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Introduction
This paper spotlights the demographic roots of two problems confronting 
Israeli Arab society and, therefore, Israeli society in general. The first is crime, 
especially violent crime. This is currently center-stage in Israeli public discourse. 
The second is emerging shortages in the Israeli Arab marriage market: of 
appealing husbands, from women’s perspective; and available and willing 
brides, from men’s perspective. This needs to be talked about and anticipated. 

The demographic roots to which we refer arise from what is commonly 
called a “youth bulge.” This can be seen in the age pyramid in Figure 1, which 
graphs the number of men (left) and women (right) at each age in Israel’s 
Arab population in mid-2021. At first glance, the pyramid has the classic 
shape of a young population: there are many more people aged 0‒10 than 
20-30, and many more aged 20‒30 than 40‒50.1 A closer look reveals an 
unusual bump in the age structure that extends from the late teens to the 
mid-20s. This “youth bulge” is a deviation from a normal age structure. In 
this specific case, there are currently many more Arab males and females 
aged 18‒22 than in any other age group in the Arab population above age 5. 

* Prof. Alex Weinreb, Research Director, Taub Center for Social Policy Studies in Israel; 
Department of Sociology, University of Texas at Austin. I wish to thank Professors 
Benjamin Bental, John Gal, Gil Epstein, Yossi Shavit and Avi Weiss for very helpful 
comments on earlier drafts of this paper.

1 This young age structure is a predictable consequence of the high fertility levels in the 
Israeli Arab population over the past decades, and of the relatively high life expectancy 
(the product of low mortality until older ages). Specifically, life expectancy of Israeli 
Arabs in 2018 was 82.3 for women and 78.0 for men. Although this lags the life 
expectancy of Jews by about 3.5 years in each sex (CBS, 2020a), it remains relatively 
high by international standards. It is the highest in the Middle East outside of Kuwait, 
and more than 1.5 years higher than average life expectancy in the US and in Europe 
as a whole (WHO, 2020). 



In fact, it is precisely in this young adult age range where Israel’s Arab 
population has the greatest demographic weight in Israel as a whole: 29% of 
Israel’s population in the 18‒22 age group is Arab, relative to 8% among those 
aged 70+ and 23% of the population under age 5.

Figure 1. Israeli Arab population by sex and single years of age, 2021
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Robust empirical literature from other areas of the world has shown that, in 
combination with high levels of social disengagement, this bulge independently 
raises crime rates. We briefly review that literature below. We also demonstrate 
that the recent rises in violent crime in Israel fit that pattern. 

An even more problematic dynamic will then emerge, however. Over 
the last 15 years, the educational attainment of young Arab women has 
increasingly exceeded that of young Arab men, upsetting older marital 
norms of educational “hypergamy” (women marrying more educated men). 
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This has already generated changes in marriage patterns in Israeli Arab society. 
Over the next 15 years, this problem will be confounded by a reversal in the 
ratio of young Arab men reaching marriageable age to young women. From the 
perspective of young Arab men around median age at marriage there will be a 
shortage of brides within the Israeli Arab population. From the perspective of 
young Arab women around median age at marriage there will be a shortage of 
appealing husbands. If this disequilibrium further un-anchors a growing share 
of young Arab men, then barring significant intervention, it will likely feed even 
more violence.

Demographic dynamics, in other words, are augmenting, and will continue 
to augment, a wider set of sociocultural and economic forces into a steady 
restructuring of important elements of Arab society. These dynamics underpin 
the rapidly rising crime rates, especially violent crime. Over the next decade, 
they will also modify gender relations and, through that, marriage and the 
familial fabric in Israeli Arab society and Israeli society in general.

The paper proceeds in four sections. The first summarizes the relationship 
between age structure and sociopolitical instability — with a focus on crime—
and describes key trends in education and employment in the Arab sector, 
especially the growing male educational disadvantage. The second section 
looks at the relationship between age structure, murder rates, and subjective 
assessments of personal safety. The third section projects the ratio of 
marriageable men and women up to 2040. The fourth and final section briefly 
considers some likely consequences for marriage and gender relations arising 
from these simultaneous shifts in age structure and growing gender inequality 
in education. 

Background

The link between a youthful age structure and sociopolitical 
instability
Beginning in the 1980s, interdisciplinary research by criminologists, sociologists, 
and demographers demonstrated how shifts in a society’s age structure — in 
particular, large cohorts of young men entering young adulthood — explained 
some of the variation in aggregate rates of crime, especially violent crime 
(Cohen & Land, 1987; Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983). One reason: there is a 
distinct age pattern to this type of criminal activity. For any given individual, 
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the probability rises in late teens and falls from the late 20s into the 30s, 
both because of developmental reasons associated with control and pressure 
to conform to small-group norms. A second reason: large cohorts reduce 
recruitment costs for criminal gangs.

