and 6% in 1994-95.  Of those Bedouin 

who passed these exams in 2005, 60% of them scored at a level that meets 

university entrance criteria.    

     The promising news is that the upward trend in the number of students 

passing matriculation exams seems destined to continue, as families increasingly 

view education as a resource worthy of investment.  A 1991-92 study (Abu-Saad, 

et. al., 1998) examined the attitudes of Bedouin mothers toward their children's 

educational attainment and future occupations in light of their changing socio-

economic circumstances.  This older generation of women had only limited 

access to education, and the vast majority of them have remained illiterate. The 

results of this study revealed maternal aspirations for their children's educational 

and occupational attainment to be quite high, especially coming from a 

generation in which 90% of mothers and 55% of fathers had no formal education 

themselves.  Mothers put a high priority on their sons in particular, but also, in 

over 70% of cases, on higher education for their daughters, indicating a growing 

awareness among Bedouins of the importance of education across genders.  It 

was also found that a majority of mothers would want their daughters to continue 

their schooling following completion of high school (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1999).   

     The wide sociopolitical gap between the traditional society of the Bedouin and 

the modern, western-oriented Israeli society is a major stumbling block for 
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Bedouin youth.  Education, while affected by this gap, has a key role to play in 

the successful adaptation of the Bedouin to their radically altered environment 

(Abu-Saad, 1995).  More specifically, education is critical to increased 

employment opportunities, greater food security, as well as to changing the 

response of the Bedouin community toward the "highly sensitive" practice of 

polygamy by conveying information about the difficulties associated with it (Al-

Krenawi, 2004).  Regardless of the dramatic progress in implementation of and 

access to formal education for Negev Bedouin students over the past few 

decades, the quality and success rate of their schools still remains lower than 

anywhere else in the country.  In the meantime, the sociopolitical circumstances 

of Bedouin minority education, the cultural norms of their community, and their 

problematic education system remain a barrier to further and higher education.  

 

 

Bedouin Women 

     Traditional Role of Women.  Gender differences in the traditionally patriarchal 

Bedouin society are strongly defined, and society is structured to maintain male 

leadership authority in the household, economy, and polity (Al-Krenawi & 

Graham, 1999).  A hierarchical order is maintained on the basis of dominance of 

males over females and elders over youths, with the father, a traditionally 

"charismatic" figure, invariably cast in the role of family head.  All family members 
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are subordinate to and respectful toward him, and he alone possesses the 

authority to make decisions in every domain of their lives (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  

     In their former nomadic lifestyle, Bedouin women played a greater economic 

role than now, with responsibility for herding and handicrafts (Elsana-Alhjooj, 

2000). The transition to permanent settlements has effected a loss of traditional 

employment sources, which, in turn, has led to a lack of training and the skills 

necessary for dealing with modern sources of employment. As a result of these 

changes, the status and relative power of women in Bedouin society have also 

been damaged (Al-Krenawi, 2004; Dinero, 1997) as they have lost their ability to 

contribute to the family's economy and been forced into an exclusively domestic 

mode.  In today's new reality, a wife and mother is expected to be present at all 

times in her husband's home, except while carrying out everyday chores, and to 

be self-sacrificing for the sake of the family (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 1999).  A 

woman's primary source of strength and position in society has been derived 

from the support system that they provide as mothers, sisters, daughters, and 

wives (Dinero, 1997).        

     Moslem patriarchy considers female sexuality as extremely powerful; since 

sexual purity and lineage honor are viewed as inseparable, a woman's sexuality 

is of concern to all.  Thus, a man's honor depends to a large extent on the 

modest behavior and chastity of the women in his family.  In order to protect the 

"family honor," a woman's social relations are restricted to the family frame. 

Traditionally, the Bedouin woman goes through three different stages in her life: 
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From the age of ten to the time she is married, a Bedouin girl is not allowed to 

have social relations outside her father's house. Once she is married, the 

woman's social relations are extended to her husband's family. When she grows 

old, or rather, when she can no longer give birth and is therefore no longer 

considered 'dangerous,' she gradually becomes more respected, and can receive 

guests when her husband and sons are away.  Women are taught throughout 

their childhood that their sexuality is the inalienable and permanent property of 

their extended family, and they are meant to comply with these principles as they 

grow up (Al-Krenawi, 2004).   

     Male family members, acting in the interests of furthering inter- and intra-

family ties, typically arrange marriages.  Although illegal under Israeli law, 

polygamy among the Bedouin remains a common practice, and is even on the 

rise:  "Since an unmarried Bedouin daughter brings shame and expense to her 

family, even well-educated women frequently acquiesce to becoming a second 

wife" (Prince-Gibson, 2000, p. 22).  In addition to being dependent upon marriage 

for family honor, a woman's social status is based on rearing children.  Despite 

an infant mortality rate four times that of Israel's national average (but still much 

lower than rates of mortality in neighboring Arab countries), the Bedouin 

population is increasing rapidly (Russo, 2005).  The Bedouin maintain the highest 

birth rate in the western world, or 7% per annum, approximately three times that 

of Israel's Jewish birthrate (Cwikel, et. al., 2003, Russo, 2005).  As is typical of 
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some patriarchal societies, male children have traditionally been valued over 

female.    

     In sum, Moslem culture, tradition, politics, and power structures affect social 

perceptions and policies toward the treatment of women. The view that Arab 

women are the property of men whom they need for protection is a social 

perception associated with male control and the subordination of women. 

     Changing Role of Women.  Approximately twenty-five percent of the Negev's 

180,000 female residents are Bedouin (Cwikel, et. al, 2003), but until recently 

there has been little comprehensive information available about this group.  Past 

research on Bedouin women has mainly been concerned with the specific 

practices of polygamy (Al-Krenawi, 2004; Elbedour, et. al., 2000) and female 

circumcision (Al-Krenawi & Wiesel-Lev, 1999).  Perhaps this narrow focus can be 

interpreted as further evidence of a patriarchal culture that has defined its women 

exclusively through cultural norms.  Or perhaps these limited topics of research 

reflect methodological problems:  Al-Krenawi (2004) refers to Bedouin women as 

a particularly hard-to-access population, citing various problems in collecting 

data.  These included difficulties in recruiting Bedouin female students to conduct 

interviews, women conditioning their participation on their husbands' consent, 

women's refusal to answer specific questions related to economic status, health 

and social factors and marital satisfaction, and difficulties in locating the women, 

especially in unrecognized villages.  
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     More recent studies focusing on Bedouin women have examined issues of 

physical and mental health, general well-being and education (Al-Krenawi, 2004; 

Cwikel, et. al., 2003; Pessate-Schubert, 2004).  Culturally ascribed expectations 

of male and female behavior are manifested across a wide spectrum of 

historically constructed social contexts (i.e., dating, marriage, family life, and 

religion), and in a male-dominated society, these contexts serve to reinforce the 

social expectation that males have (and possess the means to maintain) control 

over the lives of women.  Physical abuse has been commonly used in the 

Moslem sociopolitical context to control and subordinate women, and the use of 

physical violence by Bedouin men is viewed as culturally acceptable and even 

necessary (Dinero, 1997).  Because rapid social change has eroded many of the 

cultural structures that once protected women and allowed them to maintain 

status, the interpersonal pressures resulting from this change are being 

expressed by an increase in domestic violence; as many as fifty percent of 

Bedouin women have been subjected to domestic violence (Cwikel, et. al., 2003).  

Homicide for reasons of family honor is not an uncommon occurrence, yet there 

are no special social welfare services in the Negev designed to deal with 

Bedouin family violence because intervention by outsiders is not only 

unacceptable, but potentially dangerous.  After staff members received death 

threats for helping a woman escape an abusive situation, social service 

organizations in the Jewish sector have refused to handle cases from the 

Bedouin community (Al-Krenawi, 2004).   
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     Changing social circumstances have also contributed to the incidence of 

psychological conditions suffered by Bedouin women, particularly those engaged 

in polygamous marriages.  Restrictions and limitations imposed on Bedouin 

women render them vulnerable to problems that include depression, low self-

esteem, hopelessness and/or helplessness, low social support, overall morbidity, 

as well as a high rate of gynecological problems.  Within their own culture, 

women are "subject to the forces of patriarchy, which place even more 

constraints on their choice-making capacities."  These "doubly marginalized" 

women encounter multiple barriers when seeking out and receiving help.  In 

many cases, Bedouin women are denied health care treatment simply because 

they have no one [who is male] to accompany them (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  Mental 

health care is even more controversial in this population as it could damage the 

marriage prospects of unmarried women (Al-Kenawi & Graham, 1999).  Cultural 

attitudes also influence the seeking of help.  For instance, Israeli-Arabs are more 

likely to turn to family members for advice or assistance, whereas Israeli Jews 

tend to seek support from friends or professionals (Al-Krenawi, 2004).   

     Moreover, issues related to the larger sociopolitical context are a 

consideration for women in need of medical attention.  Social policy and services 

have been established and implemented for the Bedouin by the state of Israel, 

and are largely delivered by Jewish practitioners (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  The few 

Bedouin employed in their communities have been trained in Israeli schools that 

have a strongly Western frame of reference.  As members of a cultural and racial 
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minority, "the Bedouin-Arab may justifiably perceive social services as yet 

another extension of Israeli hegemony...  It would [therefore] not be surprising to 

perceive strong feelings of resistance, ambivalence, or skepticism... in direct 

opposition to an authentically and historically grounded Bedouin culture" (Al-

Krenawi, 2004, p. 67).  Thus, in addition to being uninformed about their options 

for health care, Bedouin women face significant cultural stigma, mobility 

limitations, and sociopolitical barriers in accessing available services.    

     Other studies have examined the impact of modernization on gender roles 

and the well-being of Bedouin women.  Bedouin women living in more modern 

conditions, i.e., authorized villages, were more satisfied with the state of their 

physical surroundings than those who did not, because of opportunities to 

participate in sponsored courses and gatherings (Dinero, 1997).  In addition, a 

woman's level of satisfaction with her life circumstances was strongly connected 

to the extent to which she perceived her husband's values to be traditional or 

modern (Kedem-Friedrich & Al-Atawneh, 2004).  Attitude compatibility was the 

key to satisfaction; women who had the lowest life satisfaction were those who 

defined themselves as holding modern attitudes, yet whose surroundings were 

traditional.     

     Even while the lives of men were increasingly impacted by external 

interactions, seclusion and social restrictions on women remained largely in 

place.  However, recent changes in lifestyle and the influences exerted by 

Western culture are gradually affecting the lives and status of some Negev 
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Bedouin women.  Within the past five years several programs, funded largely by 

American and European philanthropic organizations, with help from Israeli 

progressive and feminist groups, have been designed and established with the 

goal of empowering Bedouin women and encouraging social change (Prince-

Gibson, 2000).  Efforts are underway to teach leadership skills, literacy and to 

educate women about their health.  Any such attempts must "proceed 

cautiously," however, since women who are perceived as being openly critical of 

or violating traditional norms or family honor may be putting their lives in danger 

(Prince-Gibson, 2000).  Representatives of local Bedouin women's organizations 

are careful to phrase their goal of progressing toward modernity by assisting 

women to earn salaries and become educated "in a language that suggests an 

attempt to protect tradition" (Friedman, 2005, p. 17).  Outward signs of women's 

advancement, such as Western clothing, continued education and demonstration 

of women's abilities to create ways of working within their cultural context are 

appearing more frequently in recognized villages (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  Female 

networking is utilized to achieve desired objectives including permission to study 

and live in a student dormitory, permission to marry a man of one's own choice 

and, although scarce, permission to marry a man from outside of the family/tribal 

structure.  Although most Bedouin women continue to wear traditional dress, in a 

growing number of families, young women are more educated than the men and 

"express their opinions more loudly at home.  This upsets the balance in Bedouin 
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society, and men find this threatening" (Al-Krenawi, as cited in Friedman, 2005, 

p. 17).    

     Bedouin populations that remained within Israel's borders following military 

defeat and creation of the Jewish state in 1948 were subjected to a changing 

social and political context in which men were frustrated and angered by their 

loss of control, loss of land and an inability to articulate these frustrations (Dinero, 

1997).  More recent high rates of unemployment and increased disillusionment 

among Bedouin men have contributed to the growing strength of Moslem 

fundamentalism, with its restrictive views of "proper" behavior for women.  

Against the backdrop of modern Israeli society, issues of honor and shame, 

manifested through the exercise of control over female family members, have 

taken on greater importance than ever before in Bedouin society.  Even while 

posing a threat to traditional values, movement away from a patriarchal, 

collectivistic way of life toward more egalitarian, individualistic, achievement-

oriented values has opened up a world of possibilities for Bedouin women.    

 

     Education of Females.   The education of girls and women has traditionally 

been viewed as problematic in Bedouin society.  It was largely considered 

pointless to educate girls, since the primary roles they traditionally fulfilled were 

that of wife and mother.  As females are considered bearers of the family honor, 

families have generally preferred not to compromise their daughters' reputations 

by allowing them to travel alone and potentially mix with males from other tribes. 
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Therefore, there has been much greater reluctance among the Bedouin to send 

their daughters to school than to send their sons, especially when schools are far 

away.  Not surprisingly, women from unrecognized villages are generally less 

educated than their peers from recognized villages, which are more likely to have 

a school nearby (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  Women from unrecognized villages are also 

more likely to be members of polygamous families, in which men and women 

tend to marry at a younger age, and are committed to larger families.  

Accordingly, women, as well as men, in polygamous families tend to have fewer 

opportunities or the economic means that would enable them to attend school or 

continue their schooling at a post-secondary level (Al-Krenawi, 2004).  Thus, in 

addition to the prevalent view that investment in women's education is 

unnecessary and even potentially damaging to the family unit, the long traveling 

distance to the closest school has posed further obstacles to women's education.   

     These traditional attitudes have begun to change, and the importance of 

education, especially for girls, is gradually becoming more recognized and 

accepted (Pessate-Schubert, 2003).  This change is due in part to the fact that 

Bedouin women residing outside of Israel proper had frequently attended school, 

and intermarriage between these two previously separated segments of the 

community resulted in educated women from the West Bank and Gaza taking up 

residence in the Negev.  Increased contact with literate, educated females led 

the Negev Bedouin to send their children, girls as well as boys, to school in 

greater numbers (Al-Krenawi, 1999).  Even more importantly, since Bedouin land 
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rights were not recognized after the state of Israel was established, education 

has eventually come to replace land as a source of pride and income, and as a 

means of accelerating modernity (Pessate-Schubert, 2004).   

Bedouin Informants   

     The three young Bedouin women who acted as informants for this study were 

first-year undergraduate students, aged eighteen and unmarried, and residing 

with their families in authorized or unauthorized Bedouin villages in the Negev 

region of Israel.  It is not unusual for Bedouin boys to be sent abroad to study, 

but for females, studying in the Negev is the only possibility that exists.  Female 

Bedouin students are a particularly conspicuous element of the BGU campus.  

Covered from head to toe in traditional Moslem dress, they stand in sharp 

contrast to the typical female Jewish student, often scantily clad in low-riding 

jeans and a belly-baring shirt.  Judging from outward appearances, they have 

nothing in common with other Israelis, both Jews and less traditionally dressed 

Arabs.  Indeed, every single aspect of their life experience, from level of 

autonomy to familial obligations, differs from that of their mostly Jewish 

classmates.   

      Student age is another main determinant of differing experiences.  Most BGU 

departments require students to be 21 years of age before applying for entrance.  

Jewish men and women are required to serve in the Israeli army, while very few 

Bedouin men and no Bedouin women exercise their right to volunteer for the 

military.  Bedouin women can either choose to wait until the age of 21 to begin 
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their studies, or begin studying in those departments that do accept younger 

students.  This puts them 'out of sync' with most Israeli students, who are older 

and have also experienced a different maturation process through military 

service and, in many cases, travel within and outside of Israel.  Because of the 

age restriction, Bedouin women tend to study in the same departments and 

classes, and they walk from building to building or stand clustered together in 

groups.  It is rare to see a Bedouin woman without the company of at least one 

friend, and they wait for one another in the hallways outside of classrooms and 

the office doors of lecturers.  

      Two of the three women who acted as informants for this study were first-

year students of the same university program in medical sciences, one of the few 

that accept students under the age of twenty-one.  During the course of our 

interviews each one mentioned experiencing great stress about "making the 

grade" in her new, academically competitive environment, and that failure was 

simply not an option.  Girls had never before "dared to try," and many members 

of their communities were watching; each informant felt a strong sense of duty to 

perform as a role model for those girls who would follow in their footsteps. 

     Faiyza, eighteen years of age, resides in Laqiya and is the fifth of eight 

children, four boys and four girls.  Her tribe is the biggest one in the village, and 

is perceived as one of the more educated of the Bedouin tribes; it is not 

uncommon for their women to attend university.  Faiyza had often worked as a 

volunteer spokesperson for the non-profit Bedouin women's cooperative that her 
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mother operates.  The organization, with the financial help of philanthropic 

organizations, employs hundreds of Bedouin women who hand-weave rugs and 

embroider fabric with traditional Bedouin patterns.  Faiyza also works part-time in 

a law office for her brother-in-law.  Her situation is unusual in that she comes 

from an activist family that, although couched in tradition, is, at the same time, 

proactive in pursuing greater independence for women.  As another example of 

her exceptional activity, Faiyza is involved in a joint Jewish-Palestinian co-

existence leadership program for youth, and expressed great excitement about 

an upcoming two-week visit to the United States where she would serve as a 

delegate. 

     Nadiya, a second year student in Middle Eastern Studies, lives in an 

unauthorized village where there is no running water and electricity is generated 

only during certain hours of the day.  Life conditions are difficult, she said, 

choosing not to elaborate further.  The eldest of ten children whose illiterate 

mother married at the age of thirteen and whose father works as a truck driver, 

Nadiya made a point of mentioning that both of her parents had always been 

very supportive of her studies.  She was graduated first in her high school class 

before going on to enroll at BGU.  After spending her day studying at the 

university, she travels home by bus to help her brothers and sisters with their 

homework and to assist her mother with chores.  Of the three informants, Nadiya 

was the only one who felt more comfortable speaking in Hebrew than in English, 

although I know her English reading and writing skills to be quite good.  She 
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corresponds regularly with an American woman from Texas whom she met at the 

Bedouin Center at BGU; it was quite apparent to me that the continuity of this 

relationship is important to her.     

     Safa'a, coming from a family with fourteen siblings, at eighteen is the 

youngest daughter of the eight girls and six boys.  Her family resides in the 

authorized village of Tel Sheva, where Safa'a's mother married her father at the 

age of thirteen.  Safa'a's mother is functionally illiterate, unable even to write her 

name or simple numbers, while Safa'a's father studied through the seventh 

grade.  According to Safa'a, he always felt a lack in his life.  Employed at a local 

chemical plant, her father did not want his children to have to work as physically 

hard as he did, and vigorously encouraged them to pursue their studies.  He 

passed away one year ago of stomach cancer.  Four of her siblings (three sisters 

and one brother) had been or were, at the time of the interview, college-level 

students, and, as the baby of the family Safa'a mentioned that she was afraid to 

let them down:  "Everyone spoils me and encourages me."    

     Safa'a, the most fluent of the informants, reported that she loves the English 

language, which she acquired from many hours of television and music, and from 

the British volunteers working in her village.  She has used English to her benefit 

in academics, where she scored well at the highest level of high school 

matriculation exams, as well as to communicate with foreigners visiting her 

village.  Safa'a hopes, when she reaches the age of twenty-one, that good 

grades will qualify her to study medicine.   
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     In sum, the three Bedouin women described above are young, generally 

idealistic, and enthusiastic about their studies and futures.  They were pleased 

that I took an interest in their lives beyond the progress they were making in 

English reading comprehension, and seemed genuinely keen to express as 

clearly as possible their perspectives on language, identity and the transition their 

society is currently undergoing, at which they themselves are at the forefront.  

The second group of minority students that participated in this study, immigrants 

from the former Soviet Union, are a world apart from the Bedouin in terms of 

social, cultural and political background, life experience and objectives for the 

future.       
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"School of Life":  Soviet Jewry  

Communist Russia:  1918-1991     

     In order to best understand the social, cultural and linguistic characteristics 

and identities of my FSU (Former Soviet Union) immigrant informants, I felt it 

necessary to study their geographic and historical context in as in-depth a 

manner as I covered the Bedouin.  I must admit that the cultural and linguistic 

diversity of what are commonly referred to in Israel as "Russians" (because they 

speak the Russian language) astounded me; most FSU immigrants are, in fact, 

not Russian.  The pre-1991 Russian empire covered a vast expanse of territory 

where Russians and most of the more than one hundred non-Russian minorities 

shared little in common, culturally, religiously, or linguistically.   

     National antagonisms had built up over the years against the Russians as well 

as between some of the Soviet republics, despite the myth its communist leaders 

had perpetuated in nearly seventy years of rule that the Soviet Union consisted 

of a family of nationalities living together, each culture enriching the Soviet entity 

and promoting the development of a single Soviet nationality. However, the 

national political and economic crisis in the late 1980s proved not only that 

communism had failed to erase national and ethnic differences, but also that 

traditional cultures and religions would re-emerge given the slightest opportunity.  

     Despite efforts at containment, the social, political and economic upheaval 

caused by Russian glasnost, or 'openness' and referring to the government 
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reforms instituted by Mikhail Gorbachev in the late 1980s to democratize the 

Soviet Union, spread to other Soviet republics.  The concurrent rise of 

nationalism soon reawakened simmering ethnic tensions, further discrediting the 

ideal of a unified Soviet people.  By 1990 the central government had virtually 

lost control over economic conditions, and one after the other, beginning with the 

Ukraine, the Soviet republics declared their sovereignty.  By the end of 

December 1991, all official Soviet institutions had ceased operations as 

individual republics assumed the Soviet government's role.   

Jews in the USSR   

     Recognized as a Soviet nationality, Jews have endured a long history of 

existence as a separated, vilified entity under Russian tsarist and Soviet regimes 

throughout the entire region (Altshuler, 2005).  Harsh anti-Semitism was used as 

a state tool by tsars and dictators and was fueled by the local populace.  World 

War I launched a particularly catastrophic time when indiscriminate killing 

through pogroms, or officially encouraged organized attacks against, and 

massacres of, Jewish communities left more than half of the pre-war estimated 

population of more than five million dead.  The Russian Civil War immediately 

followed during the years 1917-21 and, although for centuries the Ukraine in 

particular had not been without anti-Semitism, in the words of Kenez (1992, p. 

293), "It is safe to say that up to this time no nation on earth had a record 

comparable to the Ukrainians in killing and abusing Jews.  During every social 

upheaval, be it a murder of the Tsar, famines, revolutions, the Jews suffered."   
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My own paternal grandfather left the Kiev area in 1912 and established a life in 

the United States.  Arriving in Philadelphia penniless, he found work in the 

garment trade, studied English, and over a nine-year period brought over his 

parents and four siblings.  Following the Civil War, the early years of the Soviet 

state provided viable opportunities, relative to past atrocities, for Jews to 

mainstream into Soviet society, as hundreds of thousands were integrated into 

the newly nationalized Soviet cultural and economic life.  

     However, subsequent discriminatory policies and persecutions throughout the 

Russian empire were anything but conducive to the survival of Jewish cultural 

traditions (Gilbert, 1991).  While for the first time Jews occupied key positions 

and were particularly numerous in higher education and in scientific institutions, 

the last synagogues, literary and arts, and educational institutions were closed in 

1949 (Ro'i, 1991), and the struggle to remain religiously and culturally Jewish 

was lost until it re-emerged underground several decades later.  For example, 

census information from 1897 revealed that 97% of Jews in the Russian Empire 

gave a Jewish language as their mother tongue.  In 1926 the number had fallen 

to 73%, and in 1989 to a mere 11%  (Gitelman, 2003).  Younger Jews were not 

taught Yiddish and other Jewish languages, the population of speakers aged, 

and tremendous language loss occurred. 

     Compounding the struggle was the increase in the number of mixed 

marriages, both as a consequence of assimilation and a shortage of potential 

Jewish brides (Tolts, 2003).  In his analysis of Jewish culture and identity during 
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the Soviet period, Gitelman (1991) noted that at the same time the system 

discouraged all forms of active Jewish identification, passive Jewish identification 

was maintained and even reinforced by the anti-Semitic practice of identifying 

Jews by 'nationality' on internal passports.  As Jewish education was not 

permitted, Jews focused their efforts on educational and vocational 

achievements.  Being Jewish was informally defined by social, and not cultural, 

characteristics such as "the pattern of their leisure activities, the extraordinarily 

high levels of education of the group, their urbanity, concentration in the largest 

metropolitan centers, prominence in artistic and scientific life, diminishing 

presence in official life, a certain kind of humor, and among a particular 

subgroup, a tendency to relative nonconformity" (Gitelman, 1991, p. 15) until the 

German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941.  During World War II, Nazi 

collaborators among the native populations in German-occupied territories 

murdered approximately two-and-a-half million Russian Jews.  Even within those 

Soviet territories that escaped occupation, anti-Semitism resurfaced in the local 

population's resentment against the often better-educated, wealthier Jews who 

had been evacuated to these areas before the advancing German armies.  

     Following World War II, the tragedy of the Holocaust and the establishment of 

the state of Israel in 1948 were events that hugely impacted Soviet Jewish 

activists in the USSR (Altshuler, 2005; Goldstein, 1991).  In particular, the 1967 

Arab-Israeli war evoked feelings of pride, and the realization "that the Soviet 

government identifies itself with those who wish to destroy the Jewish state, the 
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sole hope left for the Jewish people" (Gitelman, 1991, p. 16).  These collective 

Jewish experiences, not traditional Jewish practice or Zionism, motivated large-

scale emigration to Israel and the development of a counter-culture which 

emphasized Hebrew, Israel and knowledge of Jewish history and culture, and 

brought about a renewal of active Jewish culture and identity among a significant 

minority of Jews for the first time in decades (Gitelman, 1991; Goldstein, 1991).  

This was not a simple feat, as the Jewish national languages were prohibited 

from being taught, no Soviet Hebrew literature existed (Yedidya, 1991), and the 

dissemination of any literature brought or sent from abroad was considered a 

crime, as was lecturing on Jewish subjects or teaching Judaism (Altshuler, 2005).  

Overcoming official obstacles with underground networks, Jews secretly studied 

Hebrew in small circles throughout the Soviet Union from the late 1940s through 

the 1970s, in preparation for improved prospects of making aliyah (Yedidya, 

1991).  Hebrew teachers and Jewish activists subject to arrest, KGB 

interrogation, imprisonment, torture, and exile (Drachinsky, 1991; Goldstein, 

1991) have been described as modern-day heroes (Altshuler, 2005). 

     Since mass emigration was politically undesirable for the Soviet regime, many 

Jews who applied to emigrate in the 1970s following relaxed emigration laws 

were formally refused permission to leave the USSR.  Dubbed refuseniks, the 

Jews who declared their intention to leave and their spouses were often fired or 

demoted from their jobs (Goldstein, 1991).  They were eventually allowed to 

emigrate when worldwide, and primarily American Jewish (Altshuler, 2005), 
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activity on the part of these "prisoners of Zion" throughout the 1970s and 1980s, 

ultimately caused Soviet authorities to increase the emigration quota.  In his 

fascinating account of the history of the Soviet Jewry movement, Altshuler (2005) 

discusses at length the decades of complex international negotiations, and 

ideological and political interests behind the massive emigration of Soviet Jews.  

