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Arabization Policies in  
Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia1 

By Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt 
 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper explains the importance of the Arabic languages policies in Mo-
rocco, Algeria and Tunisia, and it’s oppressive impact on the linguistic mi-
norities of those countries.  In order to do this within a proper context, this 
paper first discusses the Arabic language in general.  Because Classical Ara-
bic in its modernized form, Modern Standard Arabic, is the language of liter-
acy of Islam and of Arabic nationalism, language reforms have been fiercely 
resisted by leaders of Islam and nationalism.  As the vernacular forms of Ara-
bic continued to develop in all Arab countries, this led to a situation of diglos-
sia in the Arab World.   
     Only a minority of Arabs is able to handle the literate form of Arabic com-
fortably.  This has great impact on the educational situation and on illiteracy 
in the Arab World.  This situation is complicated by the existence of large mi-
norities in the Arab World that use non-Arabic languages as their vernacular.  
We will see how this impacts Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, before the issue 
of language rights will be raised in the conclusion. 
 
 
2 THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 
 
Arabic is a member of the Semitic language family.2  In the north and center 
of the Arabian Peninsula, a range of inscriptions datable from roughly the 
fifth century BC to the fifth century AD exhibit a group of dialects which 

                                                
1 This article is based on Jos M. Strengholt, Gospel in the Air; 50 years of Christian Witness 
through radio in the Arab World (Zoetermeer, 2008).  This is my a PhD thesis for the Faculty 
of Theology of Utrecht University in The Netherlands 
2 Other main members of the family are Ugaritic, Akkadian, Aramaic, Hebrew, and the 
Semitic languages of Ethiopia.   
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were probably the ancestors of Arabic.  The earliest written inscription of 
proto-Arabic was found at Nama>rah in the Syrian Desert on the tombstone of 
a King from al-H}i>rah, dating back to 328 AD.  The script used was basically 
a Nabataean version of Aramaic.3  
     In the sixth century AD a number of Arabic dialects were spoken in the 
Arabian Peninsula although most information about these dialects is confined 
to scattered and unorganized remarks by later Muslim philologists.  Very few 
Arabs in pre-Islamic Arabia wrote anything in Arabic, as no commonly ac-
cepted system for writing the language existed.  However during this century 
a corpus of poetry developed which was preserved by oral transmission and 
was subsequently written down for the first time in the eighth century if not 
later.  This corpus of pre-Islamic poetry is called al-Mu‘allaqa>t (The Hang-
ing), as according to Arabic folklore, these poems were hanging in a temple 
in Mekka.4  The linguistic status of this poetic corpus is debated, but a fre-
quently accepted hypothesis is that it represented a sort of elevated diction 
that was used throughout the Arabian Peninsula.  The hypothesis has merits 
as the language of the poetry is not completely identifiable with any dialect 
that was used for the purposes of everyday life.5  
     The form of Arabic that was used in the Hija>z, the northwestern part of 
the Arabian Peninsula is important as the message of the Qur’a>n was re-
ceived by the Islamic Prophet Muh}ammad ibn ‘Abd Alla>h in that environ-
ment.  The Qur’a>n is the earliest surviving document of written Arabic.  
Even though some of its language seems to be very similar to the poetry of 
the sixth century, Muslim theologians did not acknowledge any relationship 
in style.  This was mainly because Muh}ammad spoke harshly of poetry in 
general when he was being accused of being a mere poet.6   

