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The Raciolinguistic Implications of Linguistic Discrimination 
 
 In The Politics of Palestinian Multilingualism, Nancy Hawker asserts that “in the late 
capitalist market, language skills are re-packaged as commodified resources.”43 This is 
especially true in neoliberal colonial contexts involving a victimized indigenous 
population and their imperialist occupiers. Such invaders have often seized and 
maintained control over native lands and populations by wielding a weapon less 
physically potent than, but equally important to their guns: language as a signifier for 
cultural and racial supremacy. As an extension of their shared colonial origins and 
continued allyship, both the United States and Israeli governments systemically 
subjugate their Black and indigenous communities by using covert linguistic tactics. 
These governmental bodies have furthered such agendas through seemingly symbolic 
legal means materially manifesting in more segregated and assimilationist educational 
systems. These racist efforts have been strategically concealed by race-neutral language 
under the guise of national unity. Similar to Hawker’s description of language as a 
commodified resource in Palestine, Professor Cheryl I. Harris argues that whiteness in 
America is “guarded as a valued possession.”44 For both Black Americans and 
indegenous Palestinians, cultural signifiers like race and language are commodified and 
assigned a lesser value in relation to those of their Western occupiers. In fact, language 
and race are closely connected in both the American and Israeli national contexts. 
Therefore, both would benefit from a raciolinguistic analysis which recognizes the 
essential role that language plays in perceptions of race. Comparing two closely allied 
settler colonial states and their linguistic offenses against racialized and consequently 
marginalized communities will help to further strengthen solidarity among groups 
resisting state oppression in either jurisdiction. 

In “Unsettling race and language: Toward a raciolinguistic perspective,” Flores 
and Rosa recognize “historical and contemporary colonial co-naturalizations of race and 
language” as the first of five key components to a raciolinguistic perspective. They also 
argue that studying the relationship between race and language has a particular potential 
in “contesting white supremacy.”45 Within this raciolinguistic framework, it is clear that 
the implications of American and Israeli linguistic discrimination both legitimize and 
amplify each other with the intent of further disenfranchising and assimilating Black and 
indigenous populations. Persistent efforts to proclaim (or revoke) a language’s official 
status within these multicultural societies are seemingly symbolic efforts that ultimately 
foster material consequences for Black and indegenous communities.46  In fact, almost 

 
43 Nancy Hawker, The Politics of Palestinian Multilingualism: Speaking for Citizenship (Routledge. May 
2nd, 2019). 
44 Cheryl I. Harris, "Whiteness as Property" (Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8, 1993), 1726. 
45 Johnson Rosa and Nathan Flores, “Unsettling race and language: Toward a raciolinguistic perspective” 
(Article in Language in Society, September 2017), 1-27. 
46 In the 1948 territories (also referred to as “Israel-proper”), Arabs account for 20% of the population. 
Jews make up 75% of the population, 55% of them being of Middle Eastern or North African descent, 1% 
of Ethiopian descent, and the remaining 44% of European descent. The Israeli government’s subjugation 



Winter 2022 

 13 

every U.S Congress has heard a proposed amendment seeking to declare English as the 
official language of the U.S.47 The most recent of these bills was titled “The English 
Language Unity Act of 2017.” Although this bill, and many like it, are described as efforts 
toward linguistic standardization in the name of “unity,” their sinister ulterior motives 
are made clear in the simultaneous restrictions placed upon non-English speakers and 
the institutionalization of “English language requirements in the workplace” and in 
“official functions of the U.S. government.”48 The unspoken discriminatory results of 
such bills exemplify the common mobilization of race-neutral and nationally unifying 
language as dog whistles for white supremacy, assimilation and a demonization of 
multiculturalism. Although the English Language Unity Act never explicitly mentions 
race, its targeting of non-English speaking immigrants and U.S residents alike is 
implicitly racially biased given that most of them share a non-white or non-European 
heritage. Unsurprisingly, lawmakers' racialized fears of non-conformity to the English 
language are longstanding, even appearing in the oral arguments for Lau v. Nichols 
(1974) when Chief Justice Burger is audibly shocked to hear that a number of the non-
English speaking Chinese students represented are, in fact, native-born U.S citizens. The 
persistence of legal efforts towards national linguistic standardization exemplify the tight 
hold of white supremacy and its oft-ambiguous manifestations within the U.S legal 
system.  

