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Introduction 

Daniel Lefkowitz is an Assistant Professor of Anthropology and Middle East Studies at the 

University of Virginia. His work Words and Stones: The Politics of Language and Identity in 

Israel is a product of two years of doctoral ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Haifa, Israel. 

Over nine chapters, Lefkowitz describes Israeli negotiation of language and identity in the early 

1990s and, more specifically, how language both “exerts and resists social power” (viii) in the 

way that Israeli national identity is daily created and defined. According to Lefkowitz: “The 

theme of this book is the interactional negotiation of identity…arguing that conflict within Israel 

is best seen as a three-way struggle among Palestinian, Mizrahi, and Ashkenazi Israelis over 

ideas and symbols that crosscut and interlink the three groups in complex ways” (263). 

Content 

Lefkowitz’s research triangulates through three theoretical lenses: symbolic interactionism, 

interpretive anthropology, and sociolinguistics. In his text, Lefkowitz presents three main types 

of data: translated discourse from interviews (which were done in Hebrew), images from Israeli 

public media, and quantitative sociolinguistic analysis of particular phonological and intonational 

Hebraic variants. His research developed through two years in Haifa, changing focus as he learned 

more about the complex social positioning of Palestinian Arabs, Mizrahi Jews (Jews with a 

Middle Eastern heritage), and Ashkenazi Jews (Jews with a European heritage) within Israeli 

society. Reflected in the title of his book, Lefkowitz claims throughout his text “that ‘words’ 

have the power to create what even the largest ‘sticks’ cannot destroy” (viii). 

In chapter 1, “Negotiations and Identities”, Lefkowitz describes his personal role in the research 

as an American Jewish ethnographer and his theoretical and methodological approach. He uses a 

spiral metaphor to describe the way that symbols can change in meaning over time, depending on 

their positioning within a particular cultural environment. With this theoretical foundation, he 



 

 

presents the idea that specific types of language use create and reflect identity in three social 

groups within Israel: Palestinian Arabs, Mizrahi Jews, and Ashkenazim Jews. The same symbols 

can be used by these three groups to assert varying meanings, or different symbols can be used 

that reflect shared meaning. He concludes the chapter with an overview of chapters two through 

eight. 

Chapter 2, “Negotiations of Memory and Space”, builds a geographical context and shows how 

“struggles over space generate spatial symbols of identity—from the appearance of homes to the 

language of newspapers—and mirror, constitute, and constrain the negotiation of identity” (26). 

In this chapter, Lefkowitz describes his own arrival in Israel and the process by which he came to 

understand the social distinctions between the three social groups in focus. Although Haifa is 

considered by many to be a mixed city where Palestinians and Jews live together, Lefkowitz 

found that neighborhoods maintained many social divisions and briefly describes eight specific 

Haifa neighborhoods: Sha’ar Aliya, Wadi Nisnas, Hadar, Wadi Salib, Halisa, Neve Yosef, 

Carmel Center, Ahuza, and Daliat Ha-Carmel. He claims that while Israelis are prone to 

exaggerate the daily separation of Palestinians and Jews, they simultaneously overlook the 

division between Mizrahi and Ashkenazim Jews. 

Lefkowitz includes a basic discussion of identity, dialogue, and power in chapter 3, “Theoretical 

Frameworks for Linguistic Negotiations of Identity”. He then looks more specifically at the 

rhetoric of Israeli identity, asserting that “maximal Israeliness corresponds to the mythological 

attributes of the New Jew, as imagined by Zionist literature and as nostalgically recalled by 

modern Israeli discourse. Easternness, on the other hand, is the Israeli instantiation of alterity, of 

otherness; it is the opposite of Israeliness” (89). Based on this perception, subidentities of Israelis 

create a social hierarchy within Israel that is reflected in social affiliations such as ethnicity, 

socioeconomic class, linguistic background, and religious affiliation. Lefkowitz claims that 

Easternness and Israeliness are opposites and that a person’s increased affiliation with 

Easternness (e.g. “Palestinian” and “Arab”) decreases their perceived Israeliness which is 

maximally expressed by Ashkenazi Jews and Kibbutznik communities. In chapter 4, “Narrating 

the Encounter”, Lefkowitz relates interview narratives and describes spaces of interaction (or 

non-interaction) that support this proposed social construct. 

In Chapter 5, “The Social Organization of Language Learning in Israel”, Lefkowitz describes 

how Israeli construction of language learning environments for Arabic, Hebrew, and English 

(Israel is officially trilingual) influence the way that language use is seen in everyday use by 

various ethnic groups. While Arab identity in Israel is expressed through the use of Arabic, 

Lefkowitz says that “the learning of Hebrew is quintessentially Israeli…Israel continually 

reconstitutes itself through acts of learning Hebrew” (135). English is also an important language 

“economically and socially for Palestinians as it is for Jews, but the structural circumstances of 

its acquisition disadvantage Palestinians. As a result, the use of English reproduces and 

reinforces the political economy of language…” (161). Because Ashkenazi Jews have, in 

general, increased ability to code-switch between Hebrew and English, the languages of prestige, 

and Palestinian Israelis may feel less comfortable with Hebrew and have less exposure to 

English, the existing social classes are simply solidified by language access.  