                                                
3 A.F.L. Beeston, The Arabic Language Today (London, 1970), pp. 12-14.  
Www.arabacademy.com (28 November 2003).  Philip K. Hitti, History of the Arabs 
(Houndsmills, New York, 2002, first edition 1937), p. 88. 
4 The origins of the title al-Mu‘allaqa>t for this corpus of poetry is unclear.  Some linguists 
believe the term might be derived from ‘ilq  (necklace, hence: precious). 
5 Albert Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples (London, 2002, first edition 1991), p. 13. 
6 Mary Catherine Bateson, Arabic Language Handbook (Washington D.C., 2003, first edition 
1967), p. 59.   
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     The Arabic of the Qur’a>n and pre-Islamic poetry to a lesser extent became 
known as Classical Arabic (CA).  Arabs call this language Fush}á (meaning: 
more eloquent) or simply al-‘Arabi>yah (Arabic).  It was codified by gram-
marians during the eighth and ninth century in the Iraqi cities of Ku>fah and 
Bas}rah and it was spread as the vehicle for literacy and religion into the Mid-
dle East and North Africa.7  These grammarians were often Persian converts 
to Islam who wanted to ensure the proper understanding of the Qur’a>n.8  This 
indicates that during that period, Muslims had difficulties in understanding 
the Arabic of the Qur’a>n.  Probably even most Arab Muslims had problems 
with that, as no serious literary Arabic sources from the Umayyad period or 
references to those are extant.9      

 
 
3 LINGUISTS AS CUSTODIANS AND OWNERS OF THE LANGUAGE  
 
For Muslims, the link between CA and the Qur’a>n was axiomatic.  The Egyp-
tian linguist Sa‘i>d Ah}mad Bayu>mi> spoke of the ‘genius of the language’.  He 
called it the ‘language of inspiration’ as it was ‘chosen by God Almighty to 
express His truths. […] There is a divine distinguishing touch to the Arabic 
language because God saw that this language was able to carry and transfer 
divine meanings to humanity’.10   
     CA is an important core of Arab culture, and has traditionally been the 
language of royal courts, the bureaucracy, and scholars.  Literate expression 
was conducted mainly in CA because the Qur’a>n was considered the standard 
of proper Arabic.  According to Bayu>mi>, Arabic linguists have a responsibil-
ity towards their nation to safeguard the language from changes.  He called 
that the ‘necessity to preserve it and to hold on to it’ (d}aru>rat al-h}ifa>z}i‘alayha> 
wa al-tamassuki biha>).11   

                                                
7 Beeston, The Arabic Language Today, pp. 12-14.  Www.arabacademy.com. 
8 Bateson, Arabic Language Handbook, pp. 62-63. 
9 Anwar Chejne, ‘The Role of Arabic in Present-Day Arab Society’, in Salman H. Al-Ani (ed), 
Readings in Arabic Linguistics (Bloomington, 1978), p. 7. 
10 Sa‘îd Ah}mad Bayu>mi>, Umm al-Lugha>t (Cairo, 2002), pp. 21, 28. 
11 Ibid., p. 28.   



 4 

     Bayu>mi>’s approach was typical for those who considered themselves cus-
todians of the sacred language of the Qur’a>n.  This approach did not allow for 
much freedom to adapt the language to modernity.  Other Arabic linguists 
disagreed with that attitude of preservation and acted more as owners of this 
language.12  In 1995 H}usa>m al-Khat}i>b wrote that the proper usage of CA was 
‘a shackle and a burden’ to modern expression.13  He respected the need to 
study CA for religious reasons, but defended the need to use a more modern 
form of Arabic for the rest of life, just as in all countries languages develop 
according to contemporary needs:  

 
Those who look at this phenomenon separately from the changes happening all 
over the modern world, tend to exaggerate the issue. It can’t be denied that most 
modern writers […] have a weak style and their writing sometimes deviates from 
the rules of Arabic.  We agree with those who want this [new] generation to have 
better knowledge of Arabic for religious reasons and for unity among Arab coun-
tries.  But we would like to clarify two points: First, education in our country 
does not yield its expected fruit. […] The new generation is […] not active in ac-
quiring the Arabic language. […] Secondly, […] most nations complain that their 
people, even writers, do not master their language.14 

 
     This discussion about modernizing the CA language has been going on 
amongst Arab intellectuals since the Arabic Renaissance of the 19th century.  
At that time, Turkish had supplanted Arabic in the administration of the 
Arab World, relegating CA to religious functions only.  The only Arabic mas-
tered by most of the Arab intelligentsia, was their regional colloquial Ara-
bic.15   
     Western, often Christian, scholarship during the 19th century was largely 
responsible for uncovering and making available some of the greatest Arabic 
works of the past.  This created an interest among the Arabs in their own 
heritage, and paved the way for a renaissance of the language and its culture.  