The freedom to emigrate from a country where they were largely unwanted and 

even hated gave impetus to more than half of the entire Jewish population of the 

Soviet Union to leave for Israel, the United States and other Western countries 

between the years 1968 and 1995 (Altshuler, 2005; Tolts, 2003).  The dramatic 

decrease in the Jewish population after 1960 was attributed to several factors 

besides emigration, including a low birth rate, intermarriage, and concealment of 

Jewish identity (Tolts, 2003).  The more than one million Jews remaining 

constituted the most dispersed nationality in the Soviet Union; in 1989, the 

majority lived in the large cities of the Russian, the Ukrainian, and the 

Belorussian Republics.  Four cities in particular--Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, and 

Odessa--had large concentrations of Jews, where they continued to rank first 

among all nationalities in terms of educational level and numbers of scientific 

workers per thousand (Hirszowicz, 1991).  

     Given that Jewish cultural and religious activities were banned, therefore 

virtually nonexistent in the Soviet Union for 70 years, it comes as no surprise that 

most FSU Jews identified themselves as secular, and as Jews by ethnicity rather 

than religion.  In 1979 the Soviet authorities recognized Yiddish, the language of 
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Ashkenazi Jews who constituted over 90% of Soviet Jews, as the national 

language of Soviet Jewry, although by then, fewer than 15% of Jews claimed 

Yiddish as their native language and 97% identified Russian as their mother 

tongue (Hirszowicz, 1991).  Other languages spoken by Soviet Oriental or 

Sephardic Jews included particular regional dialects spoken in Soviet Central 

Asia, in the Caucasus area, and in the Georgian Republic.  

Former Soviet Union:  Post-1991  

     Issues of language and religion were critical ones for the Ukrainian and other 

republics, namely the renewed use of ethnic languages as official languages and 

as the languages of instruction in schools, and legalization of the Catholic 

Church.  In 1989 Ukrainian was declared the state language of Soviet Ukraine, 

and capitalizing on the potential of schools to articulate and instill new national, 

cultural, and social norms, political leaders set about instituting educational 

reform.  By 1993, primary schools and higher education had been converted to a 

Ukrainian curriculum emphasizing the national language, literature and history 

(Wanner, 1998).  In the wake of democratization, Russia and other FSU states 

faced many of the same predicaments as other free market economies, including 

an increase in the population living below the poverty line, a drop in life 

expectancy and birthrates, falling wages, and a halved GDP.  A university 

education, once prestigious, now no longer guarantees the securing of good 

employment, and with rapid reforms taking place at the level of higher education, 

faculty and students alike have become disenchanted and less motivated as a 
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result of the shift in cultural knowledge valued by society (Wanner, 1998).  For 

example, within just a few years of Ukrainian statehood, hope for a better future 

came crashing down in disillusionment:  "All those dreams formulated under an 

oppressive regime of being able to travel, to read what one wanted, to pursue a 

more fulfilling career, and, perhaps most important of all, to live without 

humiliation, had become a burden, as it became more and more apparent that 

the unthinkable had occurred:  in many respects the new social order was far 

crueler and more unpredictable than the old" (Wanner, 1998, p. 202). 

     Ironically, democratization and the reemergence of ethnic and nationalist 

fervor after decades of Soviet repression in the FSU brought tragic 

consequences for the minorities of the region vulnerable to persecution, 

especially the Jews.  A series of crises in the 1990s created a potent mix of 

political, social and economic conditions ripe for scapegoating. The absence of 

Soviet-era repression and the onset of societal instability have exposed the Jews 

which remain to a populist resurgence of increasingly virulent anti-Semitism 

(Altshuler, 2005).  As a result of their long and unique experience, Soviet Jews, 

despite positive developments in their country such as the lessening of 

prohibitions against practicing Judaism and emigration, felt vulnerable in the face 

of "a collapsing Soviet Union and foreshadowed the possibility of some kind of 

civil war, disruption, or revolution that would make anti-Jewish outbursts an 

instrument for 'massive social disorder' (Altshuler, 2005, p. 179).  Given the 

instability of the situation and the recent enormous toll in Jewish lives during the 
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Russian Civil War and World War II, they were not inclined to wait around to see 

what would happen next.  In the decade between 1989 and 1999, massive 

numbers of Soviet Jews took advantage of liberalized emigration policies, with 

over half their population, or more than 1.2 million, leaving (Gitelman, 2003; 

Tolts, 2003).  Israel and the United States were the main countries of destination, 

followed by Germany, a relatively new immigration destination for Jews from the 

FSU.  The German government allowed the admission of more than 110,000 

Jews because of the Jewish community's claim that this immigration would over 

time replenish the German Jewish population (Dietz, et. al., 2002); it has also 

offered generous settlement benefits. 

Russian Aliyah    

     How does the vast number of Russian immigrants fit into this larger picture?  

It is clear that where many immigrants from Ethiopia, India and religious Jews 

from North America cite religious and emotional connections to Israel as their 

main impetus for making aliyah, many FSU Jews who became Israeli citizens 

were disconnected from Jewish tradition following decades of Soviet political and 

religious persecution, and immigrated for pragmatic, rather than ideological, 

reasons.  It is also clear that the majority of Soviet Jewish emigrants hoped to 

settle in the United States (Altshuler, 2005).  Before 1973, almost all of the Soviet 

Jews with the requisite invitation from Israel who applied for and managed to get 

exit visas actually did make aliyah.  After the mid-1970s, however, many of those 

permitted to leave for Israel opted for other destinations. In the years 1979-1988, 
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only 28% of Jewish emigrants arrived in Israel, with the majority going to the 

United States (Altshuler, 2005; Tolts, 2003).  In 1990, following immigration 

policy changes by the United States and heavy politicking on the part of Israel 

for, among other things, full diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and direct 

flights from Moscow to Tel Aviv, the tide of emigrants was once again channeled 

toward Israel (Altshuler, 2005).  In the preface of a book published at the height 

of Russian aliyah, Ro'i & Beker (1991) observed that, because of newly 

implemented American immigration quotas and Soviet Jews' increasing panic 

concerning the impending destruction of the Soviet Union, aliyah in the early 

months of 1990 had reached an unprecedented rate of 6,000 persons per month 

with another half-million registered to emigrate.  Ultimately, a record 205,000 

Soviet Jews and their non-Jewish relatives emigrated that year from the USSR, 

of whom 90% arrived in Israel (Tolts, 2003).   

FSU Immigrant Informants   

     The nearly one million Jewish immigrants from the FSU who have immigrated 

to Israel since the mid-1980s represent approximately 15% of the country's 

population.  The size and strength of the FSU immigrant community and 

especially the immigrants' fervent desire to maintain an ethno-cultural continuity 

have helped enrich and expand the multicultural structure of Israeli society.  Their 

culture, strongly influenced by seventy years of Soviet rule (Ben-David & 

Biderman, 1997), is apparent in many areas of society (Al-Haj, 2004; Spolsky & 

Shohamy, 1999), with particularly noteworthy contributions in the fields of music, 
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arts, mathematics, science, and competitive sports.  The wealth of FSU 

immigrant musical talent has spawned a private living room performance 

industry, and has bolstered the supply of teachers giving private music lessons. 

My daughter's piano teacher, from Novosibirsk, is a non-Jewish immigrant 

married to a Jew; totally ignorant of its holiday connotation, she teaches her 

youngest pupils how to play "Jingle Bells."  An American-Israeli acquaintance of 

mine coaches the sole Israeli competitor, an immigrant from the Ukraine, in the 

2006 Winter Olympics downhill skiing event; clearly he did not master his sport in 

the temperate climate of Israel! 

     University culture has also been affected by the large influx of Russian-

speaking students, most of whom study in engineering or computer science-

related fields.  Depending upon the age at which they immigrated, some students 

begin their studies with Hebrew language skills that are nearly on par with that of 

their veteran Israeli peers, while others are relatively fresh out of ulpan [intensive 

Hebrew language course for new immigrants] and have had little experience with 

academic-level Hebrew.  English language proficiency is also highly variable, and 

again is dependent upon the age of immigration, as well as FSU republic of 

origin.  Individual experience with previous teachers seemed to play a large role 

in informants' level of comfort with English.  Although Soviet high school students 

were required to study at least one foreign language (not necessarily English), 

this usually amounted to deciphering texts with a dictionary and making lists of 

vocabulary, while conversation and writing skills were minimal.  Soviet 
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academics, publishing only in Russian, had been isolated for decades from their 

colleagues in the West and had no opportunity to practice, thus general 

motivation to acquire English and other foreign languages was low (Remennick, 

2003).  While I cannot claim that my informants are representative of all young 

FSU immigrants, their insights are perhaps indicative of broader trends among 

university-aged FSU immigrants. 

     The three FSU immigrants who served as informants for this study emigrated 

from large cities, where the Jewish population tended to be highly concentrated, 

outside of the former Russian Republic.  Two of them immigrated to Israel alone 

at the ages of 16 and 17, and the most recent arrived in 2003 and was greeted 

by her husband, who had immigrated one year earlier 

     Alina, twenty-six years of age, grew up in the city of Kharkiv in the Ukraine 

where, she pointed out, the level of English instruction was very low.  Through a 

year-study preparatory program designed to absorb FSU children in Israel 

without their families, she immigrated alone in 1997 at the age of seventeen.  

She then attended a religious college for women, but felt that was not of sufficient 

quality or a general enough education, so she applied to the Biblical Studies 

program at BGU.  In the meantime, she had married an Israeli whose parents 

had emigrated from the republic of Georgia.  They moved to an upscale, secular 

town outside of Beersheva, where they are rearing their two small children.  Alina 

bemusedly described her husband's drastic change in outlook, as a result of her 

wifely influence, from traditional to more modern.  She reported he was also very 
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supportive of her desire to study, and appreciative of the contribution she will one 

day make to their family's financial well-being.    

     Although Alina's family had Zionistic sentiments and practiced religious 

traditions in the Ukraine, they did not possess the documents to prove their 

Jewish heritage.  Alina was required to undergo conversion to Judaism in order 

to receive citizenship, as were her brother, a college student, and her sister, 

serving in the Israeli army.  This situation caused them much grief as they battled 

Israel's Ministry of the Interior to recognize their mother as a Jew and a 

permanent resident, so that one day she and Alina's stepfather will be able to join 

their children in Israel.  Her father is still living in Kharkiv, afraid to come to Israel.  

For a religious woman, Alina abided by an extremely casual dress code, wearing 

jeans, short-sleeved shirts and a bandana around her head.    

      Karina, twenty-five years of age, grew up in the city of Kiev in the Ukraine.  

Like Alina, she immigrated to Israel at the age of sixteen with a group of children 

that came without their parents.  She lived in a boarding school for the last two 

years of high school, and then took a year-long course in computers.  After 

working in that field for some time, she decided computers were not for her and 

enrolled in the Chemical Engineering program at BGU. At the time of the 

interview, Karina's brother was intermittently a student in Israel, but was 

considering returning to Kiev or moving to Germany, where their parents had 

immigrated a few years ago.  Karina had not seen them for seven years.  A tall, 

attractive blonde woman usually dressed in a seductive manner, she was the 
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only informant who opted to speak in Hebrew, rather than in English, during our 

interview.  Her English conversational skills were not good, Karina admitted,  

although the methods used to teach English in Kiev were far more effective than 

those she had been exposed to in Israel.  Her Russian boyfriend of five years 

worked as a technical engineer and, in the meantime, was providing financially 

for them both.  In turn, Karina hoped to be able to help him return to school to 

study chemical engineering. 

     Inna, twenty-four years of age, grew up in a town seventeen kilometers from 

Minsk, the capitol of the Belarus Republic.  From the age of six, Inna attended a 

special elementary school where students studied American and English 

literature, as well as technical translation.  In 2003, immediately after completing 

her BA degree in Economics at Minsk University at the age of twenty-one, she 

immigrated to Israel.  Her husband of four years had immigrated the year before 

with his parents, and he was employed as an electronics engineer.  Inna 

admitted that, besides her husband, she had no friends or confidants in Israel.  

Her younger sister, who had a non-Jewish boyfriend, still resided with their 

parents in Belarus.  Following a year of ulpan [intensive Hebrew language course 

for new immigrants] and an additional year in an academic preparatory course, 

Inna enrolled in an MA engineering program at BGU, and she expected to find 

suitable work in her field upon graduating.   

     Interestingly, each informant began her story with her arrival in Israel, as 

though her previous life in the FSU was completely irrelevant to her present 
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reality.  Upon deeper probing, each clearly failed to understand of what possible 

interest her previous life could be to me; this is one example of the sort of 

pragmatism that cropped up again and again throughout our interviews.  

Ultimately, the choices these young women made involving family, education and 

migration narrowed down to one chief consideration: the best move for getting 

ahead.  Looking back at the past was of little intrinsic value when all of one's 

energies were engaged in pushing forward.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  THEORETICAL AND LITERATURE REVIEW    

 

      In this chapter I review the literature that informed this study's examination of 

identity and the power relations associated with English and other languages as 

they are used within and outside of the multilingual, academic context.  These 

areas include social, cultural and ethnolinguistic identity studies, the relation 

between second language acquisition, identity, and power.  Additional useful 

theoretical constructs came from the fields of language ideology, language and 

power in the educational setting, as well as from sources on English as a world 

language.    

 

Social, Cultural and Ethnolinguistic Identity  

     With its focus on group interaction and on how individuals "construct and 

reconstruct notions of identity in the mundane aspects of their lives" (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006, p. 8), a new field of study emerged from the genre of cultural 

studies.  Tajfel's introduction of the construct of "social identity," referring to an 

individual's membership in social groups (Leibkind, 1999), is seen as having two 

components:  personal identity and social identity.  The interpersonal interaction 

between individuals becomes intergroup behavior implying interaction in terms of 

group identifications (Leibkind, 1999).  Thus, when expressing themselves, 

individuals both react to themselves and are perceived by others as belonging to 
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certain groups, membership of which may be based upon race, ethnicity, gender, 

social class, occupation, origin, etc., and most frequently, upon a combination of 

factors.   

     Studies examining the relationships between language and identity in 

multilingual communities have proliferated in the last two decades in the areas of 

linguistics, sociology and, most prominently, social psychology (Abu Rabia, 1996; 

Ellinger, 2000; Hoare, 2000; Lasagabaster, 2004).  Language, as an integral part 

of ourselves, our thinking, and our way of seeing the world, is the most important 

component of identity, or the most sensitive indicator of the relationships that 

exist between an individual and a given social group (Kramsch, 1998).  Other 

researchers dispute the magnitude of the role of language.  Regardless of its 

degree of importance, the association between language and identity depends 

upon the social context relevant to the language groups in question (Leibkind, 

1999).  In addressing the multiplicity of social roles selectively occupied 

depending upon the interactional context, the term 'multicultural' has been 

defined as relating to persons with "the linguistic resources and social strategies 

to affiliate and identify with many different cultures and ways of using language" 

(Kramsch, 1998, p. 82).   

     Growing interest in the connection between language and identity led to the 

formulation and development of ethnolinguistic identity theory (Giles & Johnson, 

1987), which attempted to account for the various motives, beliefs, and identities 

manifested in language usage.  Since people are members of different groups 
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simultaneously, it is through language that one or another of these group 

memberships becomes salient at any given time (Giles & Johnson, 1987).   

Sociolinguistic researchers have used this theory together with the notion of 

ethnolinguistic vitality, or the measure of a group's ability to survive as a 

distinctive entity in an intergroup setting (Leibkind, 1999), as a basis for 

additional social psychological models of bilingual development.  Berry's (1990) 

four strategies of acculturation (i.e., integration, assimilation, separation and 

marginalization), available to multicultural minorities within a majority culture, 

further inform us about the adoption and use of different language and other 

strategies depending upon the particular social situation.   

    

Second Language Acquisition and Identity 

     Ellinger (2000) reviewed the role of affective factors and identity in various 

models of second language acquisition.  Briefly, these include Lambert's social-

psychological model, which states that changes occur in learner self-identity as 

second language proficiency increases, possibly resulting in identity conflict in 

more advanced stages of second language acquisition.  In his social context 

model, Clement emphasizes the ethnolinguistic vitality of both the first and 

second languages, claiming that the extent to which the learner will integrate with 

the second language community will cause proportional changes in the learner's 

identity.  According to Giles and Byrne's intergroup model, integrative motivation, 
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as well as some form of identification with the target language group, is required 

for successful language acquisition.  In his socio-educational model Gardner also 

refers to an overall integrative motivation towards the learning situation and 

possible changes in the learner's identity, i.e., cultural values and beliefs, as part 

of the non-linguistic outcome.  Spolsky's preference model views various kinds of 

attitudes and motivation as part of the social context for the second language 

learner, implying that different attitudes will lead to different linguistic and non-

linguistic outcomes.  Common to all of these models is the idea that some 

concurrent or subsequent change in identity is inherent in the language 

acquisition process (Ellinger, 2000).    

      

Second Language Acquisition, Identity and Power   

          In sociological and cultural theory, the notion of identity has proved helpful 

in dealing with issues of power and of personal and collective responsibilities for 

individual lives.  In particular, identity features prominently whenever one 

addresses the question of how collective discourses shape personal worlds and 

how individual voices combine into the voice of a community (Sfard & Prusak, 

2005).  Identities may be defined as "those narratives about individuals that are 

reifying, endorsable, and significant" (Sfard & Prusak, 2005, p. 16).  As stories, 

identities are self-made, not externally applied.  Yet they are also collectively 

shaped, even if individually told.  It is especially important to emphasize that, as 
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with language acquisition, identities change according to the individual's 

perceptions and needs.  As suggested by Gonzalez (1999), they are also 

reasonably accessible and investigable.  However, like other areas of qualitative 

research, capturing and defining multiple identities is subject to the 

interpretations of those researchers attempting to understand them.  

     Sociolinguistic theory entered into new territory when social identity and 

second language learning were linked to the politics of language use (Norton, 

1995).  Reexamining the concepts of instrumental and integrative motivations of 

second language learning that have been highly influential in the field of SLA, 

Norton (1995) suggested the concept of "investment" in the target language as a 

useful complement.  Whereas motivation is understood as a characteristic of the 

language learner, investment theory describes the complex, dynamic relationship 

between the language learner and her social context.  What motivates second 

language learners is acquisition of "a wider range of symbolic and material 

resources" (Norton, 2000, p. 10); in other words, they invest in a second 

language in hopes they will have a good return on that investment.  It is important 

to note that investment in the target language not only facilitates the exchange of 

information with target language speakers, but is also an investment in learner 

identity "which is constantly changing across time and space" (Norton, 2000, p.  

11). 

     In her research with immigrant women, Norton (2000) demonstrated that, for 

the immigrants, their future possibilities, self-perception and the way they were 
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perceived by others were strongly connected to second language communicative 

competence.  Power, or "...the socially constructed relations among individuals, 

institutions and communities through which symbolic and material resources in a 

society are produced, distributed and validated" is "a relation which always 

implies social exchange on a particular set of terms" (p. 7).  Just as various 

facets of cultural identity or group membership are reflected in discourse, 

struggles between speakers manifest themselves in language as well.  

Furthermore, it is the power relations of the particular situation that determine 

which facets of an individual's identity are most relevant in that situation.  

Norton's work gives insight into how the rules of language use are socially and 

historically constructed in order to support the interests of a dominant group 

within a given society. 

     The subjects of Norton's study were immigrants to Canada, learners of 

English as a second language (ESL) context where integration is the primary 

objective.  Despite certain similarities, there remain significant differences 

between the acquisition of English in ESL and foreign language learning 

contexts.  A separate EFL (English as a Foreign language) categorization is both 

sociolinguistically and pedagogically important since native-like cultural and 

pragmatic competence is not a high priority for EFL learners, and EFL learners 

do not consider English as part of their linguistic and cultural identity (Nayar, 

1997).  Regardless of the distinction between ESL and EFL contexts, Norton's 



 80

combining of identity, power, and the socially constructed nature of language with 

second language acquisition theorizing has implications for EFL contexts as well.   

 

Language Ideology      

     Informing issues of language, identity and power from an anthropological 

point of view is the discipline of language ideology, a field of inquiry that "may 

provide some useful conceptual tools for better relating often simultaneous and 

pervasive processes of linguistic nationalism and the production of social 

inequality" (Kroskrity, 2000, p. 3) in powerful institutions such as mass media and 

the educational and legal systems (Spitulnik, 1998).  Michael Silverstein defines 

language ideology as "sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a 

rationalization or justification of perceived language structure and use," while 

Judith Irvine's definition, "the cultural system of ideas about social and linguistic 

relationships, together with their loading of moral and political interests" directly 

implicates the social, moral and political aspects of the term (Kroskrity, 2000, p. 

5).  

     In his introduction of language ideologies, Spitulnik (1998) includes the 

concept of power as "the construction and legitimization of power, the production 

of social relations of sameness and difference, and the creation of cultural 

stereotypes about types of speakers and social groups."  Summarizing her 

reflections on the advantages and imperfections of notions of culture and identity, 



 81

Norma Gonzalez offered this prediction: "If I were to engage in a prescient 

attempt to name the direction of future research in anthropology and education, 

my bet would be the theory and practice of language ideologies" (Gonzalez, 

1999, p. 433). One of her reasons for this development was the increase in 

"researchability" of social phenomena because "people's ideas about language 

use are readily accessible to researchers and practitioners" (Gonzalez, 1999, p. 

434).   

 

Language and Power in Education  

     As Bourdieu (1979) has argued, educational settings play a particularly 

effective role in the production and reproduction of cultural identities, social 

inequity, and naturalized relations of power.  Education in multilingual 

communities is a site of primary importance, not only because of its 

credentializing function, but also because of the ways in which it conceals the 

real sources of inequality:   

  

Educational ideologies focus on individual development as a basis 

for the evaluation of merit, thereby relegating to the margins 

consideration of knowledge production as a social enterprise. 

Because languages can be learned, people believe that they can 

get access to power (however it is constructed locally) by 

committing themselves or their children to particular media of 
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instruction and ways of learning language...  (Martin-Jones & 

Heller, 1996, p. 129) 

 
 
     Whereas some learners already possess as part of their repertoire the 

linguistic resources that are valued within educational circles, or are positioned in 

such a way as to be able to use school effectively in order to gain access to 

those resources, other learners encounter more formidable obstacles.  

(Re)production of educational ideologies and linguistic and structural 

arrangements which either privilege dominant group interests or contest them is 

accomplished during the course of interaction by learners of different social 

status with respect to what is considered to be the legitimate language(s) of the 

context.  For example, despite a strong orientation toward monolingual usage of 

the dominant language, closer examination shows the frequency of bilingual 

discourse practices, such as code switching, silence and other means of 

negotiating and challenging legitimacy and power.   

 

English as a World Language    

     Since the 1990s there has been great interest among sociolinguists in critical 

approaches toward the spread of World English, as well as the politics of English 

as a global language power.  English meets the criteria of a world language more 

than any other as it serves an official or semi-official capacity in dozens of 

countries around the world, has been made a priority in the foreign language 
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teaching curricula of dozens more, and has come to be used by more people 

than any other language (Crystal, 2004).  In addition, the number of second and 

foreign language speakers of English worldwide far exceeds that of native 

English speakers, marking an unprecedented and rapid international spread.  

Since the industrial revolution, the burgeoning power of the English language in 

the arenas of politics, technology, economics and culture have contributed to this 

phenomenon (Crystal, 2004).   

     Universal economic, political and social accesses are cited as the main 

advantages of English language proficiency; conversely, the primary 

disadvantage is that this universal access is denied those who have not 

mastered English (Master, 1998).  Implicit in the idea that English has the "power 

to prevent advancement," derived from Phillipson's (1992) landmark theory of 

post-colonialist linguistic imperialism, is the notion that, through the spread of the 

English language, promotion of existing power structures and elitism will 

continue.  Others (Alatis & Straehle, 2000) have contended that such "paranoia" 

is misplaced since English has spread so pervasively and been adapted into so 

many different varieties that it no longer belongs with any exclusivity to any 

culture, nation, or group of speakers.  Another proponent of the theory of the 

neutrality of International English is David Crystal (2004), who argued that 

English is better understood within a framework of appropriation by non-native 

speakers, or rather, that the English language is used for local purposes around 

the world.    
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     In exploring the political, cultural and ethical implications underlying the 

spread of English globally and in local contexts, Pennycook (1994) endorsed a 

more transformative or critical approach to global relations and the acquisition of 

knowledge.  Deriving inspiration from Phillipson, Pennycook criticized the view 

that, by virtue of the English language's international status, its spread begets a 

positive development, or even a 'natural, neutral and beneficial' state of things.  

The presence of English is by no means natural, he argued, since it is related to 

class, education and culture and has direct and powerful implications for eventual 

individual success, English language proficiency cannot be considered neutral.  

As for English being beneficial, he acknowledges this to be true when framed in 

terms of the access provided by social and economic advantage.  Yet he 

contests the belief that the widespread use of English for communicative 

purposes perpetuates equal relations between peoples, and further maintains 

that political, cultural and ideological constraints allow this myth to flourish.  In 

other words, regardless of intent, 'communicative inequality' is inevitable in 

situations that involve intercultural communication. 

 

Research on Language and Identity in Israel  

     Research studies that utilize qualitative methods to investigate language and 

identity among Israeli minority groups in Israel appear to be scarce indeed.  One 

quantitative study used Berry's acculturation theory as a lens to examine the 
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psychological and social adjustment of Ethiopian and Russian university students 

and their attitudes toward integration (Kurman, et. al., 2005).  Another 

quantitative study investigated issues of language and identity among native 

Hebrew and native Russian speakers as they relate to achievement in EFL in a 

university setting (Ellinger, 2000).  These two studies are rare exceptions, 

however; few comparative studies concerning language and identity issues that 

involve Russian-speaking immigrant university students have been performed.  

To the best of my knowledge, no studies addressing issues of language and 

identity of female Bedouin university students have been carried out.   

Additionally, since "human actions cannot be understood unless the meaning that 

humans assign to them is understood" (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 53) and 

"stories constitute a sincere expression of identity, even if they communicate 

one's experiences only as well as human words can tell" (Sfard & Prusak, 2005, 

p. 17), qualitative documentation of the meanings which language holds for the 

members of these communities becomes important.  Few qualitative studies 

conducted in EFL settings have examined issues of language, identity and 

power; it is precisely at this juncture that the current study makes its largest 

contribution.   

     The current study fills the gap in qualitative literature by addressing the 

meanings that two diverse groups of students, one indigenous, one immigrant, 

ascribe to language in a multilingual, multiethnic educational setting.  The 

questions it explores are the following:  
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• How are Arabic, Russian, and Hebrew used by multilingual, female 

Bedouin and former Soviet Union immigrant female students?  

• How do these languages affect their social and ethnic identities? 

• What influence does English have on their lives?     

     This study examines the self-perceptions of identity and language attitudes of 

female Bedouins and FSU immigrants, two ethnically and linguistically diverse 

groups, in an Israeli university.  Besides shedding light on the status and power 

of the languages involved, this study illuminates the effects on identity that 

informants experienced as a result of second and third language acquisition.  

The qualitative nature and comparative perspective of this study render it a 

unique and important contribution to the ethnolinguistic literature generated by 

Israeli researchers.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  METHODOLOGY FOR STUDYING  

LANGUAGE ATTITUDES   

 

 Study Design and Research Methods      

     The design of this study was the result of a series of conscious, logical 

decisions based on knowledge gained from the methodological literature, as well 

as on the experience I acquired from my work with Bedouin women.  Besides 

providing valuable practice and enabling me to understand and better myself as 

a researcher, these preliminary interviews with Bedouin students were important 

in helping me to further refine my research questions, polish my transcription 

skills, and anticipate the types of themes that might emerge from analysis of data 

from interviews with Ethiopian and former Soviet Union (FSU) immigrant 

informants.  This work was important in that it not only proved the research 

feasible, but also demonstrated that the data resulting from this line of inquiry is 

worthy of exploration.   

     I would like to note here that, in the original formulation of this study, it was my 

intention to include female students of the Ethiopian immigrant community.  For 

reasons that I will discuss later in this chapter, I decided to restrict my inquiry to 

the Bedouin and FSU immigrant groups.    

