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Next stop, in Arabic 
 
Ron Gerlitz 
 
As opposed to many others, I'm actually pleased with Israel Railways. I travel 
by train a lot for work, and I've rarely arrived late because of it, certainly less 
often than would have been the case had I traveled by car. I almost always 
get a seat, the air conditioning is excellent, there's a table for a laptop and 
usually I manage to spend a productive hour on the train instead of a lost and 
frustrating hour in traffic jams. 
 
Many of my trips are on the Beit Shemesh-Haifa line, which offers a lovely 
bonus – the landscape. The Judean plain gives way to the high-rise towers of 
Tel Aviv, which soon disappear in favor of the orchards in the Sharon, which 
abut the hills on the way to Binyamina. The hills give way to the Carmel 
mountain range in all its glory, and the sea is alongside the train on the left. 
The familiar landscapes of the homeland are beautiful every time. 
 
But a moment before I start humming "Hoy, Artzi Moladeti" ("Oh, My Country, 
My Homeland"), inspired by the landscapes outside and the voice announcing 
the Bat Galim station in Haifa, I recall that this homeland and its landscapes 
do not belong only to me. Sitting with me on the train are Arab citizens whose 
mother tongue is Arabic and whose roots are planted deep in these 
landscapes. But the upcoming station is not announced in their language, only 
in mine. 
 
This is just one of many examples of the exclusion of the Arabs' language and 
culture from the public space. Even when the train arrives at stations in the 
mixed cities – Acre, Haifa, Lod – Arabic is nonexistent. It is absent from the 
timetables, the electronic signs and the announcements. The exclusion of 
Arabic is clearly of functional significance for the Arab passengers, especially 
those whose Hebrew is not so good. But a language is also identity and 
belonging. For an Arab citizen, whether or not he has a good command of 
Hebrew, hearing only Hebrew means a sense of being a stranger in his own 
homeland. I have never experienced it, but I'm certain that it's terrible to feel 
like a foreigner in your own homeland. I wouldn't want to feel like that for a 
single day in my life, and I don't want Arab citizens to feel like that in Israel.  
 
The presence of Arabic in the public space, in places like the train, will have a 
positive influence on Jews and on the relations between Jews and Arabs. 
When my children and their friends travel on the train and hear Arabic, they 
will receive a message that this place does not belong only to us, the Jews, 
but to the Arabs too. That will reduce the hostility, the bitterness and the fear. 



 
We are not talking about a concession by the Jewish side in the conflict 
between Jews and Arabs over this land. I believe that it's very bad for Jews to 
live in a country where the public space ignores one fifth of the population. 
And I'm sure that it's good for the Jews that an Arab child will travel on the 
train and feel that this place is his. Because on the day when all the 
inhabitants of this country feel that this place belongs to them as well as to the 
other nation, it will be better for all of us. 
 
I hope for the day when the public space in Israel will be shared by Jewish 
and Arab citizens, and I am working to ensure that the language, symbols and 
culture of both will be represented. A public space where there is total 
dominance and hegemony of Jewish-Hebrew-Zionist culture, and almost total 
exclusion of the Arabs' language and symbols, is a public space in which Arab 
citizens feel like strangers in their own homeland. And I, a Jew and a Zionist, 
see them being treated as strangers and feel personally offended. That is not 
how I want to see my country. 
 
The Shutafut Sharaka forum, a Jewish-Arab coalition, together with the 
Association for Civil Rights in Israel, has embarked on a public campaign to 
promote the addition of announcements and signs in Arabic on the trains. 
Israel Railways has a relatively easy opportunity for a far-reaching step to 
improve relations between Jews and Arabs in the country. For the sake of all 
of Israeli society, I hope that it will meet the challenge and pave the way for 
other institutions to follow in its footsteps. 
 
The writer is co-executive director of Sikkuy and a member of the Shutafut 
Sharaka forum - organizations promoting democracy, equality and Jewish-
Arab cooperation. 
 
 