Although some claims in the subsequent scholarly literature on age 
structure/violence were overstated, there is now a strong body of national and 
cross-national empirical research showing that in combination with elevated 
levels of social disengagement — standard indicators include high levels of 
un- and underemployment, not being in higher education, and not being 
married — societies with large cohorts of young men experience higher levels 
of violent crime and homicide (Juárez et al., 2020; McCall et al., 2013; Phillips, 
2006). These “youth bulge” effects, as they are now frequently called, appear 
to be stronger in countries that have rapidly expanded post-primary education 
(Weber, 2019), which is certainly the case in Israel.2 In part, this appears to be 
because rising levels of education are associated with both higher expectations 
at the individual level, more signs of economic progress and wealth in the 
aggregate, but also more exclusion of the ill-educated from the increasingly 
skills-based labor market. This, too, is occurring in Israel (Madhala, 2019).  

More recently, a related literature has emerged in political science and 
international security studies that deals with social and political instability 
arising from distortions in the sex ratio, especially where there is a surfeit 
of young men relative to young women. These distortions make it difficult 
for men to “settle down,” which accentuates their social disengagement 
and any youth bulge effect. China’s “bare branches” — a Chinese phrase 
used to describe childless older adults — is the most cited example of this 
phenomenon (Hudson & den Boer, 2004), but parallels can be found in India 
and many Central Asian countries in which reductions in fertility since the 
1990s have been accompanied by sex-selective abortion, leading to a dearth 
of young girl babies (Guilmoto, 2009), and some two decades later, to a dearth 
of young women. 

2 In the 1990s these “age-structural” models diffused into neighboring disciplines. 
Comparative historians, political scientists, and economists have argued that the effects 
of “youth bulges” are more general, pointing to ensuing sociopolitical instability up to 
and including civil war and revolution (Farzanegan & Witthuhn, 2017; Goldstone, 1991; 
Huntington, 1997; Weber, 2013). A model based on these ideas — called the Age-
structural Model of Liberal Democracy — is now used by the US National Intelligence 
Council to predict likely areas of instability around the world (Cincotta, 2019).
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Trends in employment and education
The first two standard measures of social disengagement used in the literature 
are, as already noted, high levels of un- and underemployment, and not being 
in higher education (e.g., McCall et al., 2013). In the Israeli context we would 
also add not doing some form of national service, military or otherwise. All 
these measures are clearly relevant to young Arab Israelis today, especially 
men. Reported employment status in the Israel Labor Survey suggests that the 
gap in labor force participation between Jewish and Arab men — historically 
lower in the latter, especially at old ages — has recently widened. In the two 
years preceding the Covid pandemic — that is from January‒February 2018 
to January‒February 2020 — official employment rates for Arab men aged 
15‒24, 25‒34, and 35‒54 fell, respectively, from 37.6% to 30.5%, 76.8% to 
70.4%, and 79.4% to 74.7%. Though these reductions were only observed 
among those with less than university education, that group accounts for 
87% of the Arab male workforce (Geva et al., 2021). Note, too, that this fall in 
labor force participation occurred as Israel’s overall level of unemployment hit 
record lows (Bental and Shami, in press). 

The dominant explanation for these downward trends in Arab male 
employment rates is the growing mismatch between the skill sets that many 
Arab men bring to the labor market and the labor market’s needs, including 
poor Hebrew in younger Arab cohorts (Kalisher et al., 2020). In this respect, 
in the medium-term at least, the labor market prospects do not look much 
brighter for many young Arab men, both because of anticipated changes in the 
labor market that will place a premium on skills associated with post-secondary 
education (Madhala, 2019), and because of trends in enrollment rates of male 
Arab students in higher education. Though the percent of Arab men in their 
30s with a university degree has risen from around 11% in 2002 to 18% in 
2020, and now exceeds that of Haredi Jews (around 11%), it remains much 
lower than the rates among non-Haredi Jewish male counterparts (around 
47%).3 Equally important, as we shall see when discussing the marriage market, 
the higher education rates of young Arab men are much lower than those of 
young Arab women: over the 2002‒2020 period, the latter rose from 12% to 
35% (Gruber, 2021). 

3 Own calculations using data from the CBS, Labor Force Survey.
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Another sign that future labor market prospects do not look much brighter 
for young Arab men can be found in standardized test and bagrut (secondary 
school matriculation) scores. In 2002, the gap in math scores on the PISA tests 
between male students in the Arab and Jewish educational sectors was around 
90 points. By 2018, it had grown to 140 points. Male Arab students are now 
also outscored by their female counterparts, and that gap is also growing 
(Geva et al., 2021). 

Trends in bagrut scores point in a similar direction. In 2006, 6% of Bedouin 
pupils in secondary school, both girls and boys, were in a high level technological 
education stream — doing the maximum 5 points in math and 5 points in an 
exact science. By 2017, that was the case for 21% of girls and 12% of boys 
in Bedouin secondary schools. Increases in the general Arab school system 
were smaller in magnitude but similar in terms of their gender breakdown: an 
increase from 11% to 20% for girls, and from 13% to 15% for boys (Fuchs et 
al., 2018). 