     In addition to revealing initial themes, this preliminary study also justified a 

solid rationale for using qualitative methodology in this line of research.  
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"...qualitative research is pragmatic, interpretive and grounded in the lived 

experiences of people" (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 2) and I discovered that 

personal interviews were well-suited to my objective of exploring the contexts of 

students' lives.   

     Face-to-face interviews also allowed me, as an English teacher of multiethnic, 

multilingual university students, to situate my inquiry within the evolving context 

of research, as well as to view it as an extension of my teaching obligations, i.e., 

to familiarize myself with my students, per se.  Based on the quality of the data 

and types of themes that evolved from the study on Bedouin women, I was 

confident that the continuation of this study would elicit more issues concerning 

language, identity and power dynamics, with theme variations unique to 

Ethiopian and to FSU immigrants. 

     The primary limitation of this study lies in the fact that, following our 

interviews, I did not discuss with my informants the themes that I eventually 

extracted and interpreted from their words.  A confirmation process would have 

been enlightening and would have added validity to the study, but time and 

logistical constraints did not permit a revisit.  I have had occasional twinges of 

discomfort while wondering how interviewees might react to my understandings.  

For this reason, in quoting informants, I have made every attempt to remain true 

to the spirit and the conversational context of their words and thoughts.  It is a 

challenge to conduct research that fulfills the goals of the researcher while at the 

same time maintains respect for participants throughout the various stages of 
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collecting, analyzing and interpreting data.  I continue to struggle with the ethical 

implications of entering the lives of others, and conscientiously strive to prove 

myself worthy of informants' trust in me. 

 

Site, Sample and Method Selection  

     The logic for site and sample selections for this study is closely linked to my 

current profession as a university English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

instructor.  I chose to study language use among Bedouin, Ethiopian and FSU 

immigrant students because these are ethnicities that are prominent among the 

diverse cultures I encounter in my classroom.  Easy access to informants and a 

convenient location for interviewing were two main inducements to conducting 

classroom research, making the site realistic and a highly productive, appropriate 

venue.  A realistic research site is one that is accessible, contains a diversity of 

"peoples, programs, interactions, and structures of interest", where trusting 

relationships between researcher and participants are likely, and where ethical 

integrity, data quality and study credibility are ensured (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006, p. 62).  This ideal is rarely attained!  However, I am confident that my site 

characteristics contributed to fulfilling these criteria.   

In-depth Interviewing 

     An ethnography involves a sustained, systematic involvement in the research 

context; obviously the study described here does not qualify as an ethnography.  
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However, ethnographic techniques, such as in-depth interviews, can be utilized 

in a qualitative study that is not ethnography per se.   Although anthropologists 

have long been interested in systematic analysis of stories, phenomenological 

research in education has only recently become more accepted (Seidman, 

2006).  Its purpose is to understand the meaning that individuals make of their 

own lived experience, rather than to evaluate or to test hypotheses; in-depth, 

phenomenologically based interviewing "provides access to the context of 

people's behavior and thereby provides a way for researchers to understand the 

meaning of that behavior" (Seidman, 2006, p. 10).  With this strong foundation 

underlying the technique of interviewing, I determined that it was well-suited to 

the objectives of this study. 

Recruiting Informants 

     Two of the Bedouin informants, Faiyza and Safa'a were at the time enrolled in 

an English course I was teaching at Ben Gurion University (BGU), and were 

among the seven Bedouin informants I had interviewed for my previous 

exploratory study.  I had an especially warm relationship with these young 

women, who were, without exception, highly motivated and exemplary students.  

Ethical research had not yet been discussed in the Qualitative Research course 

for doctoral students in which I was enrolled (!) and, in all candor, the potential for 

a conflict of interest never once crossed my mind.  My students trusted me and 

seemed to consider it an honor to participate in an interview.  Opportunities to 

speak uninterruptedly in English do not come along every day, and their interest 
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in practicing conversational skills while at the same time assisting me with my 

research not only appealed to them, but also was indicative of how motivated 

they were as students.  In each of the two cases, my position as teacher greatly 

facilitated access and trustworthiness, and any mistakes I may have made during 

these initial interviews did not, at least not overtly, affect our classroom 

relationship.  After realizing that requesting interviews from students who are 

currently in my classes is a potentially unethical practice, I elected to use part of 

the data I had already collected, and, in addition, enlisted the participation of 

another student, Nadiya, who had been enrolled in one of my classes the 

previous semester.  

     By the time I was ready to approach and recruit FSU immigrant students, I 

was well-aware of the potential ethical dilemmas.  At the same time, I wanted to 

duplicate that same level of established trustworthiness I had experienced with 

the Bedouin students, so I contacted three women who had been my students (in 

different classes) the previous semester.  Like the Bedouins before them, they 

already were familiar and felt comfortable with me, yet there was nothing tangibly 

academic they stood to lose or gain from being interviewed.  Although we had 

not had especially close relationships during the semester in which I taught them, 

I knew them to be reliable individuals.  As Russian-speaking students are present 

in great abundance at BGU, my reasoning was that I could easily recruit more 

women to interview if, for some reason, these meetings didn't prove viable.  
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     Identifying potential Ethiopian informants proved far more problematic since I 

didn't know any Ethiopians personally, and it had been some years since any 

Ethiopian students had been enrolled in my classes.  In fact, just from a cursory 

survey of the BGU campus, it seemed there are far fewer Ethiopian students 

than there were five or ten years ago.  What could be the explanation for this?  I 

would have hoped that the opposite trend would be true, that greater numbers of 

Ethiopians would have reached the university level by now, fifteen years after the 

last major airlift rescue operation.   

     I put out a call to my colleagues at BGU and at local colleges and turned up 

one male Ethiopian student who was happy to be of assistance.  A few weeks 

later, he turned up with the names and telephone numbers of three women, none 

of them BGU students, who had told him they were agreeable to meeting with 

me.  Despite the women's initial expressed intent to cooperate, setting interview 

dates by telephone and working through repeated cancellations required much 

persistence and gentle persuasion.  One potential informant backed out 

altogether at the last minute, without volunteering a reason.  Another was more 

than an hour late for our scheduled interview.  Despite the invisible obstacles, I 

obtained two interviews. 

     Worried that I wouldn't have enough data, I solicited the help of a colleague 

who teaches at a nearby college.  He gave me the names of three of his students 

who were Ethiopian women, and told me he didn't have time to contact them 

himself.  I used his name as a reference, but no amount of friendly persuasion 
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could net me more than one additional interview.  At the time I didn't know if 

potential informants' collective reluctance was due to their busy schedules, or if 

my intuition that there was some cultural reason pertaining to strangers, or other 

factors, was in play.  Indeed, a study I later encountered (Weil, 1995) described 

the methodological difficulties, including deep suspicion and mistrust, which 

researchers have encountered in studying Ethiopian Jews in Israel.  I expected 

the data to shed further light on this notion.  I also wondered in retrospect 

whether a male voice on the telephone would have met with even less success 

than my own female voice.   

 

Data Collection 

     Data were collected for this study via in-depth, audiotaped interviews of nine 

informants:  three Bedouin and three FSU immigrant BGU students, and three 

Ethiopian college students.  I met with each informant one time, for interviews 

that lasted between one-and-a-half to two hours each.  Interviews with each of 

the participants were semi-structured, and all began with the standard request, 

"Tell me about yourself."  A list of preliminary interview questions, such as "What 

languages do you speak, read and/or write?," "How is knowing English viewed in 

your community?," and "How do you feel about speaking Hebrew?," provided a 

very basic starting point for each interview.   
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     The aforementioned exploratory interviews with Bedouin students helped me 

to refine interview questions and identify sensitive areas as I proceeded from one 

meeting to the next.  With that trial-and-error process of learning in mind, I felt it 

made the most sense to group subsequent interviews by ethnicity.  I met and 

interviewed the three FSU immigrants in succession, then much later the three 

Ethiopians in the same manner.  Indeed, each group had its own collective 

experience and particular sensitivities, and I was able to modify and add 

questions as I gained knowledge and confidence with each interview.  I believe 

my professional experience as a teacher (i.e., a patient, practiced listener) was 

useful during interviews, which reached quite an intimate level.  I exercised 

personal discretion in posing questions, and tried to consider broader social, 

political, and economic issues as they related to the personal dynamics of 

interview sessions.    

     During my first interviews, I noticed that Bedouin informants started to relax 

and warm to the conversation only after we had been talking for an hour.  The 

personal revelations and feelings that led to the more profound themes came out 

only toward the end of interviews, so I learned to patiently settle in for the long 

haul.  I found that informants, once they had warmed up, really seemed to enjoy 

talking about themselves, especially since they had been given license to do so 

unconditionally and without time constraints.  When their thoughts were met with 

interest and no perceptible judgment, informants spoke freely.  This environment 

is what yielded data that went to the heart of my research questions.  I wondered, 
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in light of Weil's observations (1995) about the methodological difficulties in 

collecting data among the Ethiopian population, whether I would be able to 

conduct interviews as deeply personal with Ethiopian participants to whom I was 

a stranger, and, if so, how long it would take to collect useful data.  I also worried 

about violating cultural barriers about which I had no clue; this, together with the 

difficulty I had in finding women willing to participate, is what made me "save" 

until last the interviews with Ethiopian informants. 

     Each of nine interviews with students (three Bedouin, three FSU immigrants 

and three Ethiopian immigrants) took place in a university office in the EFL 

Department at BGU.  Bedouin and FSU immigrant students who at the time 

were, or had once been, students in my classes were familiar with the room and 

seemed to feel comfortable there.  For two of the three Ethiopian informants, this 

was the first occasion they had been in the humanities building which houses the 

EFL Department, and in the case of the third, a college student in a nearby city, 

this was her first visit to the BGU campus.  Regardless of their level of familiarity, 

all informants, when given a choice, preferred to come to my university office 

rather than to meet me elsewhere.   

     I made a deliberate decision to do no prior reading about the Ethiopian and 

Russian-speaking immigrant communities, cultures or experiences in Israel, and 

conducted interviews in as "blank slate" a state as possible.  Using my ignorance 

about their communities as a tool of access, I made it clear to the three Ethiopian 

interviewees in particular that I had hoped they could provide me with 
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background information.  Two of the three FSU immigrants I interviewed were 

happy to practice their conversational English, and the third chose to speak in 

Hebrew.  I intentionally emphasized my less fluent conversational Hebrew by 

asking her as well as the Ethiopian interviewees (who all chose to speak in 

Hebrew rather than in English) to use simple language and by making an 

occasional point of not understanding their vocabulary.  I think their newly 

assigned role of 'teacher' helped put them at ease since, despite my position of 

authority, they were the conveyors of knowledge and were more fluent in Hebrew 

than was I, the actual teacher.  Talking about their communities and their own 

histories gave interviewees an opportunity to warm up and feel comfortable with 

me before I began asking more personal questions. 

     I felt the fact that I am female enabled my female informants to feel 

comfortable speaking honestly and openly, but especially during interviews with 

the Ethiopians, to whom I was a complete stranger, I felt that being of the same 

gender was of particular value.  If nothing else, at least we had that much in 

common.  I was also relieved that, by the time I met with them, I had already 

accumulated a fair amount of experience as an interviewer.  Ethiopian students 

were hard to find and difficult to retain, and I would not have wanted to waste 

their time and my resources by honing my craft, so to speak, on them.  
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Data Transcription and Analysis 

     For this study I followed the same procedures for managing and interpreting 

data as I did after collecting data for the exploratory Bedouin study.  Following 

each meeting with an informant, I took great care in transcribing the salient parts 

the interview verbatim and, in rare instances, took brief notes on the less 

significant portions.  In effect, most of the nine interviews were transcribed in 

their entirety, and translated into English when necessary. In these cases, 

transcription additionally became a process of agonizing over how to best 

translate informants' intended meaning.  After translating and transcribing 

interviews without editing them in order to preserve specific features of oral 

narration and the individual style and flow, I then color-coded transcriptions with 

highlighters according to categories that emerged from the data.  Examples of 

these themes include communal values, attitudes about Hebrew, attitudes about 

English, advantages of multilingualism, and strong ethnic identity.  As I previously 

mentioned, themes that seemed important in initial interviews were ones I later 

tried to pursue in subsequent interviews.  In this way I expanded and re-classified 

the categories I initially expected would emerge, which I then used in analyzing 

the whole sample.  In addition to analyzing the written transcripts for content and 

recurrence, I also paid attention to the non-verbal features on the tapes such as 

tone of voice, speed of conversation, etc.; these are all indications of comfort 

level and are associated with validity.  Finally, I chose for analysis excerpts that 

seemed to best exemplify pervasive themes.     
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     I made no small number of false starts in this process, including becoming 

familiar with certain sets of coding categories (Bogdan & Knopp Biklan, 2003), 

then later realizing they were not applicable to the data I had collected.  I needed 

subcategories relating to my specific topics of interest, i.e., language and identity; 

in other words, I had to allow the data to dictate what categories were to be 

coded.  I ultimately developed a coding system by combing through the data for 

patterns and topics, then coming up with words to represent them.  I used 

different colors to highlight words that struck me as particularly significant or 

representative, as well as inserted labels and comments into the text of 

transcripts next to words and sentences.   

       I did learn some important things about analysis from other researchers' 

categories of coding.  For example, the "Event" category (Bogdan & Knopp 

Biklan, 2003) came alive in all of the interviews I conducted with immigrants.  

When asked to "Tell me about your life," each and every one of the six FSU and 

Ethiopian immigrant informants began from the time they made aliyah, as though 

their lives had started only upon arrival in Israel.  Clearly, for these women, 

immigration was a singularly defining life event.   

     Data analysis centered on specific and common themes concerning 

education, language attitudes, and identity.  After defining what seemed to be the 

important categories, then identifying patterns, I attempted to draw from them 

credible interpretations about underlying issues of identity and social status.  I 

was struck by some of the similarities as well as the differences in themes that 
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came out of interviews with Bedouin and FSU immigrant informants.  I also 

realized that interviewing FSU informants who were my former students proved 

to be a huge advantage, especially in light of the sociolinguistic, cross-cultural 

baggage surrounding the act of question asking.   

     A relatively indirect communicative style characteristic of FSU individuals can 

be attributed to sociological and historical origins:  Highly concerned with the 

perils of openness due to the fear engendered by the Soviet system, Jews were 

always cautious in their personal contacts, and it is extremely difficult for Soviet 

Jews to reach a state of full trust (Gershenson, 2003).  This context-bred 

suspicion of strangers has strong implications for interviewing informants and, 

despite the fact that I had been their teacher for an entire semester, it may have 

accounted for the cold start and initially brief answers given by each of the FSU 

immigrant informants.  Until we warmed up to one another, getting deep and 

thoughtful answers was like pulling teeth.  Had it been our first meeting, as was 

the case with my Ethiopian informants, perhaps the data from FSU immigrant 

interviews would have been as thin as the data that I gathered from my last set of 

interviews with Ethiopian immigrant informants.    

     Unfortunately, the data from interviews with Ethiopian students proved not 

nearly as fertile as was the data from interviews with Bedouin and FSU immigrant 

informants.  The harder I tried to elicit noteworthy themes from transcriptions, the 

less distinctive the data appeared.  This is not to say that the attitudes expressed 

by Ethiopian informants were identical to those that any Israeli of another ethnic 
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background would express; I doubt this is the case.  Previous research focusing 

on the impact of Ethiopian students' literacy backgrounds on their university 

studies (Avinor & Barkon, 1995) has indicated there are specific issues unique to 

Ethiopians.  However, few themes of direct relevance to my research questions 

emerged in the course of my analysis of interviews with Ethiopian informants. 

     This dearth of relevant data may have been due to their relatively young ages 

at immigration, or perhaps informants were telling me what they thought I might 

want to hear, or were trying to play down any difficulties or differences between 

them and their native-born Israeli peers.  In any event, it eventually became 

obvious to me that the data I collected from my Ethiopian informants did not go 

beyond a superficial level and was simply inadequate for the purposes of this 

study.  As distant as their worlds appear to be from one another, the more 

interesting themes and juxtapositions emerged from data collected during 

interviews with indigenous Bedouin and immigrant FSU informants.  I have 

woven informant voices extensively throughout the rest of this dissertation, in 

order to allow them to express for themselves their attitudes about language and 

identity.  

 

Researcher Situated   

     It is important to acknowledge personal bias as part of the nature of the 

research process.  My own identity as a woman, an English teacher, a member 
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of an economically successful minority group growing up in a Christian majority 

society in the United States, a native English speaker, a feminist, a twenty-year 

yet non-indigenous veteran Israeli, all without doubt influenced the ways in which 

my words were interpreted by informants, and similarly, how I was able to 

interpret their remarks.  I see through the eyes of a Westerner with a mostly 

external, yet somewhat localized understanding of what constitutes power and 

resistance.   

     Coming from a white, upper middle-class, privileged background, I have had 

little experience feeling like the 'other' in my native country, the United States of 

America.  I belonged to a Jewish family that lived in areas of the United States 

where the vast majority of the population is Christian.  Discriminatory remarks 

made by acquaintances were few, and, as is typical of members of the American 

Jewish community, we were completely assimilated.  Being a minority in my 

adopted country of Israel has also caused me little discomfort, though for 

completely different reasons.  Although I share a second language with the 

informants of this study, each of us speaks it with a unique accent and is thus 

differently perceived by other Israelis.  Learned late in life, my basic Hebrew 

conversational skills and accent not only make me stand out, but also almost 

inevitably create a positive impression and perception because of the high regard 

with which Israelis hold America and the English language.  Like my informants, I 

speak Hebrew with a heavy accent; unlike them, the balance of power is in my 

favor more often than not:  "Being special, of course, is a position of honor and 
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sometimes of envy, but equally, it is one of exclusion and sometimes of derision" 

(Bloch, 1998, p. 191).  As previously noted, there is great diversity in Israeli 

society, and ethnic origin is accorded particular notice and importance.  Being a 

light-skinned Ashkenazi Jew with an American accent is advantageous to me in 

certain realms of Israeli society, just as having a Sephardic Moroccan husband 

and an unmistakably Sephardic surname opens different doors and extends 

strangers' perceptions a bit further.   

     I must acknowledge the inevitability of the power relationship between myself 

and my informants that no amount of sensitivity can ever completely diminish.  

However, just as being American and not native to the Middle East framed my 

identity as non-threatening to Bedouin informants, being a teacher in a university 

may also have made facilitated conversations with FSU immigrant informants in 

that I constituted a familiar entity from their extensive personal experience with 

higher education.   "Closeness to the people and the phenomenon through 

intense interactions provides subjective understandings that can greatly increase 

the quality of qualitative data" (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 62).  As I 

previously indicated, I found these words to be quite true, and I made every 

effort, consciously and unconsciously, to minimize internal and external 

influences in order to connect to my informants as individuals.   

     While it is tempting to stake out common ground, despite the accent or 

immigration experience or feminist orientation I might share with some 

informants, I am not attempting to equate my own experience to theirs as women 
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who are viewed as "the other" not only for religious, but for racial, ethnic, cultural 

and sociopolitical reasons as well.  For example, I cannot pretend to know what it 

is like to grow up as one of fourteen Bedouin siblings of an illiterate mother who 

married at age thirteen, with access to generator-powered electricity only during 

restricted hours of the day.  Likewise, I cannot imagine myself in the situation of 

being refused entrance to medical school because I am a Jew.  In relaying their 

perspectives, I attempted to rely solely upon the intended meaning of my 

informants, as well as the conversational context of the moment. There are no 

guarantees that I got it right, but I did, however, remain aware of the fact that the 

Bedouin, the Ethiopian, and the FSU immigrant women I interviewed inhabit a 

world that is different, yet no less complex or worthy of respect, than my own.    

 

Design Trustworthiness  

     The study l have presented here, like others of its sort, began with the 

assumption that qualitative research takes place in a natural setting and 

incorporates sociopolitical contexts (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  There is much 

of sociolinguistic value to learn from the attitudes of university students in a 

multilingual setting, and Israel provides a research site as ethnically varied as 

any, if not more diverse than most.  In-depth interviewing has been shown to be 

a reliable method of research, and has been used extensively by qualitative 

researchers to generate data (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Seidman, 2006).  I did 
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not push informants beyond what I felt were their limits, and I conducted myself 

during each interview in an ethical and professional manner; over the course of 

several interviews, my interpersonal skills proved adequate enough to elicit data 

of good quality.   

     It is a fact that, in every single case, informants were responsive and 

engaging, and went to great lengths to explain themselves in ways that I would 

be able to understand.  However, data analysis and interpretation arise not only 

from the data, but also from the perspectives held by the researcher (Bogdan & 

Knopp Biklan, 2003), and such perspectives influence which processes, 

activities, events, and perspectives the researcher considers important enough to 

code.  As I mentioned previously, it is entirely possible that my Anglo orientation 

or feminist values may have affected informant sensitivities, as well as data 

analysis and interpretation; I made every effort to keep them at bay.   

     Another important contribution to the trustworthiness of this research design 

was the careful thought and attention I gave to the diverse contexts:  separate, 

systematic historical reviews of each of the two communities covered here further 

enhanced the reliability of this study.  Finally, given that interpretation and 

understanding are subjective phenomena, I have stated as clearly as possible 

any limitations or personal subjectivities, both positive and negative, that may 

have affected this study.  I remain confident that the set of questions presented 

here is significant, just as the line of inquiry it generates contributes valuably to 

ongoing ethnolinguistic research. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  "I'M JUST LOOKING TO SUCCEED":   

THE NEW BEDOUIN WOMAN 

 

     The data analyses from interviews with female Bedouins and FSU 

immigrants, students from two distinctive minority groups studying at Ben Gurion 

University of the Negev (BGU), are presented in the following two chapters.  The 

data is analyzed with respect to the following research questions:    

• How are Arabic, Russian, and Hebrew used by multilingual, female 

Bedouin and former Soviet Union immigrant students?  

• How do these languages affect their social and ethnic identities? 

• What influence does English have on their lives?    

Using informants' first initials and "R" for "Researcher" at the beginning of each 

quotation, quotes from interviews with the three Bedouins, Safa'a (S), Faiyza (F), 

and Nadiya (N), are interspersed verbatim and in liberal amounts throughout this 

chapter, the sub-section titles of which are the main themes that emerged from 

this inquiry.  Subjects included communal and nationalistic identity, and attitudes 

about language and education, as well as potential  opportunities available to 

educated women from Bedouin society. 
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Bedouin Women in Higher Education 

     The accomplishments of Bedouin women in higher education have eventually 

come to replace Bedouin land rights, not recognized after the state of Israel was 

established, as a source of pride and income, and as a means of accelerating 

modernity within the community (Pessate-Schubert, 2004).  As of 1993, there 

were 135 Negev Bedouins with university degrees or enrolled at BGU, only four 

of whom were women.  All four of these female graduates and students were 

students in the Humanities and Social Sciences, with the exception of one who 

had studied nursing (Abu-Saad, 1997).  In the 1997-1998 school year, 23 out of 

108 Bedouin students at BGU were women.  By the 2003-2004 school year, 

there were more than triple that number, and the students (181 of 345) were 

predominantly female (Friedman, 2005).  In addition to the changing Bedouin 

societal attitudes about women pursuing education, this dramatic population 

growth and shift can be attributed to university programs funded through private 

donations that provide scholarship grants for Bedouin women (Friedman, 2005).  

          Regardless of the obstacles they face in receiving a basic education and 

going on to higher education, the number of Bedouin women studying at BGU 

continues to increase each semester.  It is especially noteworthy that young 

Bedouin women today, by entering the public sphere without remaining under the 

direct supervision of a male family member, have rather quickly hurdled a 

seemingly insurmountable social barrier.  Their presence on campus in ever-

increasing numbers contradicts every piece of literature describing the Bedouin 
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cultural norm, among others, that a woman's mobility is strictly dependent upon 

the men in her family.  The 'modern' attitudes of the informants of this study, as 

seen in the quotes that follow, are all the more remarkable given the traditional 

context from which these female students originate.         

 

Ethnic and Nationalistic Identity 

"Otherness" 

     First exposure to, then regular encounters with male and female non-Bedouin 

students enabled Bedouin female students for the first time to grasp and reflect 

upon how very different they are from other Israelis.  This was apparent in their 

frequent use of the words "their" and "ours" to differentiate just about everything 

concerning Jews and Bedouins.  At the same time, informants feel different from 

other members of their own community because they are university students, 

and functioning outside of the realm of their male relatives.  Despite the 

differences and tensions, Bedouin informants expressed a positive attitude about 

their university experience and their overall relationship with other, non-Bedouin 

students.  Moreover, the informants of this study appeared to be conscious of 

and to use these differences as best they could for their own benefit.  For 

example, they exuded the awareness that they were privileged to be able to 

study at the university level.  Marginality, in their case, was an advantage since 

this status spawned the flood of financial assistance that has enabled them to 
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participate in the public sphere by attending university.  Being educated allows 

informants and other women in their situation to entertain notions of gender and 

culture that just a decade ago were out of the question for Bedouin women.  

Safa'a alluded to the power of Western knowledge and modernization to 

transform her world: 

 

S:  My mother didn't study at all.  She doesn't know to write her name.  She 

doesn't know to write the numbers.  I think the difference is the way I see the 

world.  Maybe the people that doesn't study, that doesn't know things is different 

from people that study, that know what is the things.  When I study, I know what 

is chemical, what is physical, what...  I have an idea about those things, she 

doesn't have an idea about those things.  She has a simple life, she doesn't, eh, 

involved in that world, eh, the study world.  She doesn't know to use the internet 

or the email or something like that.  And it's, uh, difficult because, this world, you 

must go with it.  The time is passing and you must...  eh, and we are involved, we 

have computer and things like that and you must go with that, eh, fast involving in 

this.  The change is very fast and you must, eh, survive with what's going...   

Because otherwise...  you imagine... you are speaking another language and 

other people speaking another language.  Their minds and opinions are different 

from you if you don't.  

 

Knowledge enables one to hear and to be heard.  Safa'a made clear her desire 

to take part in the modern world rather than resigning herself to being the 'other', 

in this case a traditional woman, left behind. 
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Nationalistic loyalty  

     Given the longstanding security situation in Israel, it is not surprising to hear 

sets of conflicting loyalties expressed in dichotomous terms.  While the Bedouin 

in the Negev do not typically reside in areas where terrorist bombings have taken 

place, they do have extensive family and commercial ties to the Palestinian 

Authority and, in fact, identify themselves as 'Palestinian with Israeli citizenship.'  

Like other citizens of Israel, the Bedouin are informed by media sources about 

nationalist incidents related to the conflict.  Issues of loyalty constantly arose 

during interviews and informants expressed a sense of Palestinian nationalist 

identity, as well as rejected Hebrew or anything Jewish as comprising part of 

their Bedouin identity.  Faiyza had this to say about her experience: 

 

F:  It was difficult because whenever there was a pigua [terrorist bombing attack] 

these Jewish student came and they like tested me "What do you think?"  They 

test my faithful to the country, to the Israelis, to them, like if I am...  and I had to 

protect myself, I protected my people, I explained why they do this, I didn't agree 

with these bombs and terror but I could understand the mind that think of these 

things. 

 

At the same time, informants seemed to realize the unique opportunities offered 

to citizens of a democratic state like Israel, as opposed to those in neighboring 

countries.  Faiyza wanted to be sure she was not misunderstood: 
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F:  This [living in Israel] is better, I don't prefer to be in an Arab country.  Arab 

countries don't give the same health services, not democratic. 

 

 

Education and Community 

Education and Communal Identity   

         Any contemporary discussion about Bedouin girls and women has 

education at its core.  One key theme among informants concerned the pursuit of 

study not for the sake of personal growth or independence, but as a means of 

deepening their ties and contributing to their community in practical or lucrative 

ways.  Any educational or career ambitions were tied to collectivist values, and 

accordingly, most Bedouin women study "practical" subjects to better aid their 

entrance into the public sphere (Pessate-Schubert, 2004).  Informants invariably 

framed the primary advantages of university studies in terms of the future 

functional or economic contribution they would make to their community:  

 

F:  There isn't a large number of girls who study medical sciences, for example.  