                                                
12 This concept of custodianship versus ownership comes from Niloofar Haeri, Sacred Lan-
guage, Ordinary People: Dilemmas of Culture and Politics in Egypt (New York, 2003), pp. i-
xvi.  Haeri was professor of anthropology at Johns Hopkins University in the USA. 
13 H}usa>m al-Khat}i>b, Al-Lughah al-‘Arabi>yah: Idha>‘ah ‘As}ri>yah (Cairo, 1995), p. 14. 
14  Ibid., p. 76. 
15 Chejne, ‘The Role of Arabic in Present-Day Arab Society’, p. 8. 
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Important in this context was the fact that the printing presses in many 
European cities, and eventually also in Istanbul, Cairo, Beirut and Damascus, 
began to publish Arabic books and a multitude of Arabic magazines and 
newspapers.  It was also important that during the same period, Western mis-
sionaries were opening schools all over the Arab World to increase the num-
ber of literate people.  These missionaries played an important role in reviv-
ing an interest in the linguistic traditions of the Arab World.16   
 
 
4 MODERN STANDARD ARABIC (MSA) 
 
4.1 Language Politics  
During the first half of the 20th century, when most Arab countries fought for 
liberation from their colonial rulers, French and English were often the lan-
guages of the administrations and schools in the Arab World.  For the Arab 
liberation movements the usage of Arabic as the official national language 
was part of what they strove for.  As most liberation movements had at least 
in theory a Pan-Arab character, the usage of a common language for the 
whole Arab World as the language of public communication was considered 
of paramount importance.  This led to the establishment of some important 
Arabic Language Institutes.   
     In 1919, the Syrian scholar Muh}ammad Kurd ‘Ali> founded the Arab 
Academy in Damascus, endowed by King Fays}al.  During the 1920s, a Scien-
tific Institute was set up in Baghdad, and in Egypt, the Royal Arabic Lan-
guage Academy was founded in 1932.  These institutes reflected the convic-
tion among most Arabic linguists that the language with its grammar and 
dictionaries dating back a millennium, was in need of some modernization.  
They aimed at purifying, preserving and developing the language, to make it 
the right vehicle for communication in the 20th century without losing the 
ties with history and Islam.  They were to ensure that any linguistic reforms 
would be minimal and incremental.17   

                                                
16 Ibid., p. 9.   
17 Chejne, ‘The Role of Arabic in Present-Day Arab Society’, pp. 22-24.  The Royal Arab Lan-
guage Academy was founded, among other reasons because of ‘the assault on CA by colloquial 
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     T}a>ha> H}usayn, writer and minister of education (1950-1952) of Egypt, 
played an important role in formalizing the modernization of the language.  
H}usayn initiated the process of simplification of the schoolbooks as he 
wanted the state to define how Arabic should be written and read.  He 
wanted a simplification of CA because he feared that otherwise it would be-
come ‘a religious language and the sole possession of the men of religion’.18  
The language was so hard, that without a formal codification of a somewhat 
more modern form, he feared that written Arabic would move further to-
wards colloquial Arabic:   

 
[I am] unalterably opposed to those who regard the colloquial as a suitable in-
strument for mutual understanding and a method for realizing the various goals of 
our intellectual life.  It might disappear, as it were, into the classical if we de-
voted the necessary effort on the one hand to elevate the cultural level of the 
people and on the other to simplify and reform the classical so that the two meet 
at a common point.19 
 