The overall trend that can be read into these data is one of the increasing 
divergence within the younger Arab population — both in the young adult 
population and current secondary school population — between a highly 
educated minority and a large majority with poor educational attainment, 
where the latter is increasingly and disproportionately male. That is precisely 
the population spotlighted in the literature linking youthful age structure and 
socio-political instability. 

Crime rates: Eyeballing trends
Trends in the murder rate provide the most reliable measure of violent crime — 
other types of crime are more susceptible to underreporting. That said, among 
both Arabs and Jews in Israel, trends in the number of murders are consistent 
with administrative data on the incidence of violent crime in general, violence 
in the family, property crimes, and the number of weapons cases opened by 
the police (Yachimovich-Cohen, 2020). 

Between 2011 and 2016, as shown in Figure 2, the annual number of murders 
in the Israeli Arab population was relatively stable, hovering around 60. Since 
then, the numbers have been climbing, gradually until 2018, precipitously 
since then. More than 90 were murdered in 2019, more than 100 in 2020. 
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In 2021, there have already been 120 murders and the year has not yet ended. 
That is double the annual average during the 2011 to 2017 period.4 

Figure 2. Number of murders, by sector
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until October 1, 2021.
Source: Alex Weinreb, Taub Center ׀ Data: El-Hai and Shaalan, 2021

This rapid rise in murder rates in the Israeli Arab population contrasts with 
the downward trend in Israel’s Jewish population: from 88 in 2011 to 30 in 
2021. This means that the percentage of murders that occurred in the Arab 
sector climbed from 40% in 2011 — still roughly double the Arab share of the 
population — to almost 80% in 2020 and 2021. 

The published scholarly literature on explanations of trends in violent crime 
in Israel, murder in particular, is thin. There is not a single article on this topic 
in the professional journal Israeli Criminology (volumes 1‒8, 2011‒2020). Nor 
does there appear to be anything recent (post-2010) in international journals. 
Between a somewhat older scholarly literature (Hasisi, 2009; Rattner & Portnov, 
2007; Zureik, 1988) and non-scholarly, mainly journalistic literature (also State 

4 Different sources give slightly different numbers. The data in Figure 1 are from El-
Hai and Shaalan (2021). In contrast, Shaalan (2015) reported 59 Israeli Arabs were 
murdered in 2014. The State Comptroller (2021) and Breiner (2021) reported 72 
murders in 2017, 75 in 2018, and 97 in 2020. Our concern here is with the overall 
trends, which are identical irrespective of data source. 
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Comptroller, 2021), a variety of explanations for the rising tide of violent crime 
and murder in Israel’s Arab population have been offered. These include: subpar 
employment opportunities; discrimination; a weakening of older authority 
structures and “mechanical solidarity”; growing inequality within Arab society; 
poor and inadequate policing;5 some anti-Israel sentiment; the unwillingness 
to “air our dirty laundry in public” (Ayub, 2021); inadequate capital markets 
facilitating a gang-based “informal financial industry” (Kershner, 2021), and 
the easy availability of illegal weapons. These are all almost certainly important 
factors. However, their problem as “explanatory variables” is that all but the 
last have been invariable features of Israeli-Arab life for some time. So if these 
are causally-related to rising crime, why has the latter risen so sharply only 
recently, especially as other more positive signs are also increasingly visible, as 
detailed above? Likewise, even if weapons have become increasingly common 
— the last of the factors in the list — this is arguably less an explanation of 
motive than of means: the increasing demand for, and use of, weapons also 
requires an explanation. 

The rising murder rate is a youth bulge effect
Three main data limitations make it difficult to identify a causal relationship 
between this “youth bulge” and violent crime in Israel in a fully satisfactory 
way (see Spotlight). However, the underlying question is too important to 
simply throw up our hands and walk away. We therefore estimate the strength 
of the relationship between fluctuations in the youth bulge and fluctuations in 
crime using two discrete and independent measures of violent crime, each of 
which lends itself to a different approach. 

5 For example, 18 police stations in Arab yishuvim or areas were to be built or strengthened 
according to Government Decision 1402 in 2016. Seven, disproportionately in the 
South, were neither built nor strengthened.  
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Three main data-related and statistical issues stand in the way 
of a full test of these ideas. First, administrative crime data are 
biased downward by underreporting, especially in Israel’s Arab 
community. The magnitude of this difference in reporting bias 
can be seen in data from the Israel Social Survey (ISS). Between 
2002 and 2014, ISS respondents were asked whether they had 
experienced one of a number of different types of crime: theft 
of a car; theft from a car; robbery from home; personal theft 
without violence; violence. Among Jewish respondents who 
reported having experienced one of these crimes, the percent 
who claimed that they reported these events to the police was, 
respectively: 95%; 56%; 62%; 42%; and 53%. Among Muslim 
respondents, the equivalent percentages were: 80%; 34%; 30%; 
28%; and 55%. Second, survey data on personal experiences 
with particular types of crime — a potential substitute for poor 
administrative data — also have clear face validity issues in Israel. 
For example, the ISS data on reported experience of crime imply 
that crime rates in general are lower in the Arab than Jewish 
population, with the exception of violence and car theft, which 
are statistically identical, and that they have been falling at the 
same pace in both populations. Third, Israel is very small, and 
since age structure effects on crime (or civil unrest and political 
protest) are not limited to the youth bulge’s area of residence, 
this means we must look at the relationship at the national level. 
This approach is commonplace in the empirical literature on 
this topic. However, it limits the number of observations across 
which we can identify patterns.