In our society, the Bedouin need [female] Arab doctors and pharmacists that 

speak the same language.  Women haven't studied [these subjects], so it's 

important they do, to know in Arabic what is needed [by female patients].   

 

S:  Today the economic situation is hard, harder than in the past.  A father that 

has a large family, let's say, he has financial problems, no money, and so on.  
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Tomorrow his son marries someone who doesn't work, so that's more problems 

than what he's got now.  If I permit my daughter to work and one helps her 

husband and children, it won't be the same problem.  Today it's really difficult, 

[everyone is] looking at it from the financial point of view.  "Go, study 4 years, 3, 

come back, work, be...  help your husband with this expensive life."   

 

N:  What I see [with each passing year] is that more people think it's good for 

girls to learn pharmacy and medicine.  They work and earn money.    Money is 

what interests parents.  For example, I will send my daughter to study for three 

years, after that she will work and return the money to me.  That's what happens.  

They don't let them [daughters] study so that afterwards they marry and the 

money goes to their husbands.  Stay home, then when the groom comes, go.    

 

Personal and Societal Change 

     In addition to enhanced economic viability, informants signified how their 

studies can serve as a vehicle for personal and especially communal changes, 

clearly using the accepted channel of education to resist their traditional, 

prescribed social place.  Safa'a explicitly expressed a desire to promote change 

in the family unit and the social order:  

 

S:  My society, you know, is not an open society.  There is lots of things that you 

can see...  How can I say it?  Everything is closed here.  Not just that there aren't 

open minds, you have people that it's very hard to... With us, for a long, long time 

this has been known.  If this will change, when you really start to understand 
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what's happening here, it's easier for you, like, to change yourself.  When you 

change yourself, it's change all of society.   

 

   

     The Bedouin informants of this study attributed a great deal of meaning to 

higher education, and to their newfound knowledge and independence which 

greatly empowers them in reconstructing their gendered identities.  It is not hard 

to imagine that personal change will in turn foster change within the family, and 

consequently, affect the community at large.  Changes in the role, attitude or 

reality of female family members have the potential to greatly impact the whole of 

interdependent Bedouin society.  Still, the commitment to family remains intact.  

Safa'a framed a third rationale for higher education in terms of an obligation to 

properly fulfill the traditional role of motherhood: 

 

S:  For example, if you come to a gan [kindergarten] for kids, you will find that the 

children who have mothers a teacher, or works or studies is, eh, more interact 

with you.  You will find him more happy and eh, he's not, eh...  lo muznach [not 

neglected].  You will find that he has the care that he needs, that she help and 

encourage him because his mother studies or works.  You will find a difference 

between the children.  The generations.  A child whose mother that doesn't 

work... she cares about her children but not as the mother that studies or works.  

Maybe because she knows what's important for them, what purpose. 
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Community Pressure 

     Regardless of the proven benefits of higher education, it is clear that women 

who do not follow traditionally prescribed norms continue to face strong 

community pressure.  Postponing marriage by going to university, according to 

Nadiya, can increase that pressure:  

 

N:  Men said, not all of them, a few of them, say that the girl have to, that the 

women have to, like, they [men] decide.  We give her to complete just the high 

school, to finish the high school and eh, after that she have to married and to 

raise her children.  But, eh, actually, it's really very hard to a woman that not, eh, 

married.  Eh, she will face a lot of critical in her studies.  A married woman, eh, 

the society not speak about her, they leave her.  She married and she have a 

husband and a family.  But the single woman, eh, that they still talking and, eh, 

said "Why she didn't married?" and "She have to marry and not to just study."  In 

the end she will married but eh, [they say] "She will influence to our girls, our 

daughters, and they must married." 

 

     However, studying allows women to exercise a level of independence they 

are denied in other realms of their lives, and these informants use their newfound 

autonomy to fight back against societal pressure.  Nadiya is highly conscious of 

the powerful example she sets as a role model for other girls: 

 

N:  I will tell you about women in Bedouin...  Bedouin women, eh, when saw 

someone or a girl, eh, succeed and, eh, study in the university, the Bedouin 

women will encourage.  We want to be like her or we want to study in the 

university.  We don't want to stay in our homes, because there are a lot of girls 
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just married and staying in the homes and become housewives.  That will make 

difference because everyone feel that if she succeed in her and did it and study 

in the university, we can do it. 

 

Likewise, Safa'a's awareness of the collective consequences of abusing this 

privilege weighed upon her heavily:  

 

S:  The main thing is that she invests herself in her studies as a good example so 

that all the people see that a girl that studies is... different than one that doesn't 

study.  If they provide good examples, it will lead to permission for more to study. 

If there's a girl who doesn't make the best of her studies in the right manner, and 

does things not well, they don't help the others.  That's the society, like.  Our 

society is so, everything is so exact.  If you get out...  For example, you see a girl 

come to university, and she's cutting classes.  You see her at the mall, or 

someplace else, or a boyfriend or something, it makes them [community 

members] crazy and they'll start to talk and it really spoils it for all the girls that 

are studying.  They won't help others because then, if you want to go study like 

her, you'll do like her, this and that. Therefore I think that, because we are the 

beginning, we have to be more... to think more about leaving something for the 

girls up ahead, the society.  To be more... eh, all of our behavior has to be... self-

critical, not to do it all.  I think that our viewpoint, the girls that are studying, is that 

we should be good representatives, so that there won't be a girl that doesn't 

study because of bad examples.  

 

In addition to expressing awareness of her position as a role model, Safa'a's use 

of the word "invest" implies an expectation of some future payoff in return for the 

efforts made by female Bedouin students such as herself.  This being "different," 
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or 'otherness' in a positive sense of the word, is  a phenomenon that should 

proliferate, in her opinion.  

Education as Power 

     Since education has come to replace land as a source of income and power, 

allowing girls to study ultimately has provided a new way for families to increase 

their social status and [re]claim a sense of pride.  In Safa'a's view, social 

pressure in the spirit of 'keeping up with the Jones'' worked in favor of 

encouraging even more girls to study: 

 

S:  If you're going out to study, in the beginning there are problems with the 

family, but after that they understood what studying is, and they're enjoying that 

you're studying, they're proud of you that you're studying.  It's begun a 

competition between the families:  "My daughter who's finishing high school next 

year - for sure she'll go study".  One opens the door for the rest.  "If you are 

studying, and they see that you're really...  Everything is going your way, that 

you're studying and they're letting you study, so why shouldn't my daughter be 

like our neighbor's daughter?"  Today everyone who has a daughter permits her 

to study.   

 

     Women stand to benefit from this 'land-as-power' to 'knowledge-as-power' 

shift in attitude since, under previous circumstances, they could not possess land 

or knowledge, but today they can reap the personal benefits of higher education 

and, at the same time, bring honor to their families.   
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Gender and Social Change 

     The role of Bedouin women has considerable possibilities and potential for 

growth and development; as such, the description of Bedouin women as "doubly 

marginalized" is one in flux and needs to be adjusted to reflect recent changes in 

attitude and opportunities.  Nadiya points out the great strides women have made 

in a relatively short period of time: 

 

N:  And, really, I think it's good, eh, to give the women to complete their studies. 

When they [men] say that, "You're a woman, you're a woman" you have to say 

that, eh, really, you can do it.  I stand and said that, eh, "Why not?  Let's try. If I 

can do it, that's not right what you said."  Women can do it, not just the men.  So 

if you come to me before 14 years and you ask me this question, I would not give 

you the answer like this.  So my words were be different.  I think that it different 

society, 14 years later, and there's a new Bedouin woman.   

 

     What has emerged from these changes, however, is a situation in which, 

while women desire change, many men resist it (Dinero, 1997).  This contrast in 

gender viewpoints is consistent with the principle that "language ideologies are 

profitably conceived as multiple because of the multiplicity of meaningful social 

divisions (class, gender, clan, elites, generations, and so on) within sociocultural 

groups that have the potential to produce divergent perspectives expressed as 

indices of group membership" (Kroskrity, 2000, p. 12).  While men are more likely 

to express ambivalence about societal change because their own status and 

opportunities have decreased, women may be less enthusiastic in supporting a 
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return to former ways of life.  All of the informants openly acknowledged that they 

are engaged in a struggle for a greater share of social and political power.  

Faiyza was optimistic regarding her own ability to effect social change: 

 

F:  Men, eh, they decide, the men decide for a woman, and just him.  So if 

women start to be educated, or something like this, she will influence her 

husband and change his opinions.  So from his part there's a change.  So, 

actually, women can change the men.  They will change the life.  

  

     In the meantime, women's 'empowerment' remains limited as improvements in 

women's lives continue to depend to an even greater degree upon male attitudes 

and expectations than upon their own.  Indeed, each one of the informants made 

a point of mentioning the strong paternal support she received for her studies.  It 

goes without saying that, were male support not forthcoming, these women 

would not be engaged in university studies.  On one hand, they are increasingly 

exposed to the external possibilities presented by a modern society, while on the 

other, the vast majority of women continue to be socialized into performing their 

traditional role which, in turn, perpetuates their own personal limitations.  Safa'a 

refers to this ongoing pattern in outlying areas:   

 

S:  I don't think that Bedouin girls are afraid, I think they don't know, just.  Maybe 

you will see me and you will think "How they don't know?"  But when you go to 

unknown [unauthorized] villages...   I don't know that there is women they don't 

know nothing.  I don't know, but that's the way there.  Women don't go and don't 
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go out, and they don't know about other places, they don't know about my village 

which is big village, relatively.  So I don't know, when I stay and talk with them, I 

really saw, em, em, what can I tell you?  Because, you know, when you see 

woman, she is not even... she's a girl, 19, my age, like, but when she speak with 

you, she speak like 50-year-old woman.  I really hope that someday we can 

change that, we can make the woman have something to say, have something to 

do, to change.  

 

     Informants clearly and without reservation view themselves as instruments of 

change, but in a patiently determined rather than an explicitly rebellious way.  In 

the Bedouin context, self-empowerment does not quickly or readily translate into 

collective enlightenment, yet Safa'a is prepared for a lengthy, arduous process:  

 

S:  One thing, I'll fight.  Get them [men] to know there's no difference between 

our minds, so they won't see us in "little eyes".  In my society it doesn't give me to 

feel good that the woman has to be in the home.  Even if she learns, men still 

feel the same about her.  If first I believe in myself, in time I'll get them to change 

their opinion.    

 

     Although female university students are representative of a small, but 

growing, minority within Bedouin society as well as a small minority of BGU 

students, the informants of this study alternately emphasized their intense 

commitment to their communities as well as to future social change.  Indeed, it is 

difficult to imagine a scenario in which these determined and straightforward 

women have not succeeded in making a difference to their own lives and to the 

lives of others around them. 
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Language and Identity 

     Language is the place where actual and possible forms of social organization 

and their social and political consequences are defined and contested; it is also 

where sense of self is constructed (Weedon, 1997).  As speakers of Arabic and 

Hebrew, and users of English, female Bedouin informants generally expressed 

appreciation for their extended knowledge of culture and language.  Nadiya 

embraced the value of cultural pluralism and anticipated how her multiple lives 

would help her achieve future personal goals: 

 

N:  We know in the high school that university in Hebrew so we prepared to this 

situation.  So we learned Hebrew and, eh, they told us that they can't change the 

university to Arabic so...you have to you have to speak in Hebrew.  And, eh, I 

don't think...  I think there's no option in this society.  I want to speak Hebrew.  I 

was born in this country, for 50 years they're speaking Hebrew and I have to, not 

have to, I really can't find the right words.  It's good to have three language, and 

to have Hebrew around, to know this language.  That's what I said, other 

language gives you other culture, it's from other culture, and so when you start to 

learn this language, you know this culture.  In this university, eh, I have friends, 

eh, Jewish friends, so, eh, when I knew this language Hebrew I start to have 

friendships with other, with people from this culture.  So that's, eh, really help 

you.  When I finish my study I want to work in a Israeli office.  So in this offices I 

have to, they ask that speak Hebrew.  I can't work in this office and, eh, speak 

Arabic.  Because they will not understand me.  So here is, here is the different. 
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Attitudes toward Hebrew 

      It has been noted that one cannot acquire a language without acquiring a 

relation to that language (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 145).  For the Bedouin, 

social and political connotations precede and are inextricably bound to the 

acquisition and use of Hebrew.  While recognizing the necessity of the Hebrew 

language to achieving upward mobility, informants also expressed negative or 

ambivalent feelings, referring to Hebrew as "their" [the Jewish Israeli] language.  

On a global level, this is somewhat paradoxical, in light of the fact that so many 

millions more people in the world speak, read and write in Arabic than do in 

Hebrew.  The Bedouin residing in Israel happen to be among a very tiny minority 

of indigenous Arabic speakers who live in a non-Moslem country.  Code 

switching, or the linguistic community members' mediation of language ideologies 

between social structures and forms of talk, as referred to in the following quote,  

"language ideologies represent the perception of language and discourse that is 

constructed in the interest of a specific social or cultural group" (Kroskrity, 2000, 

p. 8), was apparent in Nadiya's statement:    

 

N:  We don't hate this language, eh, but this language, eh... because all the 

people talk Hebrew, we, eh, it's boring.  Even the Arabs speak Hebrew here at 

the university.  Sometimes we talk English, eh, we talk Arabic, when we want 

people to don't understand us.  Like, eh, to... to say words that, eh, we don't want 

others to understand. 
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     Sara'a, in describing an unpleasant encounter with Jewish students over 

seating arrangements in a classroom, showed resentment: 

 

S:  We know Hebrew, we can understand, we can read and write and talk but 

sometimes...  I can't express in Hebrew what's in my heart.  I had a lot to say and 

I couldn't say it...  because it's their language.  They're no smarter than Arabs, 

the only difference is that it's their language and we have to learn in their 

language, not ours. 

 

Signs of resistance can also be seen in Faiyza's comment, yet she pragmatically 

maintained focus on what is in her own best interests: 

 

F:  We always say there is discrimination - that's Jewish and that's Arab - but it 

doesn't matter...  We study and the main thing is we get into a subject we enjoy 

and that we'll learn.  Besides that, none of the rest of it matters, speaking 

Hebrew.  If they want, we'll speak it, we'll do what they want just in order to 

succeed, to progress.  It doesn't bother me to read in Hebrew, I'm just looking to 

succeed. 

 

     Hebrew as a political threat.  Publishing books and textbooks exclusively in 

Hebrew has been called a mechanism of state control over the Arab minority 

(Abu-Saad, 1999), although market forces also constitute a factor in the lack of 

literature written in Arabic that is available in Israel.  In discussing the languages 

she uses when searching for information, Safa'a demonstrated suspicion of the 
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underlying motives of the Hebrew language, while also acknowledging the 

shortcomings of literature in Arabic: 

 

S:  In Hebrew I might suspect about the language, about [it trying to influence] 

my identity.  In Hebrew, I don't find information like in English.  Many Arabs in the 

world write in English.  In Arabic there's not a lot of information.  There are no 

books here, you have to go to Egypt or Jordan.  

 

Faiyza was acutely aware of the threat that language assimilation poses to her 

identity and quite explicit about the intra-cultural conflict she suffers.  She 

demonstrated a high level of consciousness of the politics of local language 

ideologies, and her repeated use of the word "control" did not appear to be an 

error in translation:    

 

F:  [heavy sigh] I have a conflict.  Because I, I control Hebrew very good, 

speaking, writing and reading.  And it's frustrating me, because I am an Arab, 

and it's part of the Israeli controlling over us, over the Arabic, over the Arab.  

Because, unfortunately, the professional life, the daily life, it's in Hebrew.  And 

you must control this language in order to manage your life and the opportunities 

to speak Arabic, or even to read and to write Arabic are very limited.  I, in order 

to, eh, to work on my Arabic, I bought some books in Arabic from Jordan, from 

Nazareth, from this area, and, eh, I started to read.  But the time, the modern life, 

demand you to read a chapter on feminism in English rather than to read a poem 

in Arabic.  So don't have time.  

R:  Why is that frustrating to you? 
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F:  Okay, eh...  [nervous chuckle]  Because it's part of my identity, maybe?  Like I 

said, because I control both Hebrew and Arabic.  Arabic is supposed to be my 

mother language.  I born as an Arab person so my language is Arabic, I mean, 

this is me.   So, suddenly, I'm speaking in Hebrew more than in Arabic.  And 

sometimes, I'm asking, "What is the meaning of this word, it's Arabic, what its 

meaning in Hebrew."  So like that the Hebrew language controls us, occupies 

me.  And I'm letting it occupy me because it help me in managing my 

professional life.  I am complaining only because I feel that it controls me, too 

much.  Sometimes, even when I write emails to my sister, I write in Hebrew.  This 

language, it controls our life.  The Hebrew language is the occupier language, it's 

the Israeli language, the enemy language.  So eh, eh, you don't have to control 

this language very much.  But I control it.   

R:  You control it as well as use it as a tool.  It's gotten you to where you've 

wanted to go.  It's not just it controlling you, it's you controlling it.   

F:  Yes, but it's become, it's become part of my identity. 

R:  And that's not something that you want? 

F:  No, no.  But it's getting it, I mean, I can't push it [away].  It gets in.  

 

     Faiyza intuitively understands that language can be neither neutral nor 

objective.  Framed by cultural and institutional perspectives, language 

represents, creates, and reflects distinct social perspectives of the world, and of 

reality (Morgan, 2002).  Language, just as it is utilized for specific purposes within 

institutions of education, is subverted by increasingly sophisticated technologies 

of media and communication networks that affect the ways in which people talk 

and write to one other, and the ways in which they see the world.  



 124

Attitudes toward English 

     English is the third language learned by the Bedouin, and the one least 

utilized throughout the course of their daily lives as students and members of 

their community. Despite this, the informants of this study were keen to improve 

their skills and to actively use the language; in fact, two of the three informants 

chose to converse mainly in English rather than in Hebrew during our interviews.   

     'Superior' to all other languages.  For the same instrumental purposes (i.e., 

success in university studies) that they were motivated to learn and use Hebrew, 

informants also acquired English.  Yet, in striking contrast to their negative 

attitudes about Hebrew, informants unanimously associated with the English 

language adjectives and terms indicative of a superior status.  Words they used 

throughout our conversations included "truth," "general," "famous," "high-status," 

"educated," "language of science," and "world language."   

 

S:  When you know English, you feel that you have an extra something, a special 

something.  It changes my life because I see that others have a different life 

because they don't know English.  It making the life more easy. 

 

N:  Eh, English very, very important, not for me, but for all of us.  The English 

language, eh, will protect you, I think, protect and give you protect and give you 

help more than the other language in foreign countries. 
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F:  It's [knowing English] more power to be interested in the world, it gives 

opportunities.  It's opening another door.  All the information is in English, it 

opens our minds about many things in the world.  This gives women more power.   

 

     Study of English as a foreign language constitutes little more than an 

academic subject that, at the university level, becomes a useful tool to accessing 

knowledge and the mastery of which lends a distinct advantage to students.  

However, the positive attitudes expressed by Bedouin informants demonstrate 

that other influences are possibly at work.  Perhaps one explanation for the 

"power" and "protection" that English offers these women lies in an idealized 

political scenario that is more agreeable than their current existence.  When 

asked, "Whose language is English, if Hebrew belongs to the Jews?," Sara'a 

responded without thinking twice: 

 

S:  I think English is the language of all of us.  All of the world talk English, but 

Hebrew only in Israel and... a few countries.  I prefer to talk English besides 

[rather than] Hebrew.   

 

     For these women, English language fluency is more than just a means of 

increasing their social status within the Bedouin community, or a tool for future 

success.  Just by virtue of not being Hebrew or Arabic, English represents 

universality and an opportunity to escape the marginalized minority context 

inhabited by Bedouin women.   
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     Politically 'neutral.'  Whereas Hebrew, a necessity in the pursuit of educational 

opportunity, may be threatening to Bedouin identity (i.e., native-like proficiency in 

Hebrew may symbolize assimilation into Israeli society, or being 'like a Jew'), 

English is not an official state language in Israel, and proficiency does not 

present the same threat.  Faiyza views English as being a 'neutral' language that 

imparts objective truth: 

 

F:  The English language is a way to know the world.  Because if I want to be a 

knower, someone who knows about what happens in the world, someone who is 

interesting in knowledge, scientific knowledge, English is the way to know it.  This 

is what I think, that people perceive, Arab people, Bedouin people perceive the 

English language in a higher status, it's like the objective, natural language. 

 

     Whereas the acquisition of English is anything but neutral in the sense of 

linguistic colonialism (Pennycook, 1994, 1998; Phillipson, 1992), for female 

Bedouin students, perceiving the English language as such provides a strategy 

of compensation for a lower level of Hebrew language proficiency than that 

possessed by their Jewish peers.  English gives them a tool with which to 

compete on equal terms with Israeli Jews in the academic arena, if nowhere else 

in society.  In the specific context of Bedouin-Jewish relations on a university 

campus, English provides a politically 'neutral' (i.e., not Jewish) alternative to 

Hebrew, a means of communication not fraught with political implications, while 

also functioning as a social and political equalizer.  Informants have opted to 
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substitute one 'colonizing' language, Hebrew, with another, English, and they do 

so with little awareness of the social and political implications of their choice.   

Language Identity 

     There are personal implications but informants chose to downplay them.  

Immediately dismissing the possibility that English, like Hebrew, may have an 

effect upon her identity, Nadiya hesitated in mid-sentence and momentarily 

reconsidered her position: 

 

N:  English is not part of my identity, it's part of my...  I don't consider it part of my 

identity, it's part of my academic life, my professional life.  Not my identity.  It's 

part of my professional identity, but a marginal part. 

 

     English also offers informants a welcome alternative to Hebrew for 

communication, and access to a world beyond the Middle East.  Nadiya saw in 

the English language no less than an opportunity for a more holistic, global 

approach to life, and a future of progress, freedom, and equality:    

 

N:  If look ahead, our society will start to progress, to understand.  If they'll 

[members of society] understand English and so on, I think they'll accept things 

that they understand more, they'll change for the good.  And they'll understand it, 

not like "that's the West and we're the East, and we're not connected to that," 

they'll understand it's easier to make connections.  
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Ironically, despite informants' vehement rejection of the notion that English had 

had any influence upon their identities, Nadiya's hopeful statement provided 

strong evidence of an awareness of the kind of cultural influence that is without 

question tied to language learning.   

     In sum, the main themes that emerged from the data collected from Bedouin 

informants concerned ethnic and nationalistic identity, the strong links between 

education, community, the connections between gender and social change, as 

well as to language attitudes toward Hebrew and toward English. 
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CHAPTER SIX: "CHILDREN OF HOME" ABROAD:  IMMIGRANTS  

FROM THE FORMER SOVIET UNION   

 

     The second part of the data analyses from interviews with immigrants from 

the Former Soviet Union (FSU), is presented in this chapter.  As a reminder, the 

research questions addressed in this study are the following:     

• How are Arabic, Russian, and Hebrew used by multilingual, female 

Bedouin and former Soviet Union immigrant students?  

• How do these languages affect their social and ethnic identities? 

• What influence does English have on their lives?     

Using informants' first initials and "R" for "Researcher" at the beginning of each 

quotation, quotes from interviews with the three FSU immigrants, Karina (K), Inna 

(I) and Alina (A), are interspersed verbatim and in liberal amounts throughout this 

chapter, the sub-section titles of which are the main themes that emerged from 

this inquiry.  These themes concerned the dynamics of family relationships, and 

tightly interwoven attitudes about language, culture and education, rooted in the 

old country as well as in the new, and the myriad possibilities available in the 

world beyond Communist Russia.  
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Soviet Identity and Culture  

     Wanner (1998) claims that an individual's national identity is intertwined with 

gender, religious and regionally based conceptions of self and society, and 

provides an enlightened discussion of how the Soviet system imbued nationality 

with meaning, and the ways in which a person's national identity engages other 

aspects of identity.  One example she gives of Soviet identity in operation is the 

sense of solidarity felt among vastly different peoples, an 'us' (citizens) versus 

'them' (government) mentality "contingent upon a shared experience with an 

oppressive state apparatus" (Wanner, 1998, p. 9).  This uniquely Soviet common 

experience and the distrust and manipulation it cultivated is demonstrated by 

Karina's transferred condemnation of all things official to the Israeli context:    

 

K:  Here, nobody cares, for example, if there's the owner of a business, he 

doesn't care about his workers, he just cares about his profit, from what I can 

see, and I've worked in a lot of places, and it's really annoying.  I never had a 

[real] job... but I was a waitress in a hotel, I worked as salesperson, and they're 

always looking how to steal, 100 shekels, even 50 shekels, and what, you're 

stealing from me when you see I'm just a girl, like, and I don't have it.  Why not 

steal from some guy [laugh]?  When they see a person is weak and can't do 

anything to them, they have chutzpah, like, they have nothing to be careful about.    

I can work hard, but a person has to feel valued and not just that they're taking 

advantage of him.  I feel that they're just taking advantage of me, even though I 

put my heart and soul into my work.  There's no respect, no caring relationship 

here, everyone is concerned only with their own profit.  Also in the state itself.  
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     Centralized Soviet control over a standardized, Russian-oriented curriculum 

may have indoctrinated culturally, linguistically and geographically diverse 

peoples to the patterns of thinking and behavior that formed the basis of a Soviet 

identity, but this did not preclude the development of alternative localized 

identities and cultures.  Soviet nationalities policy was always contradictory 

(Friedgut, 2003; Wanner, 1998):  while inherited and inalienable, nationality could 

also be self-chosen and subjective.  Cultural intermingling was particularly 

common in the eastern Ukraine region, where factors such as linguistic and 

ethnic diversity, intermarriage, migration to Russia, and not least, a state 

structure constantly highlighted while simultaneously undermining nationality 

(Wanner, 1998, p. 49).  This served to bring about a weak reliance on nationality 

as a means of self-identification and highly multicultural identity.  Often irrelevant 

to mother tongue or geographical allegiance, nationality designation appeared on 

all Soviet state documents and had important implications in terms of access to 

higher education or job opportunities.   

 

Jewish and Ethnic Identities  

     Nationality, the link between an individual and a particular state based on that 

individual's membership in a nation, is internalized as a politicized social and 

cultural identity and "can potentially inform nationality in a powerful way and 
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prompt a feeling of belonging to a particular place as delineated by boundaries of 

some kind" (Wanner, 1998, p. 11).  In the case of Jews, membership in a nation 

and issues of national identity were more complicated.  In surveys of Soviet Jews 

in the FSU conducted in the 1990's (Gitelman, 2003), being a Jew meant having 

a sense of pride and belonging, defending Jewish honor, and sharing collective 

Jewish memories.  Soviet persecution caused faith, teachings and customs to be 

replaced by sentiment and biology, or denial as frequently; children of mixed 

marriages hid their Jewish origins by taking on the name and nationality of the 

non-Jewish parent (Wanner, 1998).  Since mixed marriages were commonplace 

in the USSR, a high percentage of non-Jewish family members were not only 

ignorant of Jewish culture but also had no symbolic connection to it 

(Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  Even Soviet Jews keeping religious traditions 

commonly concealed their Jewish identity from non-Jewish community members.  

Alina referred to the covert logistics required in her native Ukraine:   

 

A:  We are Zionistic, from the beginning.  I start to came to the Sochnut [Jewish 

agency], to clubs of the Jewish children in the Ukraine, 8 to 12, something like 

this, I was 12 and I was with big, big secret, I change the school, to the Jewish 

school, I do some...  since it's not something you want to do open, it's something 

I don't want the other children of my old school to know, and I do some tricks...  I 

go to another school and after to the Jewish school.   

