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Haseeb Sehadah

Reflections on Arabic as Mother Tongue and as a
National Language in Israel

The focus of this article is the statement “Modern Standard Arabic is not
the mother tongue of any Arab”. A mother tongue is the first language
acquired at home during the critical period of a child’s life - the first five or
six years. Inevitably, a dialect of Arabic is therefore the mother tongue of
an Arab child. Despite its practical and scientific significance, this subject
has not received the attention it deserves. Moreover, it 1s rare to find Arab
intellectuals who admit that MSA is not their mother tongue. It is to be
hoped that a comprehensive, accurate description of this situation may
lead to measures to improve the gloomy situation of Arabic in Israel or
at least to halt the waves of its deterioration. One of the cardinal reasons
for the poor state of MSA among Arabs is the fact that an Arab child is
not exposed to this language during the critical period in which rules of
grammar are typically acquired. In addition to the cardinal reason for the
gloomy situation of MSA there are several important factors discussed
below that worsen an already dire situation.
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