 

 

“Tropes of Identity in Public Culture”, chapter 6, argues that Israeli identity is learned primarily 

through the media. Lefkowitz describes Mizrahi music as often being considered to be less 

“Israeli” than Ashkenazi “Land of Israel songs” by the ruling majority. He also analyzes in-depth 

images and stories surrounding a particular week of violence where the newspaper weaves a 

subtle argument that denies Palestinians a voice (and links them with terrorists), emphasizes 

emotionalism in Mizrahi Jews (with controlled emotion being an Israeli ideal), and the utter 

Israeliness of police forces (because of their controlled behavior). Here, Lefkowitz shows that 

while face-to-face interaction shows individual identity, it does so in the context of a larger 

social structure. 

In chapter 7, “Phonology and the Negotiation of Arab Identity”, Lefkowitz explains how the  

use of two Hebrew pharyngeal variables (het and ayin) show social status within Israel, tracing 

shifts in pharyngeal pronunciation to historical immigration trends. While the pharyngeal 

forms are considered “official” Hebrew, Ashkenazi Jews (of higher social status) have adopted 

non-pharyngeal forms. Lefkowitz indicates that this is a result of Mizrahi Jews using pharyngeal 

forms which link them to their heritage countries. “Within the Jewish community, pharyngeal 

forms are stigmatized precisely because they link these Jews with the Arab lands they left 

behind” (234). In contrast, while pharyngeal forms may mark lower social status for Mizrahi 

Jews, Palestinian Arabs use pharyngeals to claim their Arab identity. Thus, while Ashkenazi 

Jews use hardly any pharyngeal forms, Palestinian Arabs use pharyngeal forms the most. 

In comparison to the resistance that Palestinian Arabs exert through emphasizing pharyngeal 

phonological processes, chapter 8, “Intonation and the Negotiation of Sabra Identity”, describes 

the way that Jewish Israeli identity is negotiated through the use of intonation. Lefkowitz argues 

that the Mizrahi adopted an Israeli intonational style, which he calls “The Israeli Rise-Fall Tune” 

(243), as a discourse-marker in their speech in a way that Ashkenazi Jews have not. This pattern, 

which can be associated with emotionality, challenges mainstream ideas of Israeli cultural norms 

(i.e. limited emotional expression). Palestinian Israelis may adopt this pattern to exert their 

Israeliness, and both groups can resist the established norm by laying claim to the identities of 

their choice through their intonation patterns. 

The final chapter, chapter 9, “Conclusion: Negotiations, Dialogues, Power, and Language”, 

reviews the preceding chapters while playing closest attention to the conceptualization of Israeli 

identity, how language and culture relate in public discourse and narratives, and the motivation 

behind Lefkowitz’s chosen research methods. 

Review 

Lefkowitz’s writing style is very accessible and the information that he presents about the 

sociolinguistic and anthropological situation in Israel and how language both shapes and reflects 

both Israeli ethnic realities and social constructs is quite eye opening. He does an excellent job 

presenting various kinds of ethnographic data (e.g. interview narratives, images, phonological 

analysis) to support his claims about Israel’s sociolinguistic situation, with each chapter building 

on the last. The images, figures, and tables are well chosen and helpful for visualizing the 

information he describes. He also communicates consistently throughout the book about his 



 

 

perspective of the social positioning of Palestinian Arabs, Mizrahi Jews, Ashkenazi Jews, and 

related languages of Arabic, Hebrew, and English. 

I have two primary concerns with this book. The first relates to the layout and figures. Some 

figures may be two or more pages away from the text that refers to it (e.g. Figures 7.9 through 

7.11) which makes it necessary for the reader to flip back through pages to access the figures and 

related text together. In addition, the axes in the graph presented in Figure 3.1 have been 

completely flipped so that the in-depth textual discussion on page 89–91 (which refers to the 

figure with terms like “above” and “on the right”) is confusing in its relationship to the graph 

(e.g. “on the right” in text actually refers to items in the left of the figure). Because essential 

information is presented in this figure, if the reader is confused here, he/she will find it more 

difficult to follow the subsequent arguments of the book. 

My second concern relates to the relative strength of Lefkowitz’s claims in comparison to the 

amount of data he presents. He is clearly asserting a particular social hierarchy as being present 

in Israel. While it is possible that his description is quite accurate, he does not always provide 

enough factual support to convince the reader. For example, in the same Figure 3.1, he provides 

a ranking of ethnic groups based on their Easternness and Israeliness without providing sources 

or research to support this claim. As foundational to his further analysis, I expect him to spend 

more time defending this social hierarchy premise. This same issue is present in his description 

of ideal Israeli norms, such as an Israeli ideal of constrained emotionality. Although he states 

these norms as matter of fact, he does not provide support for his sometimes essentializing 

descriptions. In this case, the norm of constrained emotionality is used throughout his text to 

explain varying social divisions, including an entire chapter on intonational variation (chapter 8). 

However, nowhere in the text did I find research that supported this claim of a cultural ideal. 

Lefkowitz is believable, but the book would be strengthened by additional support of some of his 

basic claims that are, at times, used extensively his analysis. 

Conclusion 

I highly recommend Words and Stones: The Politics of Language and Identity in Israel to 

anyone interested in ethnographic research, sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, semiotics, 

or any other field that includes a focus on the intersection of language use and identity 

construction. I would also recommend it to anyone interested in the general social situation in 

Israel as it presents an attention-grabbing perspective of how language use, geographical spatial 

construction, and identity negotiation reflect and affect the current political and national situation 

in Israel. Many of the themes, theories, and research methods Lefkowitz uses to analyze Israel’s 

unique multilingual situation could be applied by other researchers and fieldworkers to elucidate 

other multilingual contexts. 

 