SPOTLIGHT
Data and Statistical Limitations
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The first approach focuses on the correlation between the murder rate — 
which we estimate as the number of murders per 1,000 men aged 18‒22 — 
and the growth in the number of people in the same 18‒22 age group. Given 
that indicators of social disengagement are much higher among younger Arab 
men than their Jewish counterparts, we should see quite different correlations: 
positive in the Arab population and flat in the Jewish population (or even 
negative among Jews given the falling murder rate shown in Figure 2). 

That is precisely what we see in Table 1. Among Arab men, the correlation 
coefficient is positive and strong: there is a 0.77 standard deviation (SD) 
increase in the murder rate for every 1 SD increase in the annual growth rate 
of young Arab men. Among Jewish men, the relationship is the opposite: there 
is a 0.64 SD decrease in the murder rate for every 1 SD increase in the annual 
growth rate of young Jewish men. Even with the tiny sample size of only eight 
years of data, each of these relationships is statistically significant at the 10% 
level.

Table 1. Pearson correlation coefficient (and p-value of t-test for statistical 
significance) between the annual rate of growth among Arab men and 
Jewish men aged 18‒22, and the annual number of murders per 1,000 men 
in each population, 2011‒2018 (n=8)
Annual growth rate in the number of: Murder rate
Arab men, aged 18‒22  0.77 (p=0.03)
Jewish men, aged 18‒22 -0.64 (p=0.08)

The second approach is inspired by a parallel literature in health sciences on 
the predictive quality of subjective self-assessment of health versus reported 
health status on particular conditions. A robust and longstanding finding in the 
literature suggests that a person’s self-assessed health status — a subjective 
measure — is a more accurate predictor of their future morbidity and mortality 
than more specific health conditions that they report — a supposedly more 
objective measure (Ferraro & Farmer, 1999; Idler & Binyamini 1997).

Inspired by that approach we use a measure of self-reported sense of safety 
from the Israel Social Survey (ISS). Every year ISS respondents are asked “how 
safe do you feel walking in your neighborhood at night?” After pooling data 
from these 18 repeated cross-sectional surveys, we disaggregated them into 
an Arab sample (including Druze) and a Jewish sample (including Other). On 
each of these subsamples we estimated the probability — for each discrete 
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year — that a respondent will report feeling unsafe, adjusted for respondents’ 
age, sex, household size, marital status, and years lived in the present location. 
These adjustments are intended to reduce the effects of sample variability 
across years on those predicted values.

We treat this subjective assessment of safety as a general indicator of 
exposure to crime. The adjusted probabilities are shown in panel A of Figure 
3. They confirm the growing divergence in reported feelings of safety across 
these two populations. In 2002‒2003, roughly 25% of respondents in both 
Arab and Jewish populations reported feeling unsafe walking around their 
neighborhood at night. In the Arab population, the share rose to around 35% 
by the 2017‒2019 period, whereas in the Jewish population, the share fell to 
17% by 2019.

Figure 3. Trends in the probability of feeling unsafe, by population
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Source: Alex Weinreb, Taub Center ׀ Data: CBS, The Social Survey

We merged this series of adjusted probabilities with the estimated growth 
rates in the age 18‒22 population in sector, yielding a data series of 18 years. 
We then estimated both a Pearson and Kendall-Tau correlation between these 
two data series for both the Arab and Jewish population. The first looks at 
covariant patterning of absolute values. The second focuses on covariant 
patterning of ordinal values, which is arguably more appropriate — and 
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conservative — when dealing with a set of predicted values that are susceptible 
to measurement error. 

Table 2. Correlation coefficients (and p-value of t-test for statistical 
significance) between annual growth rate of male 18‒22-year-olds and 
reported probability of feeling unsafe, 2002‒2019, by population and  
type of correlation

Pearson  correlation 
coefficient

Kendall-Tau correlation 
coefficient

Arab population  0.61 (p=0.008)  0.36 (p=0.041)
Jewish population -0.51 (p=0.029) -0.27 (p=0.130)

Results, shown in Table 2, are consistent with those in Table 1. A positive 
relationship between patterns of growth in the young adult male population 
and the aggregated measure of feeling unsafe can only be observed in the 
Israeli Arab population. Even with the limited sample size, both the Pearson 
and Kendall-Tau coefficients remain statistically significant. In contrast, the 
relationship is negative in the Jewish population, though only in the Pearson 
correlation is this relationship statistically significant. 

