
   

 

Shared Society Building between Jewish and Arab Citizens of Israel  

Conceptual and Practical Mapping  
 

Executive Summary 

The Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA), together with a professional Working Group convened 

by JFNA, commissioned a research process and mapping from NAS Research and Consulting Ltd. in 

November 2021, following Operation Guardian of the Walls and, specifically, the clashes within Israel in 

May 2021. The research aims to:   

First, provide updated information and a mapping of the field of shared society between Jewish and 

Arab citizens of Israel for Jewish Federation. 

Second, create an educational tool for Jewish Federations, which will offer a roadmap for their and 

other funders’ interest, education, and potential engagement in this important field. 

The NAS-ناس research team selected and interviewed 31 organizations and 25 Jewish Federations, 

donors, and foundations; summarized published materials on shared society; distributed a 

questionnaire to Federations about their approaches to shared society; and collected and analyzed 

information from field organizations.  

What is Shared Society? 

Shared society between Jewish and Arab citizens of Israel rests on two pillars: equality and equal 

opportunity, and partnership, and joint work. There are various prisms through which to understand 

these two pillars: 

• Material or economic equality vs. “collective equality.” 

• Transitioning from an increasingly mixed society to a shared society. 

• Long-term change efforts vs. responses to crises and urgent needs. 

• Building shared society by strengthening Arab society and Arab civil society. 

• Shared society as Jewish–Arab relations or multiculturalism. 

The report highlights several key historical developments to contextualize shared society today: 

• The evolution of pre-October 2000 coexistence efforts into shared society work.  

• The heightened polarization of Jewish–Arab relations due to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. 

• Growing government investment in closing economic gaps but not in promoting shared society. 

• Positive and negative shifts in discourse on Arab political participation and Jewish–Arab political 

partnership. 
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The Shared Society Landscape 

Jewish-Arab shared society is not the norm in Israel. Against a backdrop of separation, inequality, and a 

negative discourse between Jews and Arabs, shared society is a work-in-progress—a vision for social 

change rather than a reality that has already been achieved. 

Major spheres within which shared society building takes place include education and increasingly 

integrated spaces like academic campuses, the labor market, schools, and mixed Jewish–Arab cities; in 

decision-making circles and in political partnerships; in increased Arab presence in public discourse, and 

work within Arab society to promote equal opportunities. 

Certain positive trends have gained momentum in recent years including: enhanced learning of Hebrew 

for Arabs and Arabic for Jews; a growing focus on turning mixed and integrated cities and spaces into 

shared ones; a new approach to programming encounters; more efforts to expose the Jewish public to 

realities of Arab society; community organizing that positions Jews and Arabs as partners; growing 

recognition that the needs of Arab citizens must be distinctly considered in national development 

initiatives; and spontaneous grassroots initiatives. 

Mapping the Field: Civil Society Organizations 

The heart of this research is an in-depth mapping of civil society organizations working on shared society 

building and the Federations and foundations that support them. Despite significant challenges, the field 

of shared society has seen noteworthy growth and accomplishments.  

The goals defined by the civil society organizations include: 

• Influencing public discourse 

• Increasing awareness of the other’s history, narrative, and lived experiences 

• Building shared social and political movements and promoting political cooperation 

• Influencing national and local policy and decision makers  

• Influencing the next generation through the education system 

• Improving higher education and workforce integration as well as cultural competency among 

academia and employers 

• Pioneering models of shared society and shared life 

• Transforming mixed and integrated spaces into inclusive and shared ones 

The main challenges facing the organizations include: 

• The inherent separation between Jews and Arabs in Israel and significant, built-in inequalities 

• The adverse effects of the ongoing Israeli–Palestinian conflict 

• Increasingly inflammable public discourse and a backlash against shared society work 
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• Recognition of the limits of advancing economic equality while neglecting to promote collective 

equality 

• The underrepresentation of Arabs in positions of power 

• The complexity of effectively managing mixed spaces 

• The dilemma of advancing Jewish–Arab relations as separate from or part of greater social 

cohesion 

• Organizational and methodological complications, including limited funds and 

professionalization processes 

Organizations stressed the following points regarding philanthropy: Philanthropy is results-oriented, 

always learning, with more to learn, but struggles to support work perceived as political or 

unconventional. Funders favor Jewish-led and jointly-led organizations as opposed to Arab-led ones. 