 

     For Soviet Jews who chose or had no alternative but to remain Jewish, 

primary identification was defined by a nationality by descent, transcending 
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physical borders and reinforced by the perceptions of non-Jews rather than by 

religious knowledge or practice.  Contrary to idealized notions of a homogeneous 

Soviet population and of equality as the basis of human existence (Ben-David & 

Biderman, 1997), Jews were stigmatized with a minority nationality, treated by 

the state and by locals as second class citizens and pinned to a localized identity 

by virtue of lifelong residency restrictions.  Identification with the state-promoted, 

greater Soviet culture and community was the only palatable alternative available 

to Jews.  Russian was the language of the state, the media, of education and 

printing; monolingualism in Russian added further credence to a sense of Soviet 

self, an identity that was not Ukrainian or Belorussian, or even Jewish.  In short, 

because of its politicization, "Jewish identity remained alive in the USSR both 

because of and in spite of Soviet policy" (Friedgut, 2003, p. 42).    

     Unlike Alina, the majority of FSU immigrants residing in Israel defines their 

Jewishness in radically secular terms (Gitelman, 2003), as well as support the 

secularization of the state of Israel.  This is not surprising, in light of the fact that 

26 per cent of respondents to a survey (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003) are not 

Jewish by birth.  When asked how being Jewish is important to her, Inna had to 

think for a moment before replying, "It's not."  But, while claiming no connection 

to the Jewish identity that enabled her to immigrate, she still acknowledges the 

difficulty encountered by non-Jews in Israel: 

 

I:  My sister, she has a boyfriend and eh, he's not...  eh... 
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R:  Jewish?  

I:  Um hmm.  And I think that it's a reason not to live here.   

R:  Why?   

I:  It's hard to live here if you're not a Jewish.   

 

     Other immigrants cannot prove that they are Jewish according to religious 

law, as in the complicated case of Alina's mother, who is also married to a non-

Jew:   

 

A:  I want for her [my mother] to come so we did some experiments...  It's not so 

much a problem for her, but for her husband.  She and my father were divorced, 

and she married to another man, and he father of my sister and couple of years 

ago she married some guy that wait for her from the university.  He's not Jewish 

and it's a problematic situation.  If it's not this, some rabbis came to take her for 

some small studies, she is Jewish, it's only for Misrad Hapanim [Interior Ministry] 

that it's a problem, without the papers.  It was a very difficult year, both of them 

lost their mothers in a year.  He needs to make his decision about becoming 

Jewish, couldn't push him to learn and to do something like this because it was a 

difficult year. So I think, 2 years, 3 years...   My mother can stay here now 

because my brother was in the army in the kravi [infantry] and we have here a 

law that mothers of kravi [infantry] soldiers can stay here something like 5 years.  

A lot of my Zionism was lost in Misrad Hapanim [Interior Ministry] because it was 

so...  the clashes.  I think somebody want you, and no, no one want you, and 

they don't care for us and we don't care for it.  We fight for this and a lot of people 

helping us because they know that she's Jewish, what is the problem, she is 

Jewish, but no, no papers, no Jewish.  So, it took a lot of time, but finally she got 

the toshav keva [permanent resident status] that she can come and go when she 



 135

wants.  So it's helping us, but not all the story because of the problem of her 

husband.   

 

     While in support of a Jewish, but non-religious state, or one that has an ethno-

national character, non-Jewish immigrants place an even greater emphasis on 

their 'Russian' ethnic identity because this, and not religious identity, is what they 

have in common with other FSU immigrants (Al-Haj, 2004).  In fact, the unifying 

factor for most non-Jewish and Jewish immigrants alike is a state with a secular 

ethno-national Jewish meaning of Judaism approach which is particularly well-

suited to what Al-Haj terms their "pragmatic ethnic mobilization" (2004, p. 66).    

     Ethnic identity also plays a part in the way in which FSU immigrants view 

other Israelis.  Conforming to the inflexible cultural and group norms of Soviet 

indoctrination, and possessing a low tolerance for differences, immigrants 

transferred their attitudes about social distance to the Israeli context.  Despite 

their own history of discrimination and sharing a common immigration 

experience, immigrant university students showed a marked distaste for close 

relationships with Ethiopians and grouped them with Israeli Arabs and Druze (Al-

Haj, 2004; Ben-David & Biderman, 1997).  Al-Haj (2004) also suggests that the 

relative rejection of Arabs, Ethiopians, religious Jews, and Sephardim (ranked 

from high to low according to the social distance that FSU immigrants feel from 

them) results mainly from the cultural orientation of the immigrants, who perceive 

secular Jews and Ashkenazim as Western, while attitudes toward Sephardic and 

Ethiopian Jews are affected by their perception of these groups as being 
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religious and Eastern.  Karina exhibited her own prejudiced attitudes in a self-

serving tone:     

 

K:  Israel isn't a state that can continue.  There are a lot, a lot, a lot of people who 

don't want to stay here.  A lot to improve.  In this state, from what I can see, in 

ten more years there will live here only religious [Jews], Arabs and Ethiopians. 

Because, I don't know...  that's the way it's going.  The religious, this is what I 

think...  I respect religion and all, but they have lots of children, right, each family 

11 children, most of them don't work, they get money for this [having children], 

they don't go to the army, don't do this, that.  Same with the Ethiopians.  There 

are some that go to university, their families also have a lot of children and also 

most of their women survive, exist on the edge, not a high caliber, and not...  a 

mediocre status, in short.  Same story as the Arabs.  And Russians - there's no 

more aliyah, as far as I know, and there are a lot of people that I hear about who 

are leaving.    

 

     Karina's statement indicates a very different attitude than that professed by 

the general Israeli society, and demonstrates that more education does not 

ensure less prejudice.   

 

Child Identity  

     A discussion of societal views of adolescence does not fall within the realm of 

this study.  However, the topics of childhood, parental responsibilities and family 

relationships emerged initially and repeatedly throughout interviews, to such a 
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strong extent that I felt obligated to include them.  There was little Soviet 

recognition of the intermediary stages between childhood and adulthood 

(Eisikovits, 1995; Markowitz, 1996), and parents sheltered their adolescents from 

the harsher realities of life, generally not consulting with them about matters 

involving the family.  In addition to the general unwillingness to recognize 

adolescence as a discrete life stage, the limited sense of attachment to their 

communities of origin and the outsider status of Jewish families may help to 

explain the phenomenon of closely knit Soviet families.  Families were viewed as 

coping units facing an oppressive society in which "beating the system" became 

the unifying goal (Eisikovits, 1995).  For all informants, issues of family unity 

intermingled with a need for independence were defining and central ones, even 

for Alina and Karina, both of whom had been separated geographically from their 

parents for the better part of a decade.   

Geographic Proximity 

     Soviet Jewish children had a very different growing up experience than, for 

example, that of American children, who are able to drive and work from age 

sixteen, and frequently move far away from home at age eighteen to attend 

college or set up their own households.  Themes of tightly knit families, delayed 

adolescence and the expectation that children would always be near in proximity 

to their parents came up repeatedly:  
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R:  What was it like for you to be a child in Belarus?   

I:  With parents and they take care of you all the time.    

R:  Do you have brothers and sisters?   

I:  Yeah I have a sister, I am 2 years older than she.  We are good friend, not 

only sisters.   

R:  So your sister is 21.  Is she still living with your parents?   

I:  Yes, she's a child in the family, until now.   

R:  Is the relationship between parents and children different there than here?    

I:  I think a little bit, 'cause there children live with their parents for a long time.  

Some of them live with their parents their whole life.  And here children finish 

school, and they leave home, they work.  I think that here children became grown 

up a little bit early than the Russian, for example.    

 

     Alina spoke of her grandmother's love of Israel and how she often visits her 

sister, nephews and grandchildren, but is not able to make a permanent move 

without her son.  She also referred to her obligation as the eldest child and her 

family's expectation that they ultimately will reunite:    

 

R:  So there are three of you?    

Three of us.   

R:  But you came first.    

I came first because I am the biggest one.   

R:  Why did you want to come?     

Because I came and they follow.    
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Inna moved to Israel because of husband's family:   

 

R:  Why did your husband want to live here?   

I think that because of his parents.   

R:  Where do they live?    

I:  They lived in Belarus, but his grandmother and grandfather, grandparents, 

lived here.  And his parents for a long time wanted to came to live here but they 

were all time there were different problems.  Then when they were 85 they can't 

leave their child alone in Belarus 'cause he's the only child of the family and his 

parents, it's important to live not together, but close to their child.   

R:  How did your parents feel about your leaving?     

I:  It's hard.  They don't want me to leave, uh but now they think after my 

separate life experience uh now they told me, "It's your life, it's your choice, and 

you must make it alone."  But they miss me and want me to come back!  

R:  Will you go back? 

I:  Never.    

 

     In some cases, even the motivation to immigrate to Israel was connected to 

the continued well-being of the family unit.  Acting as family representatives 

charged with investigating the possibilities that a future life in Israel might hold for 

the entire family, some Soviet Jewish children were sent on year-long study 

programs designed specifically to absorb and integrate children ahead of their 

parents (Markowitz, 1998).  Interestingly, neither Alina nor Karina, who had both 

come to Israel on such programs, were actually followed by their parents.  Alina 

made a joke of this:   
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A:  There was something another difficult, because all children that came in this 

program of SELA, they make a program for the children itself, the "students 

before their parents," but the parents not coming. [laugh]   

From Adolescence to Adulthood 

     Learning a new language and experiencing the culture shock of a new society 

pose a large enough challenge for newcomers.  For young immigrants like these 

informants, the cultural transition involved in immigrating without ever having 

been abroad was accompanied by a life-stage transition from adolescence to 

adulthood.  The abrupt transition to independence and separation from her 

parents at the age of seventeen was extremely difficult for Alina:  

  

R:  If you had come to Israel with better Hebrew or English, would it have been 

less traumatic?    

A:  No.  It's not the language barrier.  It's the mentality.  We was very children of 

home.  It's not the children that like to do outside.  And we left from our home, 

and we were so far away from our parents, it was very difficult.  A lot of children 

just lost, you know, in a capitalistic world because we came from another level, 

something so different, so different mentality.  Some children go to the degree, 

and some children go back to the country that they came, to the Russia or the 

Ukraine.  It was traumatic for me, I prefer not to think about.     

      

     Though for different reasons, patterns of family closeness of FSU immigrants 

is not inconsistent with those of veteran Israelis.  Family solidarity as expressed 

in higher birthrates, lower divorce and lower birthrates outside of marriage, 

remains relatively strong in Israeli Jewish society, as compared to other Western 
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societies (Leitman, 1993).  Collective Holocaust memories, the security situation 

and the ongoing threat of war (Peres & Katz, 1990) are all contributing factors; 

the sanctity of the family unit is also reinforced by widespread observance of 

Jewish religious holidays and traditional customs and ceremonies (Shuval, 

1992).  Yet, Israeli children are generally encouraged to be more independent 

from a younger age.  Beginning at age eighteen, a two or three year stint in the 

army promotes further independence; many Israelis then make the obligatory trip 

around the world before embarking upon their college-level studies.  Indeed, 

whereas parents were rarely mentioned in the life stories of native Israeli high 

school students, their FSU immigrant peers' accounts were replete with 

statements regarding the parents' significant influence on their children's 

education, choices and future (Eisikovits, 1995; Sfard & Prusak, 2005).   

     Leaving home and functioning independently for the first time was a seminal 

theme which replayed itself explicitly and continuously throughout our 

conversations and seemed to be an important part of the immigrants' self-

perceived identities.  When dispatched to Israel, Alina felt as though she had 

been tossed out into the cold: 

 

A:  If my daughter, she was [laugh] to go another place, it was so, it was so, I 

don't know.  I ask my mother, I say, "How you do this for me?  How you can to, 

give me to do this?!?"  Because I was very, very so sure in myself, that I was 

going, that I was doing, and she was very sure in herself, don't go to another 

country and do some nonsense or something, some stupid thing.  So now, when 



 142

I look at my daughter, I think that what I did, she could want to do, I don't know.  I 

can't explain.  It was so traumatic and it was so dangerous for us because, really, 

nobody really care of us.  Where we are and, until 18, they are responsible, if 

something is happening, to...  something not good for them.  But after that, 18, 

it's still children.  They don't understand nothing, in another country.        

 

But for Karina, Israel provided an escape option from suffocating parental 

attention: 

 

K:  I came alone at age 16 with a group of children that come to Israel without 

parents.  Kiev, the Ukraine...  I was living there.  I learned in school there, 

afterwards I passed a test and aliti l'aretz [I made aliyah].  I really wanted it 

because I was already dreaming of an independent life, my parents were like, 

don't go there, call, come home...  I wanted, like, to start an independent life 

because I wasn't independent in my parents' house.  It's not that I did bad things.  

My father just didn't want me to make mistakes that afterwards I'd be sorry about.  

On one hand, it's good and until now I'm like that, don't do, think twice before I do 

something.  What else?    

R:  Is that typical of the relationship between parents and children?     

K:  Yes.  There, the relationship, the culture, like...  My parents really took care of 

me.  I was like...  I don't know how to explain... like a baby chick.    How they 

worried... they would worry too much.  They always told me, "Don't do that, it's a 

mistake."  All the time...  instead of me.  I had to make my mistakes, learn from 

my mistakes.  Even if your parents are smart, you can't learn from their mistakes, 

a person can only learn from his own.  Even if they said, "Don't do it," I still wasn't 

afraid of the thing since I never took my own knocks from it.    
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Independence at a Cost 

     Since, until they became university students or entered the workforce, Soviet 

teenagers were considered as children (Markowitz, 1998).  This relationship was 

borne out in all of my conversations with informants.  Inna described an insulated 

and protective home environment, which allowed her to focus on her studies until 

she moved to a university dormitory: 

 

I:  My parents took care of me all the time, take care of me all the time, and I uh, I 

didn't solve any problems.  And when you will be alone there will be a lot of 

problems and a lot of things to do.  It was very hard to be with people I don't 

know and everyone likes something different.  We lived two or three girls in one 

room.  It was hard, but only in the beginning.  Then, I loved to be with people 

whom I don't know, who are not my parents and not my sister, it's a good life 

school I think, for everyone.  I think that it's the best time because...  you are not 

a child but not at all grown up.       

 

     This emancipatory message does not come without a price, however: The 

freer we are to make decisions about ourselves and about the worlds around us, 

the greater our responsibilities (Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  This is a discovery 

Karina has already made: 

 

K:  After I came to Israel, I felt that it's good to be with mother and with father, 

mother worries about you.  Even now I'm dying to live with mother, I could come 

home and not have to do all the things...  I got used to it already.   
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In mulling over her own experience, Inna would do things differently than her 

parents:  

 

I:  I think that children from the childhood they should know that the world is not 

something comfortable for everyone and you must do it comfortable for you.  And 

that not all people are as your parents, kind and so on.  In life you meet different 

people and sometimes not good people and you should know how to deal with it, 

with such people.  But I think they should try to explain these things to their 

children and not to protect them from these things.    

 

     Strongly ingrained familial expectations persist even in the face of a changing 

geographic reality.  Soviet working mothers typically depend upon heavy 

involvement on the part of grandparents in rearing children.  Regardless of the 

fact that Karina hadn't seen her mother in seven years, kilometers as well as 

cultures apart, she assumes that one day her mother will make herself available 

to help her with childcare: 

 

K:  I used to think, when I was 18, that I've got lots of time but I'm 25 already and 

I want to have my first baby by age 30...  I think that after I have a baby, my 

mother will come from Germany to take care of my child and I'll continue to study, 

what else can I do...  Once, in Russia, a mother stayed home for 3 years to care 

for her baby, they paid her and everything.  Here, they give a half a year.    
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Language Use in FSU Schools 

     In pre-1991 USSR, making the Russian language and culture a unifying force 

of the country was a major ideological goal of communist leaders; as such, 

Russian was the official language of the USSR, as well as the language of 

politics, science, and culture (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  Language policy 

changed over time, perhaps marked first by a government decree in 1938 

mandating the teaching of Russian as a required subject of study in every non-

Russian school, and two decades later, a growing conversion of non-Russian 

schools to Russian as the main language of instruction.   A large part of the 

population, including the vast majority of Jews (Gitelman, 1991), preferred for 

their children to study at 'Russian' schools, which provided better education and 

career opportunities. This was the case for each of the informants who told me 

they studied in Russian schools and considered Russian to be their native 

language.  They learned English as a second language and, because Jewish 

languages were not taught in any Soviet schools (Yedidya, 1991), none of them 

learned Hebrew or Yiddish, the language once commonly used by their older 

Jewish relatives.  Only Alina mentioned a linguistic background that included the 

local Ukrainian language, but even her mother, educated as an engineer, was 

fluent only in Russian: 
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R:  How is Ukrainian different?  

A:  It's different language.  It's one of Slovakian language too, but it's different 

language, it's more gentle language than Russian, I think so.  Growing up in 

Ukraine we used two of them because older people like Grandma and 

Grandfather speaking Ukraine and eh, mother and the town speaking Russian.  

So two languages.   

R:  Who's speaking Russian?   

A:  My mother's speaking Russian.  The older generation, everyone's speaking 

Ukraine, my grandmother's Jewish so she spoke a terrible Ukraine, but it was 

Ukraine. [laugh]   

 

     It is easy to understand why opting for Russian at the expense of local 

languages was especially important to Jews residing in all of the Soviet republics. 

Subject as they were to waves of anti-Semitism generated by nationalistic pride, 

linguistic competence in Russian was a means of staking out the widest range of 

opportunities for the future, maintaining a broad yet exclusive vision even while 

physical and other restrictions were imposed upon Jewish populations.  

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, elevating the status of national 

languages and cultures accompanied demands for independence of former 

Soviet republics.  Fear of growing nationalism (Altschuler, 2006; Gitelman, 2003; 

Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003) was one of the major reasons for mass 

emigration, and linguistic nationalism was seen as part of this threat.  In the face 

of renewed anti-Semitic persecution, Jews realized that their main asset, Russian 

language and culture, was turning into yet another disadvantage and obstacle to 

future opportunity.    
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Education 

     Before addressing the language issues of FSU immigrant students in an 

Israeli university, it is first important to examine the significance that education 

holds for them.  For all three informants, any self-perception of identity translated 

first and foremost into academic identity; in other words, they associated all 

things about themselves, past and future, with education.  Approximately 60% of 

FSU immigrants in the Israel workforce have academic degrees as compared to 

30% of veteran Israelis (Leshem & Lissak, 1999).  Previous research has 

determined a strong connection between FSU immigrant views on language and 

cultural and educational background (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  Likewise, 

the attitudes expressed by the informants of this study concerning the role of 

language in life and career were strongly rooted in their cultural and educational 

background.  This is not surprising, given the nature of university studies that 

guarantee confrontation with language issues on a daily basis.  In the first 

sentence she uttered, Alina conveyed the importance that education holds for 

Soviet Jews: 

 

R:  Tell me about where you grew up   

A:  Kharkiv, it's a big city, we have a lot of universities.     

 

Inna persisted in identifying herself as an academic first and foremost:   
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R:  Tell me about yourself. 

I:  I came from Belarus three years ago.  First of all I finished ulpan [intensive 

Hebrew language course for new immigrants], after I finished [a program for 

academics] and now I study at the university.   

R:  Tell me about yourself - from way back!   

I:  [very long, thoughtful pause] From what point?   

R:  Whatever you'd like. 

I:  Before here...  in Belarus I studied at the university before the last 5 years.  It 

was a great time in my life!  I studied in Minsk, I finished in a technical university, 

I studied economy. 

 

Education as a Universal Social Lever  

     Insofar that access to education was one of the only advantages allowed to 

FSU Jews, getting ahead through education would naturally be one of the 

cultural values transplanted into their new environs.  However, education status 

represented more than localized opportunity; it was employed by immigrants to 

envision a future beyond the borders of their native countries.  Emotionally 

schooled 'abroad,' FSU youngsters were ingrained until their emigration with the 

tools they needed for future success.  Narratives collected from FSU immigrant 

high school students showed that knowledge of mathematics, considered by 

Soviets to be one of the most important ingredients of education, constituted a 

vital part of their cultural tradition (Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  It has also been 

suggested that FSU immigrants are not only accustomed to carrying multiple 

outsider identities, but are convinced they are destined to overcome their 
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exclusion with the help of cultural assets, such as mathematics, that are 

independent of geography (Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  Another example of a place-

independent asset is English language proficiency, and at great sacrifice, Inna's 

parents ensured their daughter had a unique opportunity: 

 

I:  I studied English from the first class, from 6 years old, it was a special school, 

there was only one such school in our town.  It was very far from my home but 

our parents talk a lot about it.  They uh, when I was in the second class they 

drive me to school and then home and it was hard 'cause they work and hours 

were different.  In other schools children begin to learn English in fifth class 

[grade], something else.  And I learned English from the first class and in fifth 

class we began to study American and English literature.   

 

Education as Compensation for 'Otherness' 

     As members of the Jewish minority in their native countries, the families of 

young immigrants had typically identified themselves as locally excluded but 

globally 'at home,' due to what they considered to be a fine educational 

background (Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  Since the cultural identity of young 

immigrants was built upon the foundation of their previous education and their 

ability to be further educated, advancement through education became the only 

mindset that could transcend prejudice and limited opportunities.  For Jewish 

children, cultural self-identity was closely tied to academic achievement and how 
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far education could take them.  In some cases, it was the opportunity for further 

academic study that attracted FSU families to send their children to Israel:   

 

A:  They [the Jewish Agency] make a program for the children to go to be 

students in Israel and eh they take together a group of very good students from a 

school, they make a test and eh, a lot of tests and a lot of programs and we said 

that we come...  We would be another [higher] level of the studies and another 

level of living, but it's eh, you know...  army.  [big laugh]   

 
     Despite their current Middle Eastern context, the same seclusion and sense of 

otherness, a carry-over from life in the FSU, is apparent in Inna's comments.  So 

is the attitude that the Soviet culture of education is superior to that of the Israeli 

system: 

 

I:  It different from here, a lot.  Student's life, a lot different because you have 

groups there of students with common major and around all disciplines and in the 

same group, it's the same people and we know each other and we visited each 

other and getted together and spent a lot of time together and we celebrated 

different parties together.  It's more interesting.  And here... every subject is 

without a group, with different groups.  And I even don't know all the students 

who study with me.  I meet people in the street and I don't recognize them.  

'cause I don't know them!  I feel I need to learn 2 times in the semester [due to no 

support system].   
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I wondered, in light of the fact that Israeli university culture is highly group-

oriented, if the 'otherness' Inna was feeling resulted from a language barrier 

alone.  After all, she had been in the country for nearly two years and still found 

herself using more Russian and English than Hebrew.  More likely, hers was a 

self-imposed isolation stemming from a sense of cultural superiority rather than a 

socially constructed one, as referred to here by Karina,: 

 

K:  Here, people make more noise when they're talking in the streets because   

there's a difference.  There it's more European, people are more European, and 

here more Eastern.  Here there are many who arrived from Morocco, from India, 

and such.  It's a different kind of people, they also have a different culture and 

different habits.  There are a lot of differences.   You feel it, when talking, the 

relationship...  I don't know.  There's a lot of stuff.   

 

     Whereas an FSU education may have been good enough to find employment 

in the FSU, it was not sufficient for achieving the geographic mobility Karina 

desired: 

 

K:  But why did I want to come here to study...  Because there the degrees are 

not accepted by other places in the world; people think we buy our degrees.  

Even though there are good math and physics teachers in the universities.   

 

Education and the ability to be further educated are the primary assets upon 

which FSU immigrants have to bank, and for the young, the security that a sense 
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of geographic permanence offers is not as appealing as it was for their pension-

aged parents and grandparents.  A stint in Israel provides the skills and 

experience needed for further upward movement and supports Karina's broader, 

more global orientation.  The choice to pursue schooling in Israel is purely 

pragmatic, and she makes it clear she will not go anywhere until she has laid the 

groundwork for her future.   

 

R:  I want to meet you again in 10 more years...    

K:  [laugh] Maybe we'll meet in the United States.   

R:  What are the chances you'll still be here?      

K:  Little.   Little.    

R:  5 more years?     

K:  It's impossible to know.  Because until I've finished and I've gotten the field of 

work I want for myself, I'm not moving from here.  Because I don't have...  I've 

invested here, because of my studies, here [Ben Gurion University] it's a good 

degree that will be accepted everywhere in the world.   Until I'm sure I've found a 

place I can get good work with good pay, I'm not moving from here, for sure.  

 

For the time being, locale is less relevant to Inna than employment:   

 

R:  Do you think you will stay here?    

I:  I don't know.  My husband has a good work.  I learn in the university and when 

I finish, I think that I will be able to find a work on my speciality.     
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     In short, Israel is a convenient place for both Karina and Inna to become 

qualified and decide on a next step before moving on.  In discussing the situation 

of her brother in Israel, Karina lays out his possibilities to pick and choose, take 

the best of all worlds, and combine them into opportunity: 

 

K:  Now he's working, and he davka [ironically] thinks about returning to Kiev.   

R:  Why?   

K:  It's not working out for him here, it's really hard to work and to study, he 

started to study but he had money problems and I couldn't help him.  He's really 

smart, in computers, he's thinking of doing a course here in computers and going 

back there to work.  We still have a house there, so he'll have a place to live in 

the meantime...  I don't know.  He can also check out Germany.   

 

Staying on Schedule 

     It seems that every society has its own expectations and norms regarding the 

life stages at which students learn in university.  In America it is not unusual to 

find middle-aged adults combining work with part-time study, graduating, and 

then returning a decade later for additional study. Following high school in Israel, 

most veteran Israelis enter the army for a few years, then take time to travel 

before beginning three years of undergraduate university studies before their 

mid-20s.  FSU immigrant informants, however, were under pressure to adhere to 

a set academic timetable of advancement, even at the expense of valuable 

opportunities.  The English school Inna attended offered a tempting program:  
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I:  There was also a exchange between our pupils and pupils from England.  they 

went to our high school and lived in our pupil's families for a month or something 

else.  And eh, then our pupils went to England and lived for a month in their 

families.  It's a pity, but I don't remember the name of the school.   

R:  So you did go for a month to England.    

I:  No, at the time I prepared for my entrance exam to the university.  It was very 

important for me, I can't waste time.    

 

     Karina lamented the fact that she is further behind in her studies than she 

might have been had she not immigrated to Israel: 

 

R:  Are you glad you made the decision to come here at 16?    

K:  I don't know.  On one hand, yes.  I'm glad I came.  On the other hand, at age 

25, I still haven't finished my studies, it took me a long time because of my 

hofesh [freedom].   There I would have finished, I would have learned in a 

technical school, physics or mathematics, gone straight to university and finished 

at age 21.  And I would have finished a second degree at 23 and I'd already be 

an engineer there.   

 

     Only Alina, at twenty-six years of age the oldest informant of the three, 

expressed a more holistic view of education beyond the purpose of finding 

employment:  for the love of knowledge, to better enable her to teach her own 

children and even as a tool to integrate into Israeli society.   
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A:  But I think it's a part of study.  By the way [at the time] that you're learning 

some subjects, you're learning the language too.  So, I don't know nothing, no 

word in chemistry, maybe, but in my subject, I know the words and I can use it.    

 

Effect of Language on Choice of Studies  

     Pursuing higher education may be a cultural expectation for FSU immigrants 

who arrived in Israel before they had completed their studies, yet achieving this 

goal was made more difficult because of inadequate language skills.  Alina noted 

the significant role that the Hebrew language barrier plays in their choice of a 

field of study:  

 

A:  It's worse because we don't have a lot of Russian people in humanities, 

because it's difficult because of language, it's not because they don't catch this.  

They not go to the chemical because they really like chemistry, no, or physics or 

engineering, no, it's language, the language difficult.  It's difficult for them to catch 

what they want to say, because of this, not a lot of Russians we have in 

humanities. 