There is one potential point of optimism here in terms of age structural 
changes. Israel’s Arab population is now entering a period of low growth in 
terms of cohorts reaching their late teens. Over the last year (2020‒2021), the 
rate of growth in the Arab male population aged 18‒22 year grew by 1.7%, 
the lowest level of growth since 2005. By 2023, the rate will drop below zero, 
where it will remain until 2028. From then until 2036, growth will not exceed 
1% per year. This provides a long window to increase the social engagement of 
these smaller upcoming cohorts, which should in itself reduce the incidence 
of crime over that period, and therefore magnify the effects of any other steps 
that are taken to mitigate and reverse these trends. It is, however, crucial that 
steps are taken. Cultures of crime develop their own momentum. They create 
and perpetuate conditions that allow them to become institutionally self-
sustaining.

Unfortunately, one of the things working against the amelioration of rising 
crime rates in Israeli Arab society are emerging trends in the Arab marriage 
market. Marriage is the next normative stage in the life course for those in 
the large 18‒22 age group. In a society that proscribes sex outside marriage 
— certainly for women — the inability to marry is an additional indicator of 
social disengagement, a measure of alienation from shared norms. It is to that 
emerging problem that we now turn.
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On the ratio of (appealing) husbands to (available and 
willing) brides
Relative to Western societies, Arab populations in Israel and in general are 
socially conservative in terms of family life and sex. Even as young men and 
women across Arab societies increasingly claim autonomy to choose their own 
partners or marry exogamously (El-Feki, 2013) — more on this below — marital 
aspirations remain largely universal, at least for men. Less than 4.5% of male 
Muslims aged 45‒49 in 2020 remained unmarried, compared to 11.4% of their 
female counterparts (CBS, 2021a). There is also little tolerance for non-marital 
sex, at least for women. A clear sign of this is the almost complete absence of 
non-marital fertility (Okun, 2013). Indeed, official data on extra-marital births 
released by the Central Bureau of Statistics do not even include Arab women.
Within this general framework of universal male marital aspirations, there 
are also some standard patterns. One of them is the longstanding norm of 
“educational hypergamy,” that is, women tending to marry more educated 
men. Long facilitated by a male educational advantage, that is becoming much 
less common globally in light of the growing male educational disadvantage. 
It has been supplanted by less marriage, more gender symmetry in husbands’ 
and wives’ educational status, and increasing educational hypogamy — that 
is, women marrying less educated husbands (Esteve et al., 2012; Goldstein & 
Kenney, 2001;).

A second standard marital pattern, more our focus here, is related to 
“spousal age difference.” Across almost all known societies, average spousal 
age difference is positive: historically and today, husbands tend to be older 
than their wives (Bozon, 1991). That remains the case in Israel. According to 
the 2018 wave of the Israel Social Survey (CBS, 2020b), among ever-married 
Israelis aged less than 40, the average difference is six years for Arabs and two 
years for Jews/others. 

Populations with an age structure that looks like a pyramid — the classic 
shape of a growing population — facilitate a large spousal age difference 
because the number of older men, higher on the pyramid, is always smaller 
than the number of younger women, even in cases where the spousal age 
difference is only a few years. A simple way to measure this relationship is 
to look at the ratio of men to women, while taking into account the average 
spousal age difference (and implicitly assuming random mate selection). For 
example, if that average is six years, as it is among the under-40 Israeli Arab 
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population, then we compare the ratio of the number of men of a given age to 
the number of women six years younger. In populations with an age structure 
that looks like a pyramid (and a standard sex ratio at birth of 105 boys per 100 
girls), that ratio of men and women at median age at marriage is always slightly 
less than one, even with the slight excess of boys over girls. As the spousal age 
difference grows, the ratio increases.

Problems emerge — for men — when the age structure changes. A clear 
sign of this can be seen in Figure 1 in the notable bulge in Arab age structure 
between ages 16‒25. Moving down from ages 19 to age 15, each successive 
younger birth cohort is smaller than the one above it (N19>N18>N17>N16> 
N15). And from age 15 down to around age 7, each successive birth cohort is 
only marginally larger than its predecessor. This multi-year distortion in the 
standard age pattern is the result of two things: the relatively sharp reduction 
in fertility rates that began in the early-mid 2000s; and the relatively small 
cohort of women currently in their late 30s (who were at their peak fertility 
age in the first decade of this century). Whatever the reason, the result is that 
there are more Arab men and women aged 20 than in any other age group 
until age 6. This is a very new and distinct pattern. 