In 2018, a more extensive law with similar discriminatory connotations passed the 
Israeli Knesset. Dubbed “the Jewish Nation-State Law,” the bill features a section devoted 
solely to “The Language of the State of Israel.” This section details the demotion of Arabic 
from an official language to “special status in the state” as well as a “regulation of the Arab 
language in state institutions or when facing them."49 Although the bill primarily 
mobilizes a supposedly race neutral rationale, the lingual section refers to “the Arab 
language” rather than Arabic itself in order to more directly imply its racially-biased 
connotations. This is to be expected of a law committed to restating Jewish ownership of 
and supremacy within the modern state of Israel. As the bill’s authors phrase it, the law 
affirms that “The right to exercise national self-determination in the State of Israel is 
unique to the Jewish people,” a slap in the face to advocates for Palestinian liberation and 
self-determination in the face of ongoing military occupation and blockade. As part of its 
overarching goal, the Jewish Nation-State Law linguistically reaffirms the subjugation 
and second class citizenship of Arab Palestinians in Israel by legally demoting their native 
language. It is important to note, however, that the implications of laws like the English 
Language Unity Act and the Jewish Nation-State Law are ultimately symbolic reifications 
of preexisting structural inequities. For example, non-English speakers already face a 
plethora of systemic barriers in American legal proceedings, citizenship applications and 
workplaces regardless of English’s unofficial status nationwide,50 not to mention there is 
an extensive and well-documented record of public harassment, hate crimes and police 

 
of Black communities mimics that of the U.S in their shared narrative of ghettoization and brutalization 
on behalf of militarized law enforcement. 
47 Craig Walenta, Constitutional Topic: Official Language (U.S Constitution.net, January, 2010). 
48 H.R.997 - English Language Unity Act of 2017 (115th Congress, 2017-2018). 
49 “The Jewish Nation State Law” (Israeli Knesset, 2018). 
50 However, 31 of the 50 U.S states have succeeded in defining English as their official language state-
wide. Joshua Rivas, “Linguistic Discrimination: Speak English by force or by choice?” (The Collegian, 
December 11, 2017). 
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brutality directed at non-English speakers in the U.S simply as a result of speaking their 
native languages. This racialized system of linguistic oppression in the U.S is even 
directed toward a number of different dialects of English. In its very title, “Modern 
Standard English” asserts its dominance in relation to African American English in 
particular (also referred to as African American Vernacular English [AAVE], Ebonics and 
even “non-standard negro English” in early studies published by white scholars). A racial 
hierarchy is reaffirmed in the very coinage of dialectal terms depending on who speaks 
them most frequently. Like the deceivably symbolic nature of language standardization 
laws, these linguistic classifications ultimately carry substantive consequences. For 
example, one study entitled Dialect on Trial found that the use of AAVE “predicted more 
negative overall evaluations of the speaker, and these negative evaluations were 
associated with an increase in guilty verdicts.”51 Coupled with the longstanding and 
disparate criminalization and over-policing of Black communities in the U.S, this finding 
reveals another significant intersection between language and racial oppression's legal 
expressions.  

Monolinguistic Arabic speakers in Israel face similar systemic barriers ranging 
from difficulty navigating transportation to an increased rate of incarceration and rate of 
fatal encounters with Israeli military or police. In fact, Adalah, the Legal Center for Arab 
Minority Rights in Israel, took legal action as recently as 1998 to ensure that Arabic was 
included on road signs.52 However, until the passing of the Jewish Nation-State Law in 
2018, Arabic was supposedly equal in its legal status to English and Hebrew. This 
misleading false equivalence is mirrored in Israel's population given that “while all 
[Israeli] citizens must learn Hebrew, just 10 percent of [Israeli] Jews speak fluent 
Arabic.”53 Similarly, despite the U.S.’ supposed lack of an official language, 91% of the 
population is proficient in English.54 The respective dominance of English and Hebrew 
in either societal context has been intentionally implemented in order to reassert pre-
existing racial hierarchies. In other words, language policy plays a critical role in 
enforcing cultural uniformity based upon either white American or Jewish Israeli 
supremacy.55 This ultimately predicates the livelihoods of any minoritized community 
upon their ability to linguistically assimilate. 