 

     It is interesting to speculate to what extent the large number of students 

studying in departments such as engineering and computer science is due to 

cultural values, that is, the fact that scientific and technical positions are 

accorded higher status or respect in Russia than are those in the humanities.  

Does their grounding in mathematics and science allow them access to university 

study in Israel that would otherwise be denied them?  Would more FSU 
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immigrant university students in Israel choose other fields in which to major if 

language did not pose such a problem?  

 

Russian Language and Culture in Israel  

Effect of Migration on Cultural Identity 

     Emigration entails leaving behind clearly established life patterns and 

behavioral norms of the immigrants' home country; immigration subjects these 

familiar social patterns to ambiguity and obscurity (Leitman, 1993).  The stress of 

arriving as an immigrant to a new country brings on a personality crisis, or 

"impoverishment of the immigrant's ego" (Ben David,1970, p. 370).  This crisis in 

identity was the source of Alina's comment that it was easier to immigrate to 

Israel at a younger age because immigrants can then go through an acculturation 

process in primary and secondary education.  Interestingly, research in high 

school has shown that this is not necessarily so.  FSU immigrant high school 

students who had studied in Israeli schools for four or five years before being 

interviewed saw the school's main role as instrumental (academic) rather than 

social, and had little contact with veteran Israelis outside of the classroom 

(Eisikovits, 2000).   

     None of the informants played down the difficulties they faced when making 

aliyah; in every case, immigrating was the hardest thing she had ever done.  
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Even the reception that Alina, a committed Zionist, received from native Israelis 

was not what she had thought it would be:   

 

A:  It's so different because when we came we expected all of people in Israel 

expecting us and they're so happy that we came...  And it so proud to say, "I am 

an olah hadasha" but it's not [laugh].  So it was very difficult.   

 

     In a study published in 1996 on FSU immigrants' assessment of their 

absorption in Israel after five years, it was concluded that the immigrants live in 

"two worlds":  their desire to preserve their own original culture, and their 

inclination to be open, to some extent, to Israeli society (Al-Haj, 2004).  Ben-

Rafael, et. al. (1998) maintained that immigrants from the FSU seek neither 

segregation from, nor integration into Israeli society, but want legitimacy for their 

cultural uniqueness, together with integration as a secular group.  This level of 

acculturation includes changes in identity, loyalties, and cultural consumption of 

the immigrants, and is linked to their upward social mobility in the host society.   

Horowitz (1994, p. 90) surmised that the cultural absorption of immigrants from 

the FSU is problematic precisely because their attitudes run the gamut from 

integration to cultural separation.   

     Remennick (2003) called this phenomenon 'integration without acculturation,' 

and believes this definition is even more applicable to former Soviet Israelis 

today.  Integration presumes that the immigrant minority retains its core identity 

while gradually finding a common political, economic, and sociocultural 
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denominator with the mainstream society, as well as adding new layers to its 

identity and lifestyle that are adaptive to the new conditions.  Remennick believes 

a successful integration/acculturation process includes three major, interrelated 

components, all contingent upon the acquisition and use of Hebrew:  professional 

or skilled employment in the mainstream economy concurrent with material well-

being, a diverse circle of socializing and social networks including veteran 

Israelis, and the gradual shift in cultural/media consumption from Russian to 

Hebrew and English-based products.  

'Otherness':  Integration or Separation? 

     Upon arrival to Israel, Jewish FSU immigrants receive citizenship and 

government support for their integration, including Hebrew courses, is provided.  

Yet, the number of FSU immigrants in Israel is demographically large enough to 

support the continuous use of the Russian language (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999; 

Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003), and its presence is obvious in the dubbed 

television programs, printed media and commercial advertisements.  Inna gave 

an interesting example of Russian 'replacing' the seemingly all-powerful English 

as Israel's primary second language: 

 

I:  I hear it.  I hear it here!  Now, in all shops... It was yesterday, some days ago, 

we went to...  There is a shop here, Shekem Electric, we went there and we see          

something written, uh, in Hebrew, tanoor [oven], and under this word some years 

ago it was written in English.  And now, eh, there is the word in Russian.  

Everywhere.  In the shops and the street a lot of groups musical that give 
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concerts here concerts here in Russian theater.  That's why I don't miss 

language!  

 

     FSU immigrant ethnic identification is based on group connectedness and 

pride in their Russian cultural roots (Al-Haj, 2002), and immigrants have 

established a wide range of community-ethnic organizations in Israel, notably in 

the fields of the performing arts, libraries and cultural centers.  By 1995 Israel 

had 50 Russian-language newspapers, magazines, newspaper supplements, TV 

channels and radio stations (Leshem & Lissak 2000).  Besides being a major 

source of information about social, cultural and political activities, these media 

sources exert a major influence on the social boundaries of the immigrant 

community, its symbols, and its relations with society at large (Leshem & Lissak 

2000).  Ethnic identity becomes more, not less, important in Israeli society, where 

"ethnicity is an asset and a source of power" (Al-Haj, 2002, p. 65).   

     Thus, of the Russian immigrant community characteristics, including 

demographic size and concentration, strong ethnic orientation, availability of 

social, cultural and political organizations, and ongoing connection with their 

home country, all support their continued strong presence in secular and political 

forums.  "As a result of these socio-political developments, the FSU immigrants 

of the 1990's are the first immigrant group in Israel that has openly refused to 

suppress the culture and language of the country of origin" (Yelenevskaya & 

Fialkova, 2003, p. 32).   
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     Informant attitudes about Israel closely mirrored each individual's motivation 

for immigration and her level of commitment to Israel.  Alina combined her Zionist 

sentiments and love of learning in justifying her choice to immigrate and stay: 

 

A:  It's not important for me what is happening in Israel, it doesn't influence my 

thinking about Israel as a country, like a place of the Jewish people, I no have 

some political ideas like I think that, oh, it's a bad place on the financial level or 

it's a bad place on a security level, for my children or for my sister who is in the 

south and the kassams [rockets fired by Palestinians] of the uh, you know, 

because Zionism is something in the head, it not depend on the situation in the 

country.  So I am very happy today that I came to Israel.  I happy that I learning, I 

remember in the first days of the study at Ben Gurion [University], I going to a 

couple of conferences, I thought, Ben Gurion [the first prime minister of Israel] 

would be proud of me! [laugh]  That I came to another country from another 

country and I still can to go to university and start to learn.   

 

Inna is still uncertain about the new dimensions immigration has added to her 

identity: 

 

I:  I can't say that I don't like Israel, but I can't totally say that uh, I like a lot of 

things.  Our roots always there where we're born and became grownups.  I also 

miss, now I understood that I not only miss my parents.  Because at the 

beginning I thought that I didn't miss place, I miss only people.  But now I 

understood that I miss not only people but place too.      
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     Karina emphasized both the positive and negative aspects of the 

independence that she had longed for and ultimately found in Israel, and also 

spoke in a straightforward manner about not wanting to stay:   

 

K:  Something else here in Israel, on the one hand I liked, and on the other, I 

didn't like at all.  Because here, you can do w h a t e v e r   y o u  w a n t.   Say  

w h a t e v e r  y o u  w a n t, to whomever... to do whatever... even, you're totally 

free, uninhibited.  To go in the streets with some guy and not be afraid.  There 

are nutcases, in fact, there are many.  But here there is freedom, there really is 

freedom.   

 

K:  Here the life is okay.  It was never terrible.  If a person has hands, legs, a 

head, it's possible to manage anywhere.  Even to do the hardest work and make 

money, be a person.  But Israel isn't the place of my life.    

 

Veteran Israeli Perceptions of FSU Immigrants 

     Traditional patterns of social interaction and communication have important 

consequences for integration into Israeli society (Leitman, 1993), and linguistic 

and cultural differences are at the core of the social and ideological conflict 

between FSU immigrants and veteran Israelis.  Much of the cross-cultural 

misunderstanding and stereotyping has stemmed from differences between 

specific sociolinguistic strategies in Hebrew and Russian, according to 

Gershenson (2003).  For example, Russian communication is characterized by a 

verbose, sophisticated rhetorical style, whereas "Israelis see politeness as 
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artificial, hypocritical, and unnecessary in close relationships" (p. 278).  In order 

to behave in a verbally authentic manner in Hebrew, one should speak his or her 

mind in a direct and straightforward way, thus the immigrants' characterization of 

Israeli veterans as 'loud.'  A study on politeness found that Russian-speaking 

Israelis use a combination of Russian and Hebrew strategies, but because their 

sociolinguistic resources in Hebrew are limited, their ability to be polite turns out 

to be inferior to that of either native speaking group (Gershenson, 2003).      

     Another form of Israeli stereotyping is more explicitly related to language 

through expression of identity.  The most significant stories may be those that 

imply one's memberships in, or exclusions from, various communities of identity 

(Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  In combating one common Israeli perception, Karina 

related how, upon arrival to Israel, she would pretend to be Belgian in order to 

avoid being viewed as a Russian prostitute:     

  

K:  And also, I really wanted to see another place.  I love traveling, to see new 

people.  And when we got to Israel, we immediately started talking to Israelis.  

We pretended we were from Belgium because in Belgium, there's Flemish, right?  

And people don't understand that language...  The truth is, when we arrived in 

Israel, there were...  Israelis, now fewer, I'd even say they're stupid, that just 

because we were Russian, they'd raise all kinds of things.  For a long time they 

shouted to us in the street, [tight, careful voice] called us names.  Not everyone, 

but when Russian women arrived, then, the relations were...  we didn't 

understand a word in Hebrew.  They related to us, boys, they'd say words to get 

us to look at them, Russiya, whore...  There are among us...   So we'd say we're 

from Belgium.  And we'd go to an Israeli discotheque and we'd want to meet 
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people, Israelis would...  Because when we came, we started feeling like we're 

different.  Not just the language that's different than them, but the culture, the 

interaction.  So we started afterwards to be more with Russians than with 

Israelis.   

R:  You said that was then, people who looked at Russian women that way.    

Yes, 10 years ago.   

R:  What makes you say it's different now?    

K:  Because then, a lot of Russians came. There were a lot of people [Israelis], 

for example, that weren't successful in their lives.  And they thought we were 

coming to take their work, their livelihood.  I think because of this.  Also, during 

this period, there were coming a lot of escorts from Russia.  And so, they [Israeli 

men] related to us as such.  Now it's possible to say that Russians have proved 

themselves, many have gone to university, graduated with degrees, are working 

in good places...  They also stopped that problem with girls coming, there are a 

lot fewer.     

 

     The ease with which Karina was able to use language to exclude herself from 

the Russian community and take on a completely foreign identity demonstrated 

her ability to become any 'other' she so chose. 

    There has always been a strong undercurrent of resentment among veteran 

Israelis that FSU immigrants knew how to work the system to their best 

advantage, and there is some truth to this as manipulating the system developed 

skills finely honed during 70 years of Soviet rule (Wanner, 1998) and oft-heard 

jokes that even the guy who changed truck tires in a Soviet garage has 

credentials that qualify him to be an engineer.  (It should be noted that Israelis 

make fun of everyone, and most of all, themselves; ethnic ridicule is  'equal 
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opportunity.')  On the other hand, the discovery of forged documents such as 

academic degrees and driver's licenses were not uncommon, and their existence 

cast a shadow of doubt concerning authenticity on all immigrants, including the 

legitimate ones.  Alina was very defensive and adamant that immigrants' 

intentions to deceive were not the rule:   

 

A:  Lot of children were a financial level very good, it's not like a lot of people 

think, that Russians came to Israel to collect the sal klita [benefits].  It's a stigma 

that eh that people have here, but it's not like this.  We came to make our lives 

here, not because we have something here we don't have in Russia.  Now in 

Russia it's very changed, it's not like before in communistic, if you want the 

money, you can have them.  If you want.    And I don't think that somebody with a 

good life want to change his life so dramatically, to change countries.   

 

     Alina came to Israel with the intention of making a life for herself.  However, 

there have also been numerous cases in which immigrants made use of the 

benefits offered by the government, then departed from the country as soon as 

they had been exhausted.   

 

Language Use and Attitudes 

     Following the initial welcoming period, the "frustration caused by lack of 

employment and housing was deepened by the clash of expectations, which led 

to the forming of mutually unfavorable stereotypes" (Gershenson, 2003, p. 275).  
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Misunderstandings such as those mentioned above exacerbated this clash, and 

many Israelis started treating the newcomers, whom they saw as insincere and 

manipulative, with antipathy and mistrust.  In response, the immigrants often 

reciprocated with contempt and estrangement towards Israelis, whom they 

perceived as rude and pushy.  Precisely at the juncture where language and 

culture impact society, Inna's stubborn insistence that Russian will yet become a 

state language poses a multifaceted dilemma which goes straight to the heart of 

Israel's social and ideological conflicts: 

   

I:  Russian is changing Israeli society   I think that some day Russian will be one 

of the three languages in Israel.   

R:  More than English?   

I:  Of course not.   

R:  Why not?     

I:  I don't know why, but I'm almost sure that not more than English.   

R:  Will Russian be more important than Hebrew one day?    

I:  Here, no.  But it will be a state language.   

R:  What makes you say that?     

I:  My observations.  We see it everywhere.  In the streets, in the shops, in the 

hospitals.   

 

Language as a Means of Preserving Culture 

     Persisting fondness for one's own native language even after living in a 

foreign culture and learning a new language is not unreasonable, and "... the 
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mother tongue Russian is assigned symbolic values, the language in which 

informants are able to realize the full potential of their personality, express 

emotions, and feel at ease" (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  In this sense FSU 

immigrant sentiment about their language seems no different from that of other 

immigrant or minority group, and is perhaps even more justified, given that Jews 

took with them from the FSU little else besides a strong connection to the 

Russian language and culture acquired through Soviet education.  In Karina's 

words:   

 

K:  It's my language, I feel natural, comfortable, easy with it.  It's hard for me to 

say, I just live with this language.  I read it, I speak it, I live with it.  I feel good...  If 

I knew English as well, I'd feel the same way.  To know a language well is to feel 

comfortable with it, able to speak about any subject in it.   

 

     In lieu of economic security, language and culture constituted power, 

particularly for the FSU's Jewish minority, with valued education as the tangible 

outcome. Their continued loyalty to the culture and language of the 'old country' 

may increase the likelihood of the ghettoization of the FSU immigrant community 

beyond the first generation of Israeli-born children (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 

2003).  However, the reality of forces of socialization stands in contradiction to 

this conclusion, as the experience of this and numerous other ethnic groups that 

immigrated to Israel prior to FSU immigration has demonstrated.  In spite of most 

immigrants' rapidly acquired and increasing proficiency in Hebrew (Kheimets & 
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Epstein, 2001; Markowitz, 1996), there is a strong desire toward maintenance of 

the Russian language.  Each of the informants in this study expressed the desire 

for their children to know Russian, not least of all for communicative purposes: 

 

R:  When you have children, what language will you speak with them?    

I:  Russian.  Because I see a lot of examples in other families, in Russian 

families, where children pick only Hebrew and eh and they catch Hebrew and 

they learn it really fast here because of their friends, because of kindergarten, 

because of their schools.  Every child who was born here he knows Hebrew very 

well, from the early childhood.  And in Russian language families such children 

they don't want to speak Russian and you hear a child speak in the street and the 

child speak Hebrew and the mother ask and answer him in Russian.    

 

Alina has a great appreciation for the ethnic languages of her family and 

expressed the importance of passing on linguistic heritage:    

 

A:  Georgian is to connect with the family of my husband. Other dimensions, 

another language, and I want that my children can know this.  My father-in-law, 

that my husband very respect him, he very loved his language, so I think it's very 

important for them and for me, and I tell them this.   The uncles are so happy 

when they hear, "Oye, she talking Georgian."       

 

A:  But eh Ukraine, a lot of poets, good ones, a lot of songs, very beautiful songs 

in Ukraine and I very love this and I love to sing, and so it's very important to me, 

this aspect, to give to my children.  Ukraine, I talking to them sometimes.   
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     The passion that FSU immigrants feel for their native Russian language is 

also reflected in their desire to maintain schools in which Russian is the language 

of instruction, as well as to conduct courses and activities for their children 

conducted in Russian (Al-Haj, 2004).  In addition, immigrant teachers run an 

extensive network of evening schools for adults providing instruction in Russian 

in major subjects.  This connection has as much to do with immigrant attitudes 

about culture as it does with language.  FSU immigrants perceive that their 

cultural background and educational level put them in a different class than most 

other Israelis.  Cultural differences in school and social behavioral norms were of 

concern to Karina:    

 

K:  For example, when a teacher comes into the room, everyone has to get up 

and say hello to the teacher.  If someone makes noise, straight away he's put out 

of the room.  He can give a bad grade just for this, for behavioral problems.  If 

there's any sort of problem, they straight away call his parents.  And the parents 

come and they look at it together, everyone.  There, parents worry more about 

the culture of the child and here, teachers say to parents, do that, because it 

doesn't matter, I just have to teach.  People respect the elderly, here there isn't 

that.  Children don't care about anyone, they live exactly as they wish.  And 

there, they try to teach a little of the culture. It's really a different culture.   

 

     This sense of cultural superiority coupled with the fact that, as a group, FSU 

immigrants are still struggling economically, creates a paradox which makes their 

integration into Israeli society a more complex one and affects the way in which 
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they interact with the different groups that comprise Israeli society (Ben-David & 

Biderman, 1997).     

Superiority of Russian vis a vis English and Hebrew  

     The Russian language is the core element of FSU culture, and linguistic 

competence translates as "the ability to use sophisticated rhetorical 

constructions, quotes from well-known works of literature, film, TV-programs, and 

cultural anecdotes, as well as demonstrating a mastery of both high and low 

registers of speech" (Gershenson, 2003, p. 284).  Previous research has 

indicated that, irrespective of age or the social group investigated, Russian 

scores better than Hebrew for its aesthetic value and as a vehicle of culture 

(Olshtein & Kotik, 2000; Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  Indeed, the aesthetics 

of the Russian language was a recurring theme during interviews with 

informants, especially when it was compared to Hebrew.  The university-aged 

informants of this study felt that both Russian and English were far richer 

languages than Hebrew, which was deigned simpler, more primitive, and even 

inadequate.  Karina's attitude did not originate merely from a low level of Hebrew 

proficiency:  

 

K:  Russian is a poetic language, it has a lot of words.  It's possible to explain 

everything in Russian.  And in Hebrew, there really are fewer words.  There are 

things that, I'm not capable of finding the right words.  There are words, aval zeh 

lo zeh [but it's not the same thing].  But in Russian there are a lot, also in English, 

from what I know, it's also rich in words.    
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Alina associated culture, education and scholarly pursuit with the Russian 

language: 

 

A:  Russian, it's a big uh, lot of uh, books and literature, in a big world literature in 

Russian; it's very important to read in Russia.  Dostoyevsky in this language, and 

not a translation in Hebrew.   

 

Inna also made explicit reference to literature while reflecting upon the English 

language: 

   

I:  It's rather beautiful.  [pause]  Not as Russian, but in its own way.  A lot of good 

English writers, English and American writers.  I mean, writers that wrote in 

English.  A lot of value in English books.    

 

Karina assigned to English a value comparable to Russian, and much higher 

than that for Hebrew: 

 

K:  English is a good language.   

R:  Why is English a good language?   

K:  The first time I heard Hebrew...  it was... [laugh]  For me, English is closer to 

Russian.  But not Hebrew.  The first time I heard people speaking Hebrew, it was 

like a dog barking.  Ichsa!  [Yuck!]  In the beginning, right?  When I didn't 

understand.  I don't think that now, because I improved.    
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This aristocratic conceit extended beyond language and culture to geography as 

well.  Karina, despite her lack of intent to return to the post-Soviet Ukrainian 

Republic, emotionally equated Russia to Europe in terms of aesthetic appeal:   

  

R:  Do you think you'll ever go back to Kiev to live?    

K:  No no no.  I want to visit.  Very much.  I heard there have been a lot of 

changes.  It's now like a European center, they built a lot of new things, it's really, 

really, really beautiful.  I was in Moscow, I simply fell in love, really beautiful.  I 

was also in England, I loved it.  England, Moscow, there's something special 

about Europe, something common.   

 

Attitudes toward Hebrew 

     As demonstrated by the previous quote, informants' attitudes toward Hebrew 

were quite negative compared to their attitudes toward Russian and English.  

Although she came to Israel nearly a decade ago at the relatively young age of 

sixteen and studied in high school for two years, Karina claimed not to possess 

advanced proficiency Hebrew and seemed determined not to develop it: 

 

K:  Hebrew has the simplest structure imaginable.  Really, everyone learns it 

quickly.  English is also simple, but Hebrew... totally.  A lot simpler.  Hebrew is 

easy, to learn to speak, of course.  I don't speak at a high level, because I don't 

use it, but yes.   
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     Inna was also quite clear about her lack of enthusiasm for the Hebrew 

language: 

 

R:  Do you like Hebrew?     

I:  [pause]   

R:  How do you feel about Hebrew?   

I:  [laugh, mumble]   

R:  What?    

I:  [again, more loudly] I don't think nothing about it.  I even can say that I don't 

like Hebrew.   

R:  Why not?   

I:  'Cause eh, I think that the Russian, that Russian and English they're more rich 

languages than Hebrew.  That's all.  But there is one advantage.  It's easy to 

learn.   

R:  What makes it easy to learn?      

I:  [pause] Because there is often, for example, one word and one meaning.  It's 

and in English and in Russian, one word and two pages of meanings.  That's why 

it's easier for me in Hebrew.   

 

     As any post-adolescent immigrant to Israel is well-aware, the chances of 

acquiring near-native proficiency when learning Hebrew at a later age are slim.  

Feelings of linguistic inferiority may compel Russian immigrants, like many 

immigrants from America and other places, to emotionally cling even more tightly 

to their native language.  Linguistic competence is an important factor in social 

relations, and sabra [native Israeli] status holds some prestige.  FSU immigrants 

who cannot hope to achieve this status may instead turn their noses up and 



 173

claim superior status (Gershenson, 2003).  Since Russian language fluency is 

less advantageous in their new environment, immigrants tend to gravitate toward 

areas where this disadvantage is less pronounced.  For example, university-aged 

immigrants who require a strong background in Hebrew and English, majors 

such as physics and computer science provide arenas where FSU immigrants 

can compete with veteran Israelis, unlike in areas more dependent upon 

language.  The attraction to mathematics is due to the fact that its rules could be 

seen as universal rather than specific to a particular place or culture.  This 

universality is valuable in that it may constitute a solution to these students' 

sense of local linguistic exclusion:  "Although immigrants were bound to identify 

themselves as outsiders in their local environment, mathematical prowess was 

one of those properties that compensated them with the more prestigious, place-

independent status of 'people of education and culture'" (Sfard & Prusak, 2005, 

p. 20).   

     A second reason for informants' negative attitudes about Hebrew may 

concern the second-class status assigned by the Soviets to minorities.  As 

language for FSU immigrants is inextricably linked to cultural status, it would 

appear the superior attitude toward minority languages and speakers of minority 

languages that was bred in the USSR has been transferred to the linguistic 

situation in Israel (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  In other words, Russian, a 

minority language of Israel, is associated by its immigrant speakers with a culture 

that is superior to that of the rest of the country.    
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Attitudes toward English 

     Scientists and other professionals consider proficiency in English to be a 

significant factor in securing professional success in Israel (Yelenevskaya & 

Fialkova, 2003; Kheimets & Epstein, 2001).  Since the educational level of the 

FSU immigrants is generally high, the jobs they sought demanded a high level of 

proficiency in Russian, as well as in English.  But second-language teaching in 

the FSU was often inadequate, and this complicates professional immigrants' 

integration (Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003), and affects their ability to compete 

against veteran Israelis who have a relatively advanced level of English 

proficiency.  During one interview, when I observed that my Russian-speaking 

students all write English in an identical, distinctive style of handwriting, and that 

many kept extensive vocabulary lists, Alina burst out laughing and said she was 

reminded of an old Soviet joke, that all FSU pupils used the same English 

textbook, passed down from generation to generation: 

 

A:  Even my best friend Karina that came with me, she learn in an English 

college in Russia, and still, she have a bad level, not for speaking and for 

reading.    

 

     It is obvious that fluency in English is important to professional aspirations, but 

what influence does English have on FSU immigrant integration?  Whereas fluent 

English proved to be an asset, it also functioned as a de-motivating force for 

learning Hebrew.  Resistance to learning Hebrew may even act as an 
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impediment to assimilation.  Inna mentioned relying on English to facilitate her 

studies.  Karina lamented the fact that her English had not been more fluent 

before she immigrated, and she reported that her boyfriend, working as an 

engineer, was not held back professionally because of any Hebrew language 

deficiencies.  Inna's husband was in a similar situation: 

 

I:  He's engineer, and he work with electronics.   

R:  How's his Hebrew?        

I:  Not very good.  Because eh, he doesn't need it.  He work with people who 

speak Russian and uh, only the owner of the firm speak Hebrew and he my 

husband speaks English with him.  That's why he doesn't need Hebrew.    

 

     Although immigrants can certainly get by with fluency in Russian and English, 

no sense of connection to the country or to veteran Israelis can be forged if they 

are unable to communicate proficiently in Hebrew.   Karina demonstrated the 

most positive attitude toward English: 

 

K:  I like songs in English, how it sounds, the language itself.  In English songs 

there are all kinds of pizmonim  [refrains], like, in English, it's all organized, pretty.   

R:  You mean the structure? 

K:  Yes, it's the structure itself of English that's pretty.           
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     English for study.  FSU immigrant informants' positive estimation of the 

English language paralleled that typical of other Israelis:  

 

A:  English is something, it's another, it's what's so important, it's something you 

have to do this if you want to go to university, for a good level of living you have 

to know English.    

 

     As previously noted, Israelis accord high status to the English language, and 

proficiency in English for academic and commercial success is a common 

objective regardless of cultural background and ethnicity.  But as a non-native 

Israeli, Alina also emphasized the sense of personal achievement that has come 

from her improved English skills, as well as her enhanced ability to compete 

against other Israelis.  When she realized how critical English proficiency is to 

academic competition and advancement in Israel, she took extra courses in order 

to improve: 

 

A:  It's changed, I'm not afraid from the English, it's very important, it's not a 

stranger to me.  Berlitz its very, very help me, to understand that I'm not afraid, 

that I can make the English go out of me.  When I graduate I feel so good with 

myself that I can speak this language.   

R:  Why is that so important to you?  

A:  It's eh, not to be less than another, that they can speak and I not.      

 

     In the Israeli context, to an extent that could never have been imagined in the 

FSU, English is used as a primary tool in tertiary education: 
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A:  I started studies of the New Testament in a class, came a guest lecturer and 

he speaks only in English.  He has another interpretation of the Bible, not a 

Jewish interpretation, it's very interesting to see this clash, ways that our thinking 

about the New Testament and they thinking, it's very different, it's very 

interesting.  I think it's so big a privilege to hear this, and to understand what he's 

saying, so if English is something that I have to know for to hear this studies, I 

think it's worth it.  That's the reason.  I came to Dr. Blidstein, who came from 

America, and I bring the articles and we talking about it, it's something that gives 

me a lot of self-confidence.  It's at a high level, not only in my house.       

 

     Yet, despite its importance to her personally, academically and professionally, 

Alina claims that being able to use English holds no emotional significance for 

her, other than boosting her academic self-confidence:    

 

A:  I using English for the, eh, I can to take some book and to read in English, but 

it's not meaningful for me, I not feeling the aspects of the language.  Something 

about feeling, no, I don't have this.  If it's interesting for me, I take the Oxford and 

translate something I don't understand and I read it, it doesn't matter.    

 

Such apathy is oddly inconsistent with Alina's earlier comments concerning the 

usefulness of English language competence. 