Figure 4 looks at this relationship more explicitly. Using population 
projections up to 2040, it graphs the ratio of Arab men at their current median 
age at first marriage (25‒28) to women six years younger than them — the 
current spousal age difference — as well as 4 years younger (21‒24) and 2 
years younger (23‒26). These two additional curves show what the ratio will 
look like if the spousal age difference falls towards the levels seen in the Jewish 
population.6 Irrespective of whether the spousal age difference is 2, 4, or 6, we 
see that whereas the current ratio is below 1.0 — meaning a slight excess of 
women of marriageable age over men — it will climb over the next few years. 
By 2026, it will exceed 1.0. By 2028 it will exceed 1.05, and stay there under 
both spousal age difference scenarios until the early 2030s. The ratio will not 
fall below parity again (i.e., below a 1:1 ratio) until 2040. 
 

6 The ratios use data from the Taub Center’s population projections (Weinreb, 2020). In 
a given year between 2020 and 2040, the 5-year spousal age difference line is the ratio 
of                        . The 2-year spousal age difference line is the ratio of                          . : :
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Figure 4. Ratio of Arab men at median age of marriage (25‒28) to Arab 
women, two, four, or six years younger than them
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These rising ratios mean that for an extended period of time, beginning 
around 2026, there will be a significant excess of men at men’s normative age 
at marriage relative to women at women’s normative age at marriage. 

These ratios actually underestimate the scale of the problem fast approaching 
young Arab Israeli men looking to marry. One reason is that the ratios ignore 
polygyny. Although there are no accurate data on the magnitude of polygyny, 
the prevalence is known to be higher in Israeli Bedouin communities than 
in non-Bedouin Arab communities. Published estimates point to 20% of 
marriages in Bedouin sector as polygynous (Slonim-Nevoet al., 2008), and to 
the fact that the prevalence has been rising (Abu-Rabia et al., 2008; Dinero, 
2012). For the purposes of this paper, we do not need to estimate how many 
Arab women are in a polygynous marriage. It is sufficient to say that because 
polygyny reduces the pool of unmarried women, in a society that aspires 
to universal marriage for men — as is the case in Arab society in Israel — 
polygyny is only sustainable where there is a pyramid-shaped age structure. 
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This is a long-established finding in demography (Goldman & Pebley, 1989).7 

Where the age structure changes in the way that Israel’s Arab population now 
has, continued polygyny means no more universal marriage for men. As The 
Economist (2021) recently summarized it: “Multiple wives for men at the top 
means brooding bachelorhood for those at the bottom.” 

The second complicating factor is the effect of rising education on Arab 
women’s readiness to marry. The last 40 years has seen an increase in the 
proportion of Arab women choosing not to marry — described as “withered 
branches” in Arabic (Shtarkman, 2018) — and this increase has been ascribed 
primarily to the rise in women’s education (Lewin, 2012). Okun (2013), using 
more recent data, confirms this increase. She estimates that more than 11% of 
Muslim women in Israel in their early 40s have never married. 

The estimated ratios in Figure 4 account for neither polygyny nor the high 
and potentially rising percentage of women unlikely to marry. If they did, the 
lines would be higher.

Likely consequences for marriage and gender relations
Israeli Arab society will have to adapt to the effects of these concurrent 
demographic and educational transitions — the shifting age structure 
combined with compositional shifts in educational characteristics. Here we 
focus on likely changes in marriage patterns and gender relations. 

The first set of likely changes are related to young Arab women. Labor force 
participation (LFP) rates of Arab women, including educated women, have long 
lagged those of Jewish women by a large margin, though much less so among 
university-educated women. Arab women’s LFP also tends to fall sharply after 
marriage and childbirth, unlike those of Jewish women (for a review of these 
trends, see Sabbah-Karkabi and Stier 2017).  

Assuming that Arab women’s rising levels of education will push them 
into the labor market — in the aggregate, not necessarily at the individual 

7 The diminishing effect of polygyny on the availability of younger women grows as 
those women’s age cohorts shrink. Where, for example, 10% of men aged 40‒49 in a 
growing population have a second wife aged 20‒29, because that older age-group is 
much smaller than the younger age group, polygyny will not substantially diminish the 
availability of unmarried women to younger male cohorts. However, as a society’s age 
structure changes, and younger age groups shrink relative to older ones, the impact 
of polygyny on the availability of younger women grows. That same 10% of men aged 
40‒49 will “consume” a larger share of available 20‒29-year-olds.
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level (Haj-Yahya et al., 2018) — a growing share will become more financially 
independent.8 In combination with their falling numbers relative to aspiring 
male suitors, we can therefore expect an increasing percentage of Arab Israeli 
women to acquire more leverage within their natal families, affinal families 
— if and when they choose to marry — and in society in general, than was 
the case for older cohorts. However they choose to employ that leverage, it 
will certainly involve more choice over things like whether to marry, when 
and who to marry, where to live, how to live, as well as whether to stay in 
a marriage. This growing legitimacy of personal choice, expressing itself in 
more “self-initiated,” “couple-initiated,” or “own-choice” marriage, is a global 
phenomenon and directly related to rising educational levels, especially of 
women. In the Middle East and North Africa region, in particular, own-choice 
marriage has enjoyed increasing appeal over the last 50 years (Mernissi, 1989; 
Shaaban, 1988), especially among university graduates and those identifying 
themselves as more modern (El-Feki, 2013, p. 32; Kavas & Thornton, 2013; 
Manglos & Weinreb, 2017). In Israel, in particular, signs of this growing 
autonomy range from increasing numbers of young Arab couples in towns 
once considered to be Jewish rather than mixed — for example, in Nof Ha-
Galil and Carmiel in the north, and in Arad and Beer Sheva in the South; and in 
the rapidly increasing number of divorces across Arab communities. As shown 
in Figure 5, the scale of the latter change has been dramatic. Between 2004 
and 2019, crude divorce rates increased by more than 50% among Muslims 
and Druze, and more than doubled among Christians (Arabs and non-Arabs). 
Among Jews, in contrast, the rate fell slightly. In fact, at observed rates of 
change in the 2009‒2019 period, the crude divorce rate will be higher among 
Israeli Muslims than Jews by 2023. 
  