Despite existing investments, funding is insufficient, often follows changing fashions and is largely 

unaligned. Philanthropy should continue to support encounter and dialogue programs, but with a critical 

eye. 

Mapping the Field: Federations and Foundations 

Philanthropy—specifically Jewish philanthropy—plays a crucial role in providing funding and supportive 

networks for shared society organizations, and shared society is a far less controversial topic today 

among Federations’ communities. The main motivations for investing in shared society building 

include: tikkun olam and social justice, engaging the younger generation in home communities, 

alignment with the Israeli government’s agenda, support for Israel as a Jewish and democratic state, the 

fight against BDS and antisemitism, and the presence of Arab citizens in Partnership2Gether  )P2G  (

regions1. 

The Events of May 2021 

In May 2021, violent clashes took place in Israel between Jewish and Arab citizens, specifically in mixed 

cities, such as Lod, Ramle, and Akko, where Arab and Jews live side by side. Shared society organizations 

reported that the events shocked them and were a harsh reminder of civil society’s limited ability to 

enable large-scale change.  But they also prompted the organizations to use their knowledge, networks, 

political, and social credit to mobilize their audiences and calm tensions.  

The shared society field was not significantly damaged by the May events, and despite ongoing fear and 

suspicion, activities recovered and have, in some cases, even expanded. Funders and—in the case of 

Federations—the communities they represent were also shaken by these events, and many held 

strategic discussions and implemented emergency thinking. Funding does not seem to have been 

diminished in the aftermath of the events and may even be growing. 

 

 

 
1 See the Partnership2Gether website. 

https://www.jewishagency.org/partnership2gether/


Shared Society Building between Jewish and Arab Citizens of Israel  

Executive Summary  

4 
 

Recommendations 

This report recognizes that shared society investment is a process, and that each Federation has a 

unique relationship to it. The purpose of the report’s recommendations is to help Jewish Federations, 

funders, and other players decide what they want to do in the field and why. 

1. Approach the field with curiosity: This is a heterogeneous, complex, multifaceted, and 

counterintuitive field. The more Federations learn—and the more this learning is based on first-hand 

experiences with Jewish and Arab activists—the greater their understanding and comfort level with 

these issues. 

2. Include more Arab voices in the process of learning about and developing shared society strategies: 

Federations may further deepen their learning and partnership processes by including more Arab 

consultants in their strategy building and decision-making.  

3. Assess funding strategy and process: Federations should ensure their funding strategies and 

processes advance sustainability, innovation, and capacity building in the field, including among smaller, 

younger, and/or Arab-led organizations. 

4. Address the needs of mixed and integrated spaces and cities: Federations are encouraged to support 

turning mixed spaces into shared ones. Specifically, to look at supporting equal opportunities for Arab 

residents in mixed cities and to enhance cooperation between residents and local government and 

between neighboring Arab and Jewish communities. 

5. Create the conditions for grappling with questions of identity: The research highlighted the 

importance of Federations discussing how they can address questions of identity in shared society work. 

6. Engage unusual suspects in shared society building: It is important to increase investment in weaker 

groups, among both Jewish and Arab populations, that have traditionally been left behind in shared 

society building.  

7. Explore investment in Arab society as a cornerstone of shared society building: Federations should 

consider whether avenues for investment in Arab civil society would fit their strategy for investment in  

Israel.  

It is the hope and intent of this report that, as Jewish Federations, Jewish funders, and 

other players explore the above recommendations and questions, they emerge with greater 

clarity and direction regarding the best way to support shared society building between 

Jews and Arabs in Israel. This may include support for specific organizations and programs 

as well as an exploration of how to strengthen the field as a whole. 