 

     English for travel.  Like their fellow Israelis, all three of the informants 

mentioned international travel as a main reason for proficiency in English: 
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A:  It's very important because eh...  it's connected with the people, you know.  I 

go to some countries, a lot of my friends living there, I go to another country and 

lot of people don't even know that we have language of us in Israel, another 

language that's not English, and of course not to speak in Hebrew, so English is 

something that connected us with the world.    

 

K:  If I could speak English I could go anywhere and everyone would understand 

me.  I could also understand tourists that come, I could go to all kinds of places, 

it's my dream.   I could ask them about all kinds of things, interesting things.       

 

I would like to stress the importance of situating these comments in the context of 

generations of Soviet Jews preceding the current generation who were prohibited 

from traveling abroad; it is not difficult to understand the origins of Karina's 

dream.   

     Inna remarked that upon arrival in Israel, she quickly learned that her fluent 

English enabled her to get what she needed in governmental offices and public 

places far more successfully than her basic Hebrew:   

 

I:  When I came here I don't know Ivrit [Hebrew] very well.  In first week there was 

a lot of things to do in the bank, in Misrad Klita [Absorption Office] and so on.  I 

need to speak with people, to communicate with them, and English was very 

helpful.  Even now, a lot of studies, and I don't know Ivrit very well.  Sometimes I 

read books in English in order to prepare to my lessons.  I speak a little worse 

now in English because Ivrit...  it's hard to explain!  I don't know Ivrit but uh I 
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forget even Russian [laugh] not only English!  That's not okay because I studied 

in an intensive form.  And uh I think that's why it's hard to speak English now.  

 

 

     In summary, informants primarily acknowledged positive attitudes about their 

native Russian language and negative attitudes about the Hebrew language and 

its status.  In contrast, informants generally emphasized the instrumental uses of 

English language competence rather than how they actually felt about the 

English language itself.      

 

Language Identity 

     While Hebrew and English tended to be the languages of work and studies, 

and Russian the language of home and friends, the attitudes among these young 

informants towards the languages they use concerned a personal choice as well 

as a particular set of circumstances.  "Every immigrant settling down in a new 

country consciously or subconsciously chooses one of the two strategies in 

verbal behavior: convergence, a speaker's desire for social integration, or 

divergence, a speaker's desire to promote social distance" (Yelenevskaya & 

Fialkova, 2003, p. 43).   

     Alina remarked that it was much easier for immigrants that arrived in Israel 

before completing secondary school, as in the case of her sister.  High school is 

meant to have a socializing effect (Eisikovits, 1995) as well as providing a 

context to practice academic language skills prior to university entrance.  Despite 



 180

her own rough transition, Alina was motivated to immigrate by her Zionist beliefs 

and was firmly committed to assimilation, and her decision was not only 

supported but promoted by her family.  Married with two children, she possessed 

the greatest motivation to integrate, and therefore also possessed the desire to 

learn and use Hebrew for more than just instrumental purposes:  

 

A:  My sister-in-law majors in political science and government and she asks me, 

"How do you do this?  For Israelis it's difficult to learn in humanities."  But I think 

it's a part of study.  By the way that you're learning some subjects, you're 

learning the language too.   

 

     Of the three informants participating in this study, Alina's language attitudes 

and linguistic strategies come closest to social integration.  The Hebrew 

language is implicated here as she identifies herself as a member of Israeli 

society: 

 

A:  I'm Israeli, I'm not Russian anymore.  The Russian mentality is stranger for 

me now, and I live with a tzabar [native Israeli], because of this, maybe if I was 

married to somebody Russian it would be dramatically different for me, but I not.  

My friend, we were friends many years in Russia, lives in France, married to an 

Italian.  We understand each other, but it's a different mentality.  

 

     Clearly, while many FSU immigrants are learning and managing with the 

Hebrew and English languages at work, in their studies, and at home, research 
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also has shown that seamless integration does not always occur.  FSU immigrant 

sub-societies are formed, and insufficient language proficiency has contributed to 

social and cultural autonomy, and even alienation from larger society 

(Remennick, 2002; Yelenevskaya & Fialkova, 2003).  Karina, after a decade in 

Israel and more socially alienated than ever, had few good things to say about 

the country and dreams only of living her life elsewhere.  Although her university 

peers were multicultural and she professed to have a few Israeli acquaintances, 

she admitted, "In my life, with my friends, I speak more in Russian."  Both 

Karina's and her boyfriend's energies seemed to be directed primarily toward 

advancing their studies as much as possible, acquiring work experience, and 

then emigrating.  The attitudes she expressed about the Russian and Hebrew 

languages are consistent with separation from Israeli society and veteran 

Israelis:    

 

K:  But, like, most of my friends are Russian, I don't know.  Sometimes, a little, in 

an Israeli home I was, talking, and there was a connection but just a very 

superficial connection and it turned out I have just Russian friends.  Not because 

I don't want... It's simply easier to talk to them, even if I wanted...  There are 

things that don't have to be spoken, they understand straight away.    

 

     Inna, whose English language skills helped facilitate her transition to Israeli 

culture, may have experienced less culture shock, but also, perhaps more social 

distance as a result.  Only two years in the country and uncertain about whether 
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or not she will stay, she demonstrated if not eagerness, at least a willingness to 

try to integrate.  In the meantime, her attitude toward Hebrew represents a 

middle ground, the gray area between convergence and divergence, as she 

attributes her negative attitude to her low level of proficiency: 

 

I:  I think that, maybe I can't say now that Hebrew is beautiful language too 

because I can't read in Hebrew in such way that I'd like and eh I didn't read any 

books in Hebrew.  That's why I can't objectively say about Hebrew.  But I think 

that one day I will be able to say it's a very beautiful language.    

 

     Inna's words demonstrate her openness to the prospect of assimilating into 

Israeli culture to the extent that she will enjoy Hebrew literature in the same way 

she does Russian by imagining herself integrating the culture through the 

language.   

 

     None of the informants, not even Inna with her fluent conversational, reading 

and writing skills, felt anything but an instrumental affiliation with the English 

language, but it seems informants wanted for their children to have a different 

relationship with English than they themselves did.  

 

     Alina doesn't identify with English beyond its usefulness while traveling and in 

her studies: 
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A:  It's cosmopolitan.  It's something universal, I think, the English, not belonging 

to my identity.   

R:  So it's more like a neutral language.    

A:  Yeah.  I can't say it make my mind more close to the English speaking 

people, something like this.    

 
     Alina relished not only the multilingualism, but also the innate sense for 

languages, particularly English, that she observes in her Israeli-born child: 

 

R:  What age were you when you started learning English in the Ukraine?   

A:  At 10 years.  It's like something strange, you know, something, another... it's 

not like something you know natural in you, it's like another studies, like math or 

something like this that you have to learn, but you don't use it in your life.  I love 

it, and my father very want that I go to the studies after school to learn English, 

and I going, but it was something strange and I don't feel familiar with the 

language, not something that's my language.  Not like my daughter, she feel that 

she want to speak in this language, to understand, she asking.  She came to 

school today and said to them, "I'm speaking Russian, English, Georgian and 

Ukraine."  [laugh]     

 

It should be noted that in the above quote, Alina does not mention Hebrew, her 

children's "native" language!   

 

     Karina imagines her own future English-speaking American identity and, as 

one might expect, she expressed the most enthusiasm for the English language 

and culture: 
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K:  The United States is closer for me to Europe, Canada, something like that.   

R:  Why?    

K:  From what I see in movies or on the news, all kinds of programs about the 

United States, the mentality seems close to me.    

R:  What mentality, exactly?    

K:  I don't know, I think...  it's a stigma like this, that the United States is a country 

where, if you really want it, you'll get your dream.  Here, it's nearly impossible, in 

Israel, it's too small a country.   

 

     Like Alina, Karina stressed the importance of multiple languages for her as-

yet unborn children, for purposes of education as well as to facilitate relocation 

options that she herself may or may not exercise:  

 

R:  If you have children, what language will you use with them?   

K:  Okay...  I think Russian, but from age three, I'd want them to learn English.  

To speak well.   

R:  Why?    

K: Like I said, even Hebrew, if I'm still here.  The more languages, the better, I 

read a lot about this, that it develops the brain and it's easier for the person to 

learn later.    

 
 

     FSU immigrant informant attitudes about integration and commitment to Israel 

reflected individual motivations for immigration and likelihood of remaining in the 

country long-term.  Informants demonstrated both symbolic and instrumental 
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attitudes toward the languages they utilize daily:  i.e., Russian and English were 

perceived as the most important of the three languages, fulfilling cultural needs 

and educational and professional ambitions, respectively.  Russian was valued 

for reasons of positive cultural bias, while English was valued for its capacity to 

expand academic, professional and geographic boundaries.  In contrast, the 

Hebrew language, largely viewed with disdain or merely as a necessity by 

informants, was relegated to a minor, purely instrumental status.   

     In sum, the main themes that emerged from the data collected from FSU 

immigrant informants concerned Soviet and family identities, acculturation within 

Israeli society, and the strong links between educational background and global 

opportunities. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  CONCLUSION 

 

     This qualitative research study, conducted at Ben Gurion University of the 

Negev (BGU) in Beersheva, Israel, explored the impact of language use and 

status on the cultural, political and social identities of students belonging to the 

Bedouin and the Former Soviet Union (FSU) immigrant communities.  As 

members of a cultural and racial minority, and as females subordinated within 

their own traditionally patriarchal society, women belonging to indigenous 

Bedouin tribes of Israel's Negev region have been labeled a doubly marginalized 

minority.  In 1989, in the wake of revived nationalism and the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, and following decades of religious persecution, Jews were allowed 

to leave the FSU en masse.  The massive immigration of nearly one million 

Soviet Jews to Israel, as well as scholarship programs promoting study for 

Bedouin women, have recently led to greater diversity and multilingualism in the 

population of Israel's universities.   

     The new scenarios faced by Bedouin and FSU immigrant university students 

as they pursue higher education in the context of a Western society activate 

complex social transitions and shifts in attitude and perceptions about language 

and identity.  While they possess the linguistic ability to identify with multiple 

cultures, minorities also use the power of language in attempts to improve their 

socioeconomic positions.  Because upward mobility is often linked to higher 

education, BGU offers an ideal environment in which to study the language use 
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and attitudes of these two diverse minority groups toward their first, second and 

foreign languages.   

     My purpose in conducting this study was to understand the meaning that 

individuals make of their own lived experience vis a vis language use; as such, 

in-depth interviewing proved to be an appropriate method of data collection.  I 

audio-taped interviews with three female Bedouin and three FSU immigrant 

students, then translated and transcribed these interviews for analysis.  Data 

analysis centered on specific and common themes concerning education, 

language attitudes, and identity.  After defining the important categories, and 

then identifying the patterns among them, I attempted to construe credible 

interpretations of themes that concerned language, identity, and status-imbued 

social relations, given the context of the university setting and the unique 

backgrounds of each group of informants.   

     In addressing the research questions that framed this study, the sections of 

this concluding chapter invoke the themes most salient to informants.  

Interrelationships between language, identity and power figured largely in the 

final stages of analysis of themes regarding:  minority status and community 

identity; education; national, ethnic and global identity; and language identity and 

power that are woven throughout the body of this dissertation.  In the following, I 

discuss the implications of this research for language teaching, add reflections 

about the study, and finally, explore the implications of this study for future 

research. 
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Minority Status, Community Identity and Education 

     Cultural norms and societal circumstances to a large degree dictate the 

opportunities available to a community's youth in pursuing higher education.  In 

both the case of Bedouin women and immigrants from the FSU, drastically 

changed circumstances now permit opportunities and access inconceivable to 

previous generations.   

     Bedouin informants.  In Bedouin society, men have traditionally controlled the 

discourses central to power and prestige, specifically, land, family and honor, and 

use the concept of 'family honor' "to maintain communities and prevent the moral 

and social disorder judgment that arises from men's inability to control women's 

behavior" (Faier, 2002, p. 190).  Everything that community represents for 

Bedouin women is intertwined with this gendered minority status, while the 

"doubly marginalized" minority experience is a relatively new one.  That is, until 

venturing out of their strictly Bedouin communities into university studies at BGU, 

these women had little or no lived experience of being an ethnic minority.  

Leibkind's (1999) definition of the term 'marginalization,' or the identity resulting 

from a minority's choice of social strategy, implies that "...neither the majority nor 

the minority can offer a satisfactory identity" (p. 143).   

     In the case of the female Bedouin informants, however, marginalization, 

despite its negative connotation, is a progressive step up from the status quo of 

traditional existence.  At the moment, marginality is an advantage since pursuing 

an education allows them to participate in the public sphere, and to entertain for 
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themselves notions of gender and culture that were not so long ago and would 

otherwise be out of the question.  Education represents a legitimized means of 

challenging ages-old, prescribed tradition, and gaining some personal leverage; 

student status affords young Bedouin women a large measure of independence, 

time away from family scrutiny, and, ultimately, a respite from leading the kind of 

life they have witnessed among their peers.  Enrolling at BGU is a legitimized 

option in that, once authorized, the Bedouin community supports women's 

studies and, consequently, the opportunity to explore the broader world and 

experiment to a limited degree with life choices from a position of relative 

autonomy.  Informants optimize this new agency of power, using it to benefit their 

community as well as to serve their own purposes of self-advancement.   

     Furthermore, marginality on both counts - being Bedouin in majority Jewish 

culture and being female in a patriarchal society - may be a transitory phase for 

these university students, considering that their lives, according to informant 

accounts, were far more gratifying than they would have been had they not 

entered university, and given their determination to effect change in their society.    

     Another important point concerns the dynamic, rather than static, nature of 

cultural identity.  Subject to circumstances of context, perceptions of cultural and 

national identities are continually evolving and in the process of being reinvented   

As a result of circulating in the public sphere and functioning as active, 

autonomous achievers, Bedouin informants' worlds have expanded.  The 
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university and related experiences have initiated the formation of new, hybrid 

identities that will replace marginalization and other aspects of identity.     

       Determination notwithstanding, with regard to informants' gendered identities 

within the Bedouin community, the outcome is less certain.  Regardless of their 

academic qualifications, Bedouin women face an uphill struggle to be recognized 

on equal terms by the males in their community.  Although they currently have 

community support for education, support for its outcome (i.e., intelligent, 

independent women) and application (i.e., professional careers) is limited and 

even discouraged.   Also, while women may critique the minority status accorded 

them by Moslem tradition as backward or antiquated, these same traditions 

constitute their own personal cultural identity (Freir, 2002).  Bedouin women walk 

a fine line when it comes to circumventing the traditional restrictions placed on 

them.  Those who challenge traditional boundaries face the difficult question of 

how to practice at home the liberties, ideals, and freedoms they have come to 

take for granted in the public sphere.  Informants, while acknowledging their 

dilemma, sincerely do not wish to be alienated from their communities, and the 

backlash 'progressive' women currently face from male-dominated, right-wing 

Moslem movements only aggravates their situation.  In other words, educated 

Bedouin women are venturing into potentially dangerous, uncharted territory with 

very few role models to emulate.   

     In answer to the question, "But who will you marry?," Faiyza optimistically 

claimed that "women can change the men."  It has been demonstrated that 



 191

immigration to a modern context has facilitated change in traditional patterns of 

male superiority and family organization among Moroccan immigrants to Israel, 

leading to a less subordinated status for women (Deshen & Shokeid, 1974).    It 

will be interesting to observe whether these same transformations will occur in 

Bedouin families now that women are increasingly being exposed to the 

opportunities availed by modern life and education.   

     From informants' words it can be ascertained that these young women have 

not yet reached a point where they must make definitive decisions about 

retaining cultural traditions in lieu of social or professional opportunities.  With 

progressively developing multiple identities, they want all the advantages that 

their various contexts have to offer and, occupying a favored position as 

students, they currently are able to progress with minimal conflict.  At the same 

time, informants are taking on facets of identity that put them at odds with their 

tradition.  What will happen in Bedouin communities if educated women begin to 

look beyond aspirations of communal service or consider post-undergraduate 

study, or begin to harbor professional ambitions?  Admittedly, this is the 

imposition of a Western value upon a non-Western society, but at the same time, 

informants clearly demonstrated that they would welcome opportunities to further 

their own personal and professional growth.   

     For the time being, very few Bedouin women have gone on to complete 

graduate degrees, and the number of doctoral students is negligible.  Two female 

Bedouin medical students recently completed their studies; currently, there are a 
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few Ph.D. students studying social work, and a few studying education.  The first 

Bedouin woman to study at BGU for a Ph.D. in education is now concluding her 

own research on Bedouin women 'pioneers' in higher education and the 

subsequent turns their lives have taken.  More specifically, she addresses 

participants' experiences with marriage, employment, and, in particular, the 

dilemmas and conflicts they have had to confront and how they have handled 

them.  No doubt her work will provide great insights into the kind of future soon to 

be faced by the women who informed my own study.   

     FSU immigrant informants.  Jewish FSU immigrants have a deeply 

entrenched history as members of minorities and many, against all odds, 

survived with a Jewish identity intact.  "A cultural group is unlikely to reproduce 

and sustain itself if it does not have its own independent educational system 

institutionalizing aspects of its culture, delineating cultural boundaries, and 

providing an institutional site for acculturation to its values" (Wanner, 1998, p. 80-

1). Indeed, Jewish communal identity was prohibited from reproducing and barely 

sustained itself; external imposition of nationality delineation and overt anti-

Semitism are what saved Soviet Jews from complete extinction.   

     A pragmatic extension of the centuries-old roots of religious instruction, the  

drive to educate themselves is one of the characteristics that distinguished FSU 

Jews from non-Jews.  It was of paramount importance that their children learn in 

order to further themselves:  Jews knew they had to study three times harder 

than non-Jews or they would not be granted access to higher education, their 
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only opportunity for a future.  In the absence of money, property, and community 

ties, their only option was to get ahead by improving their minds.  Up to a certain 

point, Soviet Jews could educate themselves within the existing social framework 

without the support of non-family members.  Proud of their cultural background 

with its emphasis on advancement through education and convinced (rightly or 

not!) of its universal value, FSU immigrants were willing to forfeit any kind of 

societal inclusion in exchange for what they viewed as a more prestigious, global 

cultural status.  Excellence at the expense of inclusion is not inconsistent with 

what they endured throughout their history.  Additionally, a strong emphasis on 

education and on individual objectives, together with their immigrant status, has 

amplified the FSU immigrant need for success.  More accurately, the Jews' 

desire to succeed was well-developed in the FSU, but there was simply less 

opportunity to actually achieve success.  Karina spoke of further delaying 

gratification, and her willingness to sacrifice in the present while mentally moving 

on to future golden opportunities that await her: 

 

R:  What's your dream?  What do you want in life?    

K:  I don't know, to find, to do the work that I'd arrive to happily, to do something 

important for all of, for all of humanity. [laugh]  That my work will be interesting, 

that I won't be just a woman with a bunch of kids with thoughts like I have now.  If 

I want to do something, that I wouldn't have to worry about how to do it, how 

much it will cost me.  I want to be in a situation like this so I'd really have 

freedom.  Freedom freedom.  That seems to me to be a real life.  But for that 

you need to work and I understand that and I'm ready for that.  That's why I'm still 
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studying at university and I try...  I'm studying chemical engineering, and I want to 

take a minor in technology and I'm thinking of working in the field of cosmetics.   

And in America...  There's a big problem there with fat people, from year to year, 

there are more and more.  And there, to open some kind of place, like a health 

clinic for fat people, that seems to me to be a really good and successful thing.   

In the meantime, I'm learning about that. I've got a few ideas, but I'll understand 

everything after I've finished studying, what exactly I want and what will be 

interesting.  I have to try.   

 
 

Interestingly, the themes in this quote, i.e., investing in the present toward the 

future, the need to contribute professionally, freedom of choice, and a personal 

sense of accomplishment beyond the requisite "bunch of kids," are not dissimilar 

to those that resonated so deeply for the Bedouin informants.  These are 

universal promises for the future that are made by education, and for both groups 

they proved liberating. 

     For FSU immigrant informants, the notion of 'community' was elusive, as-yet 

undefined or confined to their smaller groups of immigrant family and friends.  

Their complicated family situations further supports a rationale for a life either 

independent of, or together with their parents and extended family and to a quest 

for success where locale is extraneous.  Alina's story involved divorced parents 

and a non-Jewish stepfather, while Karina's parents moved to Germany to accept 

government benefits offered to Jews, despite the fact that both of their children 

reside in Israel.  Inna opted for a "separate life experience" and joined her 

husband's family rather than remaining near her own; once again, pragmatic 



 195

interests prevailed over the proximity that has been dictated by long-standing, 

government-enforced circumstances.  FSU immigrants and their families are 

discovering that the new phenomenon of immigration and the potential to 'shop 

around' for a better place to live entails long-term family separations that, in the 

recent past, would have seemed to them quite unbelievable.  

     Is the strong desire of the FSU immigrants to preserve their cultural identity a 

reactive behavior aimed at creating a 'cultural ghetto,' or, rather, a component of 

their strategy to redefine the cultural borders of Israeli society (Al-Haj, 2004)?  

This question arises from a threatened position:  would a researcher pose the 

same inquiry about American or Ethiopian immigrants to Israel, or is it directed 

toward the FSU immigrant population because of its massive proportion relative 

to the total population of Israel?  It seems overly paranoid to suggest that FSU 

immigrants have premeditated a strategy to subvert society for their own 

purposes.  It is more likely that support for the existence of Russian language 

maintenance and educational institutions is not generated by alienation from 

Israeli society, but rather, "the outcome of a pragmatic strategy in which they 

count on their points of strength" (Al-Haj, 2004, p. 688).  Soviet language and 

culture, i.e., education, are the communal strengths of this distinctive group of 

immigrants, and informants deployed these strengths whenever possible.       

     Any implication that FSU immigrants, in putting their own interests first, 

possess no allegiance to the state of Israel or to any other country is not entirely 

fair, since identities are bound to shift with changing personal circumstances, 
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cultural contexts and political systems.  Given their history of chameleon-like 

color changes and relatively short experience with "freedom freedom," it is not 

difficult to understand how it is that Soviet Jews are particularly adept at 'going 

with the flow' and at reinventing themselves in accordance with their 

surroundings.  The flip side of not possessing a sense of belonging somewhere 

is that an individual can belong anywhere, or everywhere.  Integration for 

informants was largely dependent upon where they could realize professionally 

and materially their years of investment in education.  Also, for many immigrants, 

regardless of origin, integration remains a work in progress over the better part of 

a generation's duration.   

     Parallels between the two groups.  My intention is not to draw a comparison 

between the situation of the Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union and 

the circumstances of Bedouin women in the Negev.  However, for the sake of 

discussion, the two groups of informants do make for an interesting juxtaposition.  

Although for different reasons and motivations, it is evident that for both Bedouin 

and FSU immigrant informants, their respective minority and immigrant status 

has made the need for academic success more imperative.  As observed by 

Ogbu (1992), the status of 'minority' is a double-edged sword:  Belonging to a 

minority group can motivate hard work and eventual success, or it may have the 

opposite effect.  In both the Bedouin and FSU immigrant cases, the motivating 

effect of this aspect of informants' identity was enormous.  For the families of 

Bedouin informants, 'family honor' brought about through female compliance with 
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traditional norms is still a primary means of achieving and maintaining prestige.  

Now that family status is becoming tied to their highly visible academic 

achievement, women not only confront community pressure to succeed in higher 

education, but are also well aware that education represents their only hope for 

'emancipation.'  By the same token, according to Karina, the negative 

stereotypes that female FSU immigrants have had to deal with in the past have 

been dispelled in part because of the large number of Russian-speaking women 

'proving themselves' in Israeli universities.  The stability across international 

borders of the Soviet Jewish norm of education has invested FSU informants 

with some familiar measure of continuity in their lives as immigrants in a foreign 

land.  What has changed for FSU immigrants are the employment opportunities 

and prospects for upward mobility that an Israeli degree presents, in contrast to 

those offered by a Soviet education.   

      Because of their education-focused origins, FSU immigrants have a more 

extensive prior knowledge of, greater cultural familiarity and level of comfort with 

Western-style education than do the Bedouin; even immigrants with the most 

basic of Hebrew and English language skills have enrolled themselves in Israeli 

universities.  Russian speakers not only represent a larger proportion of society 

than do the Bedouin, but they are also more likely to expect to go on to higher 

education and to have an academic background that qualifies them to enter 

university.  For these reasons, there are far more FSU students at BGU as 

compared to the Bedouin.  
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     Have the Bedouin, recognizing its potential worth, begun to acquire what 

could be termed a 'Jewish' value of education?  Although informants phrased 

their educational progress and their own personal ambitions in terms that are 

accepted for women by the Bedouin community, e.g., that it is important for a 

mother to be educated in order to help her children with homework, they clearly 

shared with their FSU peers a strong determination to succeed.  Whereas FSU 

immigrants defined success as an extension of education, i.e., finding a good job, 

and seemed to be clear about their options for the future, the Bedouin informants' 

idea of future success was more vague, confined mostly to academic success.  

They were unable to look beyond completion of their studies, a function of their 

young ages, relative inexperience and the fact that post-graduate options have 

not yet been pursued by large numbers of Bedouin women.   

     While FSU immigrant informants personalized their education in terms of self-

growth, Bedouin informants generalized the value of education in terms of 

community contribution.  Furthermore, only the Bedouin informants expressed 

what could be called feminist values, but framed them in broader terms of 

modernizing society or of reforming men 'one at a time.'  Yet, it is this self-

awareness that confirms their feminist identity.  Even if they must still control and 

restrain their behavior, it is their newly awakened attitudes toward gender, 

education, and progress that distinguish these Bedouin women from those who 

accept tradition unquestioningly.   In the meantime, unlike the experience of their 
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FSU immigrant counterparts, the options for 'older,' unmarried, educated women 

with awakened feminist ideals following completion of their degrees are unclear.  

  

  National, Ethnic and Global Identity  

     Because of the particular circumstances of its diverse population, the state of 

Israel can be abstractly viewed as having permeable borders; rather, it is a place 

where the boundaries of individual identity are not limited to the territorial 

boundaries of the country.  Mass media, the Internet, improved transportation 

and the forces of globalization have brought the rest of the world much closer, 

and most Israelis travel abroad often for reasons of family or business.   This 

fluidity of national identity allows for a rich geopolitical imagination (Newman, 

1998) that is largely fulfilled at home in Israel through various language and 

cultural community affiliations.  Bedouin female informants were somewhat more 

isolated from, therefore immune to, larger societal influences than were FSU 

immigrant informants, but both groups used a variety of different language 

strategies that depended upon the particular social context and were reflective of 

Berry's (1990) levels of acculturation, i.e., integration, assimilation, separation 

and marginalization.   

     Bedouin informants.  The Bedouin confront unique political, cultural and social 

dilemmas arising from the fact they are Palestinian in terms of national and 

cultural identification, and Israeli in terms of state citizenship.  This paradox 
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complicates their everyday lives, and accentuates their 'otherness.'  Most 

Bedouin men and all Bedouin women opt out of the Israeli army experience, their 

communities and schools receive less government funding than their Jewish 

equivalents, and they are more likely to be viewed by the Israeli Jewish 

population as a hostile minority and potential enemies of the state (Al-Haj, 2004; 

Faier, 2002).  As opportunities to travel abroad are generally limited to Bedouin 

males, the Bedouin female informants' sense of global connectedness revolved 

around Internet use and television exposure, and was restricted to study 

opportunities located in the Negev.  In a sense, female Bedouin university 

students themselves function as immigrants in a foreign culture, using Hebrew 

and English for the first time for purposes of communication and knowledge 

acquisition.   

     Evidently, pragmatism trumped ideology; from the time they became 

immersed in study at BGU, Bedouin informants left marginalization behind and 

began the process of expanding their repertoire of acculturation strategies to the 

extent necessary in order to succeed.  Through increased social contact and 

language use, these young women are developing a range of identities that 

connects them to, and enables them to frame themselves within a multicultural 

university community and society.   