Linguistic assimilation was first and most explicitly implemented in the 
massacres, mass expulsions and land thefts of native populations during either the 
earliest arrival of pilgrim settlers in 1620 or during the Palestinian Nakba (Arabic for 
“catastrophe”) in 1948. In either case, non-Hebrew and non-"standardized" English 
speakers were quite literally wiped out, some having their languages and dialects 

 
51 Courtney A. Kurinec and Charles A. Weaver III, “Dialect on trial: use of African American Vernacular 
English influences juror appraisals” (Psychology, Crime & Law Volume 25 - Issue 8, March 20, 2019), 
803-828. 
52 “The Use of Arabic on National Road Signs,” HCJ 4438/97, Adalah, et. al. v. The Ministry of 
Transportation, et. al., Takdim Elyon (Adalah the Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel, 1998). 
53 M. Schwartz and N. Gorbatt, “'There is No Need for Translation: She Understands:' Teachers’ Mediation 
Strategies in a Bilingual Preschool Classroom" (The Modern Language Journal 101, 2017), 143-162. 
54 Jie Zong and Jeanne Batalova, “Language Diversity and English Proficiency in the United States” 
(Migration Policy Institute, November 11, 2016). 
55 It is especially revealing to note Israel’s maintenance of English as an official language alongside 
Hebrew given its history of outwardly proximating itself to westernism and distancing itself from the Arab 
and North African savage slot. Like with white supremacy and anti-Blackness, western imperialism has 
ensured that English’s lingual supremacy is universal. 
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exterminated alongside them. By the late 19th century, “Native American languages 
were mainly dead or dying.”56 However, this did not happen through physical settler 
violence alone. After their confinement in reservations, many indigenous children were 
“taken to boarding schools where they were required to speak only in English as part of 
a program to assimilate Native Americans into the white culture.”57 Given its less 
physically violent and therefore less explicit nature, this educational eradication of 
language was just as, if not more important to, the linguistic and ethnic cleansing of 
indigenous communities in the U.S. Like the unifying and race-neutral framing of 
contemporary English-centric bills, this method was successfully portrayed as an 
attempt to include indigenous children in mainstream American society. However, both 
American and Israeli government institutions have paradoxically supported the 
maintenance of indigenous language out of self-interest. For example, many of the same 
indigenous children forced into brutal American boarding schools were later recruited 
by the American government as “Code Talkers,” members of the United States military 
who used their knowledge of indigenous languages for strategic purposes. Arabic 
speakers in both the U.S. and Israel are no strangers to military-led efforts promoting 
the use of their otherwise demonized language. When Arabic is used as an "anti-
terrorism" intelligence tool to support state violence, the language is entirely redefined 
in a positive light. In other words, Arabic is no longer restricted to its supposed violent 
connotations when used for "the right reasons" as defined by the state in its pursuit of 
benefiting whiteness and the western world. Contradictorily, such programs associate 
Arabic with violence regardless by incentivizing the language's use only as a supposed 
means of countering violence "from the inside," so to speak. Ultimately, state-sanctioned 
systems more covertly targeting Black and indigenous communities can be rooted in the 
murderous origins of both the United States and Israel. Recent laws proposed and 
passed in either state can therefore be explained as legal extensions of a long history of 
linguistic suppression, violent or otherwise. 

With the establishment and popularization of the Movement for Black Lives 
(BLM) in recent years, a movement whose platform explicitly endorses Palestinian 
liberation, examinations of similar oppressive systems targeted at both Black and 
indigenous communities in the United States and Palestine have become increasingly 
common. These investigations ultimately result in a strengthened global solidarity 
movement between both marginalized groups. This solidarity extends between Black 
communities in Israel as well as to those who are indigenous to the Americas. Like class 
and religion, the supposedly race-neutral legal jargon regarding linguistic difference is 
often an extension of foundational state-incentivized racial capitalism. The 
commonalities of resisting these neoliberal institutions become particularly apparent 
when comparing Black and Palestinian scholars' shared idea of commodifying identity. 
Therefore, further realizing the particular linguistic systems subjugating these distinct 
groups within similar colonially-minded state structures will reinforce broader solidarity 
movements. In remaining loyal to Rosa and Flores’ ideal mobilization of a raciolinguistic 
perspective, the implications and discussions of such comparative research will contest 
white supremacy regardless of where it may manifest and whom it may target.  

 
56 David Max Braun, “Preserving Native America’s vanishing languages” (National Geographic Society 
Newsroom, November 15, 2009). 
57 Braun, "Preserving Native America's vanishing languages." 