8 This may not be the case in all Arab populations. Highly educated Arab-American 
women, for example, have lower-than average labor force participation. Read and 
Oselin (2008) suggest that women’s high educational aspirations in this population are 
seen more as a way to successfully socialize children and maintain familial solidarity 
and ethno-religious identity than as a pathway to the labor force. 
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Figure 5. Trends in the crude divorce rate, by subpopulation
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Perhaps the most intriguing of the likely changes in Arab women’s marriage 
patterns — at least in terms of implications for the underlying fabric of Israeli 
society as a whole — is when the “who to marry” question leads to marriage 
to a non-Arab Israeli. In the 2008 census data, 2.1% of Israeli Jewish men 
were married to Palestinian women, almost all of whom were Christian Arabs. 
In a qualitative study focused on this phenomenon, Karkabi Sabbah (2017) 
points specifically to the role of “more mobility for educated women, which 
has decreased the social control of their community over their personal lives 
and increased opportunities for meeting partners from the majority group.” In 
pointing to how this phenomenon is concentrated among highly educated Arab 
women, it also implies that as Arab women’s social independence increases 
alongside their educational status, this trend will continue, leading to yet more 
“assortative mating” in which shared educational and class characteristics 
trump older patterns of religious endogamy. It is tempting to see this as an 
Israeli equivalent to the increasingly common inter-ethnic or interracial unions 
found across Western societies (Monden & Smits, 2005; Qian & Lichter, 2011). 
Indeed, it can certainly be seen as a sign of some weakening of the ethnic 
and religious boundaries between communities. That said, those boundaries 
remain relatively rigid in Israel, so this phenomenon will likely remain quite 
marginal, especially between Muslim women and Jewish men.  
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Marriage patterns of Arab men will also change. The relative dearth of 
women, and the augmented autonomy of those who are ostensibly available, 
means that a growing percentage of Arab men will not be able to satisfy their 
marital aspirations — assuming, of course, stability in men’s aspiration to 
marry — unless there is more acceptance of alternative marital arrangements 
in Arab society. 

From men’s perspective, barring their out-migration, the most obvious 
solution is to import brides from other, presumably poorer societies. This 
has been the go-to solution in other wealthy societies with a shortage of 
marriageable women (Kim, 2009; Lee et al., 2006). It also has precedents 
locally: Dinero (2012) has documented Bedouin men importing wives for 
polygynous marriages from the West Bank and Jordan. That said, it is not 
clear that the poorest Israeli Arab men would be able to benefit from this 
mechanism. In addition, the magnitude of importation required to meet 
upcoming demands may simply be too large for any available supply. For 
example, combining (i) a 5‒10% excess of men of marriageable age, (ii) a 
growing pool of young women who do not want to marry, and (iii) a pool of 
young women reduced further by wealthier men’s polygyny, suggests that 
around 20% of new wives will need to be “imported” by around 2030. Even 
if national political tensions in Israel around “family unification” laws can be 
managed with this level of spousal in-migration, there may be other barriers. 
First, the out-migration of too many women from a particular place of origin 
may have knock-on effects on their local marriage market — fertility rates in 
the West Bank and neighboring countries have also fallen steadily over the last 
20 years. Second, to the extent that marriages within and between extended 
families in Arab society are also a type of exchange (e.g., Holy, 1996), brides 
cannot only move in a single direction. There has to be some compensatory 
movement in the other direction. 

Another solution, following the weakening of ethnic and religious 
boundaries between communities, is increasing intermarriage between Arab 
men and non-Arab Israeli women. This, too, is a marginal phenomenon. But it 
is increasingly common and, unlike cases of Arab women wedding Jewish men, 
referred to above, it is not restricted to the upper echelons of the educational 
and occupational class (Sabbah-Karkabi, 2021). 