     Large-scale physical Bedouin assimilation is unlikely to occur since, to date, 

only a very small number of Bedouins have chosen to live in Jewish communities 

in the Negev Desert.  In Meitar, a community of more than 1400 Jewish families 
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located near two Bedouin towns and numerous unauthorized villages, there 

reside three Bedouin families.  (It would certainly be interesting to study the 

motivations and attitudes of the parents and children of these families as they 

relate to language and ethnicity; given Bedouin cultural norms and community 

pressure, they are indeed making a radical statement.)  However, if Bedouin 

women begin to enter into the general workforce in significant numbers rather 

than seek only community-based employment, then integration into Israeli 

society might be facilitated on an expanded scale.  This potential development, of 

course, will be determined by changes in the currently unpredictable restrictions 

their female status carries in Bedouin society.  It is only a matter of time until the 

collective impact of Bedouin women is felt as more women follow the lead of their 

pioneering sisters.  Safa'a acknowledged the future impact of education and 

choice on individuals and on society: 

 

S:  I think that some girls here think that, that's it, that's the life.  They can't see 

how other people live.  That's the way of life.  That's not wrong.  But when you 

see other things that is better, you will see the wrong here.  And if you don't 

know, you won't know, you will see that that's the way, there is nothing to 

change.  But when you see other things, you will know that, eh, that you can 

compare and then to decide.  

 

It will be interesting to witness the realization of personal and social 

transformation in Bedouin society as increasing numbers of women become 
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empowered through education (Shor, 1992) and construct lives for themselves 

that are a world away from those of their mothers.    

     FSU immigrant informants.  The strongly secular, externally based Soviet 

Jewish identity remains unique among Jewish Israeli immigrants.  Relentlessly 

persecuted throughout history, stigmatized by an undesirable minority 

designation, confined to a localized identity by lifelong residency restrictions, and 

treated by the state and by locals as second-class citizens, Soviet culture 

provoked strong feelings of alienation and a sense of displacement among Jews.  

This externally generated, borderless identity became an asset to Soviet Jews 

only when it could be converted into a global identity that was physically 

attainable as soon as emigration was permitted.   

     Key to global affiliation was the positive affirmation Soviet Jews received from 

their ability to compete academically.  Educational and professional goals can be 

achieved anywhere in the world, and for young Jews, accomplishment outside of 

the FSU was more advantageous than remaining in the FSU.  Prior to the time 

when emigration was possible, USSR boundaries were physical and not 

emotional ones; ironically, when it finally did become possible for Jews to 

emigrate, many (including non-Jews through bribery or connections) went to 

elaborate means to document their Jewish heritage.  As pleased as informants 

were to leave the USSR behind forever, they clung to their Russian identity, the 

vehicle of positive affirmation manifested through language and culture.   
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     Adrift in a "new world disorder" (Horowitz, 1992), the effect on Soviet Jews of 

radical social change and new opportunities offered by globalization has been 

profound.   "Over the course of the last twenty years, no other Jewish population 

in the world has migrated in such large numbers, engaged in such massive 

attempts at cultural and communal reconstruction, and wrestled with so many 

thorny issues of identity as they determine their places in the societies they 

inhabit" (Gitelman, 2003, p. 2).  None of the informants I interviewed expressed 

any initial intention or desire to immigrate to a country other than Israel.  In the 

case of Karina and Inna, however, the idea of being resigned to a life in Israel 

has, over time, translated into unfulfilled desire.  They expressed less interest in 

the character of the state that took them in than in the kind of state that would 

best suit their own particular interests, that is, professional and material 

advancement.  Pretending to be Belgian, living in Germany, completing an Israeli 

university degree, acquiring work experience, immigrating in advance of her 

family:  whatever circumstances happened to dictate, the subsequent choices 

made by informants reflected, above all, a pragmatic orientation.   

     Each FSU immigrant informant adapted the character (and subsequent 

characterization) of the state of Israel to fit her own needs.  Relegated and 

reconciled to a local status of outsiders in their native FSU countries, informants 

were not displeased to have left the USSR, and professed no desire to return.  

Karina and Inna, who admitted to not possessing a smidgeon of feeling for their 

Jewish heritage, transferred this same sense of 'always the outsider' to their 
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experience in Israel.  Karina endured hardships following her immigration, but 

since identifying ways of meeting her long-term objectives, believed she made 

the right decision, while at the same time acknowledged that her parents' move 

to Germany suited their own needs.  Her dissatisfaction with her material status, 

feelings of being short-changed, and unfulfilled professional desires strongly 

support a global orientation.   

     Like Karina, being Jewish and 'emigrable' provided Inna with a ticket to a 

different future, far removed from the social unpleasantness from which her 

parents protected her throughout her childhood.  Regardless of her lack of 

emotional connection to Israel and disinterest in becoming acquainted with 

veteran Israelis, her only conviction concerning future acculturation related  

directly to her educational achievements:  a high level job that will not necessitate 

Hebrew language skills.  Accustomed to feeling displaced within the communities 

they called home before they emigrated, as well as in Israel, Karina and Inna 

expressed little desire to adapt and assimilate into Israeli society, and instead set 

their sights on the wider world.   

     Whereas for Karina and Inna, Israeli citizenship opened up more globally-

based options, and may (or may not) function as a stepping-stone to eventual 

greener pastures, Israel suited Alina's Zionist vision of the only country in the 

world where Jewish people can live together in a Jewish state.  Married and, by 

her own account more Israeli-identified than Russian, she took pride in the 

hybrid, multicultural and multilingual identity she has created for herself and her 
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children.  Conversations with informants demonstrated that the extent to which 

FSU immigrants identify themselves as Israeli is proportional to the extent to 

which they perceive Hebrew and other aspects of an Israeli identity as facilitating 

future upward mobility within or outside of Israel.    

     Parallels between the groups.  Although citizens of Israel with a sole official 

Israeli nationality, neither the Bedouin nor the FSU immigrant informants (except 

Alina) self-identified as Israeli.  Whatever the level of acculturation that each 

Bedouin and FSU immigrant informant will ultimately achieve vis a vis larger 

Israeli society, her primary motivations are driven by pragmatism.  It seems likely 

that each informant is well situated to attain 'success' as the term is defined 

within her individual context.  In the case of the Bedouin women, this success 

would translate as academic accomplishment, participation in the 'modern world,' 

and the ability to contribute to their communities.  For two of the three FSU 

immigrant women, community matters are of less concern than exploiting their 

educational achievements in an expedient and practical manner for a tangible 

material outcome.  

 

Language, Identity and Power 

     Language took on new meanings and status as Bedouin and FSU immigrant 

informants utilized Hebrew and English for purposes of communication and 

knowledge acquisition.  Underlying issues of gender, social status, identity, and 
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power relations emerged from data when the following research questions were 

addressed: 

• How are Arabic, Russian, and Hebrew used by multilingual, female 

Bedouin and former Soviet Union immigrant students?   

• How do these languages affect their social and ethnic identities? 

• What influence does English have on their lives? 

     Hebrew.  Bedouin informants were very conscious of the influence of their 

improving Hebrew proficiency in reshaping their identities, strongly reflecting the 

politics of local language ideologies.  Their deeply conflicted statements about 

the Hebrew language were indicative of political and nationalistic feelings; 

speaking Hebrew fluently may be necessary to their ambitions, but it also made 

them too 'Jewish' or too 'Israeli' for comfort.  Using words like "occupier," 

"enemy," and "control," Faiyza spoke of the threat that language assimilation 

poses to her identity and of her attempts to "push it away," or to resist "it getting 

in."  Nadiya mentioned a game she and her friends played, "We try to speak only 

Arabic and she that uses a word in Hebrew has to pay a shekel."    That Hebrew 

is gradually invading their informal communication is a sign of linguistic 

integration and changes in identity inherent to the language acquisition process 

that informants would prefer not occur.     

     Just as various facets of cultural identity or group membership are reflected in 

discourse, power relations between speakers manifest themselves in language 

as well.  Bedouin informants felt resentful about discrimination, intended or 



 207

unintended, that they suffered as a result of the power imbalance of language.  

They had had little opportunity to practice their Hebrew skills in authentic 

language situations before starting their university studies, and  the disparity in 

Hebrew proficiency existing between them and their Jewish peers clearly 

impacted classroom interactions.  This was evidenced in Sara'a's statement, "I 

had a lot to say and I couldn't say it...  because it's their language.  They're no 

smarter than Arabs, the only difference is that it's their language and we have to 

learn in their language, not ours." 

     English.  Although neither Bedouin nor FSU immigrant informants did not 

consider language proficiency resulting from investment in English as constituting 

a part of their linguistic or cultural identities, informants' positive attitudes about 

their expanding multilingual identities did demonstrate an awareness of the 

connection between language proficiency and improved options for the future.  

This awareness is consistent with previous research that has shown that some 

concurrent or subsequent change in identity is inherent in the language 

acquisition process.  Regardless of the degree to which informants were 

conscious of these shifting identities, their future possibilities, self-perceptions 

and how they were perceived by others were all strongly linked to communicative 

and academic competence in Hebrew and English.  For Bedouin and FSU 

immigrant informants alike, just as they regarded Hebrew as a tool necessary for 

academic success, English was regarded as providing access to the world. 
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     Bedouin informants.  Bedouin informants viewed proficiency in Hebrew and 

English as key instruments of upward mobility in the 'public sphere,' with an 

obvious preference for English due to the Jewish nationalism associated with the 

Hebrew language.  Hebrew is primarily used to facilitate the fulfillment of 

academic aspirations; informants would gladly have pursued their ambitions 

using Arabic, if this were an option available in Israel.  Faiyza wishfully expressed 

her longing to be able to speak in Arabic when ordering a sandwich at the 

university's cafeteria.  Nadiya spoke of the need for only Arabic, and not Hebrew 

or English, in Bedouin society.   

     FSU immigrant informants.  For FSU informants, too, as their deep 

attachment to the Russian language demonstrates, language is identity.   Their 

language community background is complex.  FSU informants belong to a post-

Jewish language generation, and, with the exception of Alina, they rejected the 

language of the republic from whence they came.  Informants brought with them 

to Israel a religious ethnicity (Jewish) within a dominant nationality (Russian), 

neither of which identities were complete.  In other words, informants were not 

actively Jewish, but anti-Ukrainian; as well as Russian by cultural default.  Thus, 

as members of the Russian-speaking language community, language comprised 

their only complete identity prior to immigration.  It is no wonder immigrants have 

maintained a strong attachment to their native language, despite the 

discrimination faced by Jews in the Soviet Union.  Informants demonstrated use 

of Russian for most of their personal interactions and Hebrew only for academic 
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purposes. as well as acute awareness of having to overcome inadequate skills in 

both Hebrew and English, the languages required to compete at BGU.  That the 

Russian language has impinged to the extent it has on Hebrew no doubt creates 

a certain level of social comfort for immigrants they would not necessarily 

experience in other countries of the world.   

     Parallels between groups.  Although Hebrew is the primary language of 

instruction and conversation at BGU, both Bedouin and FSU immigrant 

informants defined it as being the language they least liked and the one least 

important to them, relative to Arabic, Russian and English.  They used Hebrew 

grudgingly, because there was no choice but to do so in order to qualify to enter 

and attend university. Like their Bedouin counterparts, FSU immigrant informants 

also used Hebrew for purely instrumental purposes, and value the English 

language more highly because of its global status, and because of their attitudes 

of cultural prejudice that persist in favor of their native tongue of Russian.   

     Universal economic, political and social accesses have been cited (Phillipson, 

1992; Martin-Jones & Heller, 1996) as main advantages of English language 

proficiency; in addition, language is the primary vehicle through which individuals 

can, if not geographically, then metaphysically locate themselves anywhere.  

Accordingly, informants explained their expanding ethnolinguistic identities in 

terms of the ways in which language helped them to pursue their aspirations, be 

they academic, professional, local, or global.  All three FSU immigrant informants 

professed a love of independence and the desire to see the world; these 
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objectives were their main motivation for English language proficiency.  While the 

majority of Bedouin women may not dream of travel abroad, use of English in 

communicating with foreigners and in exploiting the Internet is their link to the 

world beyond their immediate communities.   

     It is interesting to note that, for Bedouin informants, English language 

proficiency functions as a detour around the Hebrew-Arabic language barrier and 

tips the balance of power in their direction.  Nowhere was this more apparent 

than in my English classroom, where using only English alleviates this conflict 

and provides a linguistically 'neutral' site where Bedouins suddenly find that the 

playing field is leveled more than it ever can be when they are using Hebrew.  

Thus, whereas "communicative inequality" may indeed be inevitable, as may be 

the promotion of existing power structures and elitism through English language 

spread (Pennycook, 1994), it also holds true that English allows access to power 

previously unavailable to certain groups.  For the female Bedouin informants 

here, English language proficiency serves as a symbol of status and a primary 

power asset in intercultural relations.    

     In the Israeli academic arena where Hebrew is the language of status, 

improved proficiency greatly enhances feelings of self-confidence, comfort, and 

sense of belonging, as well as gradually adding new layers and facets to their 

identity.  In the meantime, both groups of Bedouin and FSU immigrant informants 

that are proficient in English use it not only to compensate for inadequate 

Hebrew skills, but also, in an exercise of ethnolinguistic power, as a means of 
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avoiding 'giving in' to Hebrew.  Identity, power, and the socially constructed 

nature of second language usage merge in attempts on the part of the members 

of these two minority groups at BGU to right social inequity and to challenge the 

existing relations of power through language use. 

 

Implications for Language Teaching 

     Unlike in past decades, when Bedouin and Soviet women were more or less 

born into 'who they were,' everything now seems possible.  With their tendency to 

act as self-fulfilling prophecies, identities are likely to play a critical role in 

determining whether the process of learning will end in success or failure (Sfard 

& Prusak, 2005).  In these times of incessant change, when fluidity of social 

memberships and identities can be a source of anxiety and insecurity, the role of 

learning in shaping identities and, conversely, the role of identity in promoting 

learning, may be greater than ever.   

     For both Bedouin and FSU immigrant female informants, uncertainty about 

future scenarios figured largely.  For the Bedouin, pioneers at the forefront of 

societal transformation, the future holds hints of an exciting, albeit difficult, new 

lifestyle.  For FSU immigrants, not having a place to call home means that any 

place can become home.  These circumstances guarantee a certain joy in 

newfound freedom, as well as no small amount of apprehension.   
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     If, indeed, cultural identity affects learning, then teachers should be aware of 

the backgrounds of their students.  How does English fit into this scenario?  

Whether or not the promise is fulfilled, a student's investment in English language 

acquisition is accompanied by the expectation that life will get better.  Upward 

mobility through education, or the promise of access to a more secure, more 

rewarding future, was the main motivation of informants to improve their English 

proficiency.  It is the responsibility of the teacher to try to understand these 

motivations in context.   

     Language instruction is not just about doing language in the classroom; we 

too can approach the classroom as a learning situation.  Pennycook (1999), in 

addressing teachers of English as a Foreign Language, has stressed the 

importance of scrutinizing the classroom population.  It has certainly been 

fascinating to learn about the diverse personal backgrounds and hybrid identities 

of my students and reflect upon how these dimensions relate to language 

learning.  In the course of this study, I also learned the fine details about 

students' literacy backgrounds, the attitudes they hold about language learning, 

the advantages they might possess as well as the unique difficulties they might 

experience in their study of English. 

     How can such information prove useful to teachers?  Despite my many years 

of experience in the role of instructor/participant-observer, this study compelled 

me to observe my students more closely, and to consider that their expectations 

and motivations for learning might differ based in part on their individual ethnic 
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and linguistic backgrounds.  I learned to ask more questions than I did in the 

past, rather than simply making assumptions.  Knowing more about students' 

backgrounds improved my understanding of their needs and hopes concerning 

what language, specifically English, can do for them.  In addition, greater interest 

and sensitivity expressed on my part has helped to bring about a positive 

atmosphere conducive to motivated learning.  It is my hope that this exploration 

into the connections between identity and language will be of interest to other 

teachers whose classrooms include culturally and linguistically diverse students. 

 

Reflections on This Research   

     I am aware of the fact that the Bedouin and FSU immigrant sections of this 

dissertation do not mirror one another, and I have had ample opportunity to 

reflect upon why this is the case.  The background sections on the Bedouin are 

generally not as rich as the sections on FSU immigrants in part because, to the 

best of my knowledge, there has been no previous research done on language 

status and identity in the Bedouin community.  Secondly, I began this project by 

interviewing the Bedouin informants, and by the time I met with the Russian 

speakers, I had accumulated substantially more experience with interviewing and 

data interpretation.  While initially I found it impolite or disconcerting to ask the 

really difficult, provocative questions, in later interviews those same hesitations 



 214

were easier for me to overcome.  It is not a new revelation that 'practice makes 

perfect.'   

     A third insight into the differences in quality of data has to do with the 

researcher's own orientation, or rather, the extent to which I have assessed and 

defined the multiple identities of my informants is highly subject to my own 

interpretations.  Since their backgrounds and lifestyles are more similar to my 

own, I may have found it easier to identify with and ask more stimulating 

questions of my Russian-speaking informants, which may have provoked a 

higher quality of response.  Quite honestly, I struggled to reconcile the lives of 

the bright, outspoken Bedouin informants with whom I became acquainted in 

class and during our interviews to what I learned about their traditional role in 

Bedouin society.  In any event, as a result of the two-year process of 

interviewing, analyzing, interpreting and revisiting time and again the words and 

experiences of all of my informants, my own life experience has expanded 

exponentially.  Ideally, I would have met again with my informants to check the 

accuracy of my observations and interpretations.  I look forward to soliciting such 

clarification in my future research.    

     Until I began analyzing data, I did not know exactly what themes would 

emerge.  In retrospect, it seems obvious that different issues would figure more 

or less prominently for different groups of informants.  For example, while of 

negligible importance to female FSU immigrant informants, gender was an 

integral part of female Bedouin informant identity.  Likewise, the differences 
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between a traditional, patriarchal community and an immigrant community were 

apparent.  For FSU immigrant informants, coming from communities that were, in 

some respects, as insulated and closely knit as that of the Bedouin, the issue of 

geographic separation of families was pertinent.  Finally, although the language 

barriers inherent in the BGU university context loomed large for both, the actual 

opportunity to study at university and their future prospects held very different 

meanings for each set of informants.   

     Throughout the processes of interviewing, transcribing and data analysis, I 

have seen for myself how collective discourses shape the personal worlds of 

individuals.  I have also come to recognize how individual voices of students 

contribute to the collective voice of a community.  Finally, I have come to more 

fully appreciate the task that Israel, as well as other countries that feature similar 

diversity in their own populations, faces in absorbing, containing, and satisfying 

within a single country the needs of so many different types of individuals.      

 

Implications for Future Research   

     Besides investigating the language use and attitudes of Bedouin and FSU 

immigrant students, it was also my early intention as part of this study to explore 

the same questions among female Ethiopian students.  Leitman (1993) looked at 

how Ethiopian immigrant women adapted and conformed to modern Israeli 

culture, but I was interested in their children, reared in Israeli society influenced 
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by the distinctive traditions of their immigrant parents.  Straddling and somehow 

accommodating themselves to both Israeli and Ethiopian cultures, these women 

face different challenges than those of the Bedouin and FSU immigrants, and 

present fascinating research possibilities.  This is one area of inquiry I hope to 

return to one day.  If indeed "ethnicity and its link to language are always fully 

engaged in ongoing social change..." (Fishman, 1999), then there is cause to 

anticipate plentiful opportunities for future study.    

  

Afterword 

     There is nothing new under the sun, or so goes the biblical saying.  Certain 

elements of the characters and stories of my informants bore a strong 

resemblance to two FSU immigrant women with whom I've had extensive contact 

over an extended period of time, and I would like to conclude with a brief 

description of their histories.  Slim, fashionably dressed and shy, Maya, age 40 

and married with three children, immigrated to Israel from Uzbekistan in 1991.  

Outgoing and intelligent, Anna immigrated to Israel from St. Petersburg, Russia 

in 1989. 

     With nearly 20 million people in 1989, the Uzbek Republic was the most 

populous as well as the least urbanized in Soviet Central Asia.  In 1989 more 

than 98 percent of the Uzbeks regarded Uzbek, spoken in a variety of dialects 

including one heavily Persian-influenced "Jewish language," as their first 
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language.  Most of the large indigenous Jewish community known as Bukharan 

Jews, after the Uzbek city of Bukhara, emigrated to Israel or the United States in 

the 1970s and in the years following the collapse of communism in 1991.  Maya 

immigrated from Andijon, Uzbekistan to Beersheva at the age of 25 with her 

husband, young daughter, parents and brother.  The tradition of extended 

families living together was customary and even now in Israel, she said, none of 

her family members would ever consider relocating to another city  

     According to Maya, in Uzbekistan there were national schools and "mixed" 

schools, like the ones she and most other Jewish students attended.  In mixed 

schools, a more "European" culture prevailed and classroom instruction was 

given in both languages, with Russian the dominant and higher status language.  

Together with the value of family unity, the work ethic among Jews was strong:  

"What you get out is the equivalent of what you put in".  As Bucharian Jews living 

in her area sought well-paid positions in business or went into family businesses, 

Maya explained, most had no practical reason for studying beyond secondary 

school and therefore were less learned than Jews in other parts of the Soviet 

Union.  However, for those who wanted to advance in the "controlling Russian 

culture," reading and writing competence in Russian was critical, "like the English 

and Spanish languages in the United States," she elaborated.     

     In Andijon, where Moslem culture predominated, relations between the large 

Jewish community and its neighbors were traditionally cordial and respectful 

("even though the Jews were richer").  Anti-Semitism was not overt, but "we 
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always felt ourselves to be Jews."  Religiously observant Jews in Uzbekistan, like 

those in other remote parts of the Soviet Union, found it much easier to keep 

their traditions alive than did Jews in other republics of the USSR (Krichevsky, 

2005).  Andijon had one synagogue (that is still in use today), and like Maya's 

parents, many residents took advantage of the area's relative religious freedom, 

living Jewish lives in their homes.  At the same time, preference for work, 

acceptance to university, etc., went to those with the word "Uzbeki" stamped on 

their identity cards; great attention was given to preventing those identified as 

"Jew" from advancing.  Resentment and anti-Semitic violence flared up for the 

first time following a soccer game in 1989, when youths sparked a pogrom during 

which Jewish and Armenian homes and businesses were burned and looted.  

Family by family, Jews began leaving Uzbekistan.     

     Life for Maya's family has been good in Israel, and they look back at their 

decision to emigrate with no regrets:  "It's not a simple life in Israel, but I don't 

want to be a Jew in a non-Jewish country."  When I asked her how she would 

define her identity, she simply said, "Israeli,"  and her most important languages, 

Hebrew and Russian.  Interestingly, veteran Israelis did not know what to make 

of Bucharian Jews and would exclaim,  "What, you know Russian?"  Whereas for 

veteran Israelis a Russian was a Russian, with no distinctions between them, 

former Soviet Jews regarded themselves differently.  In the FSU, Bucharians 

were considered by Russian Jewish immigrants from all parts of the FSU to be 

"backwoods," or "Black;" relocation to Israel equalized Bucharian social standing.    



 219

     Despite arriving with a post-secondary technical degree (one that was 

meaningless by Israeli standards, as she put it), Maya spent much of the last 

fifteen years doing seamstress work, cleaning houses, and trying to stay one 

step ahead of serious financial difficulties.  Fortunately, she was able to depend 

on her parents' help with childcare, and continued enrolling for technical studies 

and English classes, and making personal connections she hoped would improve 

her chances of employment.  Maya slowly began accumulating professional job 

experience in her computer specialty.  Despite her accented Hebrew and mature 

age, she made no excuses and doggedly pursued any lead that would enable 

her to move forward professionally.  Often working around the clock, Maya 

continued to pursue educational and career opportunities while caring for her two 

young children and her elderly parents.  In the last few years her struggle finally 

paid off in work teaching computer software at a technical college, a hard-won 

dream.   

       What I have always found remarkable about Maya is her indefatigability and 

tenacious determination, to a degree uncharacteristic of most individuals.  She 

would respond that her drive to succeed is no different than that of any other 

immigrant's, but I believe that a lesser woman would have long ago resigned 

herself to a life of drudgery. 

     In 1990, an Israeli friend introduced me to his newly immigrated Russian 

girlfriend Anna, who later became his wife.  Born and reared by her mother and 

grandparents in a small Ukrainian village, Anna's grandparents spoke the local 
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language "but without love."  Restricted residency and registration prevented 

Jews from relocating, and led to what she called "a forced, suffocating situation" 

of three generations of people living together under the same roof.  (Today her 

own mother does not understand why Anna chooses to deny them both the 

pleasure of family closeness!)   

     Anna left the village at age 17 for St. Petersburg because of the incessant 

anti-Semitic insults ("they called us dirty kikes five times a day") and lack of 

opportunity for Jews.  Although "it's a curse in Russia," Anna expressed pride in 

her Jewish heritage and in belonging to the well-educated Jewish community of 

scientists and literary figures.  "They thought I was misfortunate, when they're the 

ones who lost out."  Society was "slightly more civilized" in the big city, where she 

completed medical school ("the only one that admitted Jews more willingly"), 

then worked as a pediatrician until emigrating at the end of 1989.  She was fed 

up with the persecution, the poverty and the sense that everything in Russia was 

falling apart, and she wanted a better future for herself.   

     Crushed by the news that, six weeks prior to receiving her visa, the United 

States had severely curtailed Russian immigration, Anna resigned herself to 

starting over in Israel, a better option than remaining in Russia.  There is no 

distinction between a doctor's private and professional lives, she told me, and in 

the beginning, regarded as 'profession-less', life in Israel was "as miserable as 

any immigrant's life."  Whereas doctors from Western countries "could arrive in 

Israel and begin practicing the next day," Russian doctors were required to be re-
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educated and licensed by Israeli standards.  Rather than feeling resentful about 

this procedure, Anna was ultimately grateful.  "The standard of education in 

Russia is frightfully low, no modern methods; any person with standards would 

know his deficiencies," she stated.  Ironically, after integrating into Israeli 

professional and social circles, helping her mother immigrate to Israel and 

marrying an Israeli, Anna left for the United States when her husband's place of 

employment transferred him.  

     Anna confessed that she is deeply in love with the Russian language and 

culture, and more significantly, used the title of Hemingway's book about his love 

of Paris, A Moveable Feast, to describe the Russian language.  She identified 

herself as Russian-Jewish, and remarked that her struggle with identity was more 

acute when she had initially left Russia and became "displaced."  However, she 

went on to say that "a person can get used to anything.  I belong where my 

friends are, where I speak the language."  Although she still has no desire to live 

there, Anna says that her sympathies lie with Israel and her family ties are 

stronger than to the United States, her home of 12 years.  "I don't identify with 

being an American, even though I feel good about the vast opportunities of this 

country.  It's a comfortable and convenient place to live, but I'm not connected to 

it.  A displaced person forever."   

     The history and lives of Maya and Anna exemplify the past experiences, 

dreams, and future goals of the former Soviet Union immigrant informants whose 

voices helped shape this study.  Educational achievement, ambition, and 



 222

separation from or unity with family, are recurring themes in their perpetual quest 

for success, independent of community or a place to call home.  Multiple aspects 

of cultural identity potentially conflict with one another in coexistence, and are 

ever-changing in their dimensions.   

     For the women described above, as well as for the informants of this study 

and, the dangers of generalizations notwithstanding, indeed, for any individuals 

situated in contexts of linguistic, social and/or political transition, perceptions of 

cultural identity exist in a state of gradual flux.  Assuredly, the components of our 

identities that have yet to develop are bound to combine into different forms of 

ourselves with those we recognize from the past.    
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