Finally, beyond the choice of whether and who to marry, these joint 
demographic and educational transitions will likely also affect gender relations 
in general. In this respect, research on gender relations in other societies that 
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have experienced a growing female educational advantage provides a mixed 
picture. On one hand, there are signs that an emerging female educational 
advantage increases the percent of women who choose not to marry. This 
non-marital path is especially pronounced among non-elite educated women, 
who have the hardest time finding a marriage partner with the same level 
of education (Goldstein & Kenny, 2001). Similarly, within marriage itself, a 
female educational advantage does not necessarily lead to a more egalitarian 
division of labor within the home (García-Román, 2021). On the other 
hand, the literature suggests that stability of inegalitarian arrangements 
within a marriage between equally educated partners may be a transitional 
phenomenon. In the US, for example, a female educational advantage was 
once a risk factor for divorce. That is no longer the case as both male and 
female gender expectations have shifted (Schwartz & Han, 2014).9 

It is difficult to say how the female educational advantage will express itself 
in Israeli Arab communities. Recent qualitative research has documented both 
the growing frustrations of at least some relatively educated women (Haj-
Yahya et al., 2018) and, among those who marry, the increasing role conflict 
as they juggle domestic and non-domestic tasks (Vitman-Schorr & Ayalon, 
2020). Putting aside the issue of murder in the “name of family honor” — 
several are documented every year (Gerabli, 2021), and there are signs of 
important gender differences in attitudes to them between Arab men and 
women (Ne’eman-Haviv, 2021) — it seems reasonable to suggest that married 
women’s frustration and role conflict will likely raise the level of tension 
between them and their less-educated husbands or their in-laws. Time will 
tell how these tensions express themselves. Thus far, there are signs that the 
effects are negative — hence the rapidly rising number of divorces in Figure 5. 

9 Parallel findings on the effect of female educational advantage on marital dissolution 
in Spain show that this reduction in the likelihood of divorce is not an artifact of 
selection into marriage (Bernardi & Martínez-Pastor, 2011).
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But in the longer term it is possible that the effects could be more positive if 
there is a realignment of gender expectations, and perhaps also more neo-
local post-marital residence away from the prying (and conformity-demanding) 
eyes of in-laws.10 

Conclusion
One of the key insights of demography as a discipline is that the structure of a 
population in terms of age and sex both reflects historical events and provides 
pointers toward the future. The pointers are not a crystal ball: they do not 
lend themselves to absolute predictions. Demography, in other words, is not 
destiny. It simply outlines a certain set of structural boundaries within which 
people act. It is in that sense that both rising levels of crime in Israeli Arab 
communities and upcoming pressures on the Israeli Arab marriage market can 
be seen as predictable consequences of disequilibria in the Israeli Arab age 
structure.

Our central argument is that just as the weight of the young Israeli Arab 
population in Israel’s population is hitting its peak, there are increasing 
gender-differentiated educational trends and falling rates of employment 
among young Arab men. This combination of demographic disequilibria and 
rising female educational advantage partly explains the ongoing rise in the 
incidence of violent crime. In the near- to medium-term it will also trigger 
changes in marriage patterns and gender relations more generally. Each of 
these will reverberate across Israeli society. 

There are, however, opportunities to be taken advantage of. For the next 
10‒15 years, the size of Arab-Israeli cohorts entering young adulthood in Israel 
will be smaller — in absolute terms — than the current young adult cohort. 

10 We ignore the possible effects of these demographic and educational transitions on 
consanguineous marriage (marriage to a cousin). Though rates of consanguineous 
marriage in Israel have been falling over the last several decades, they remain in the 24-
30% range among recent marriages (Na’amnih et al., 2015; Sharkia et al., 2016). This, 
too, is important because it both reduces the pool of available women in the extended 
family (who are within a reasonable age range of a male cousin) and, more generally, 
may help preserve the appeal of consanguinity among men (to the extent that they are 
aware of marital constraints). In the longer-term, of course, contemporary reductions 
in fertility will significantly reduce the incidence of consanguineous marriage (Barakat 
& Basten, 2014).
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That provides a window of opportunity to raise educational attainment and 
skills of young Israeli Arab men, in particular, and to engage them socially 
and economically. Examples could include some form of meaningful national 
service, general skills that are often the target of “social investment” schemes 
in welfare states, including Israel (Gal et al., 2020), more narrowly focused 
technical training, or any other ways to improve positions in the labor market.  
Likewise, it also gives leaders — primarily local leaders within Israeli Arab 
communities — a window of time within which they can prepare younger 
Arab men for a less patriarchal society in which a growing share of Arab 
women are educated, in the labor force, and are more autonomous than their 
predecessors. 

It is imperative that these steps be taken. If Israel fails to capitalize on 
this large young cohort, or if too many Arab families resist the attempt to 
incorporate their younger members, the costs will be borne by Israeli society 
as a whole, whether in terms of the lost talent, lost productivity, or more 
violence. But on a day-to-day level, the costs will be borne most directly by 
Arab society, Arab families, and perhaps most especially, by Arab women. 
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