     H}usayn set up a committee that produced a draft grammar reform pro-
posal in 1951, approved by the Language Academy.20  Due to its political and 
religious sensitivity, the final report of H}usayn’s committee was only pub-
lished in 1958.  Thereafter the first school textbooks that used simpler Arabic 
began to be used in Egypt, Syria and Iraq.21   
     Arabic became the official language in the member states of the Arab 
League.  The usage of Arabic as the official language was the main element 
uniting those countries.  In those countries citizenship was defined in part in 
relation to this language that was no-one’s mother tongue.22  The Arabic that 

                                                
dialects’.  Yunan Labib Rizk, ‘Academy of Arabic’, in Al-Ahram Weekly (17-23 July 2003).  
Walter Armbrust, Mass Culture and Modernism in Egypt (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 41-42. 
18 Quote of T}a>ha> H}usayn in Mohamed Maamouri, ‘Language Education and Human Develop-
ment: Arabic Diglossia and its Impact on the Quality of Education in the Arab Region’ (Phila-
delphia, 1998), p. 53.   
19 T}a>ha> H}usayn in 1954, quoted by Armbrust, Mass Culture, p. 43. 
20 After the revolution of 1952, the word ‘Royal’ was removed from the name of the Royal 
Arabic Language Academy. 
21 Maamouri, ‘Language Education and Human Development’, p. 54. 
22 Haeri, Sacred Language, p. x.   
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had developed by the time of the independence of most Arab states, a century 
after the Renaissance, was a somewhat simpler literary Arabic than CA, and 
it had a different vocabulary.  It is usually called Modern Standard Arabic 
(MSA) by Western linguists.  Arabs often term it Fasi>h} (clear, eloquent).  
This MSA was not static though and continued to slowly move further away 
from the traditional rules and vocabulary of CA.23   
     In 2004, research into the language used in newspapers in ten Arab coun-
tries, showed the MSA used in those countries to be ‘very uniform’, but there 
were clear variations in grammar and in the choice and spelling of words.24  
These differences were significant enough for Mohamed Maamouri of the 
International Literacy Institute of the University of Pennsylvania to speak of 
‘different MSAs’. Dilworth B. Parkinson, professor of the Arabic language at 
Brigham Young University in Salt Lake City, Utah (USA), spoke of the 
‘slipperiness’ of MSA.25   
     A larger problem than the diversity in MSA as practiced within the liter-
ate communities of the different Arab countries, was the fact that the ex-
periments with new styles of written Arabic did not come close to bridging 
the chasm between MSA and the spoken language of any part of the Arab 
World.26   
 
4.2 Language of the Educated      
The growth of Arab radio since the 1950s has played an important role in 
creating a larger segment of Arabs throughout the Arab World that could 
understand MSA, being the preferred language of radio from its beginning.  
Muh}ammad Fath}i>, a historian of Egyptian radio, wrote that this commitment 
to using MSA influenced the audience and helped them better understand and 
use the Arabic language.27  In that sense, the media and their usage of MSA 

                                                
23 Bateson, Arabic Language Handbook, p. 79. 
24 Ahmed Abdelali, ‘Localization in Modern Standard Arabic’, in Journal of the American 
Society for Information Science and Technology (Vol. 55 No. 1, January 2004), p. 23. 
25 Dilworth Parkinson, ‘Knowing Standard Arabic: Testing Egyptian’s MSA Abilities’, unpub-
lished paper presented to the 5th Annual Symposium on Arabic Linguistics (1991), p. 36.   
26 Bateson, Arabic Language Handbook, p. 70. 
27 Muh}ammad Fath}i>, Al-Idha>‘a>t al-Mis}ri>yah fi> Nis}f Qarn: 1934-1984 (Cairo, 1984), p. 112. 
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have to some extent played a role in uniting the Arabs.28  In the 1990s Doug-
las A. Boyd, one of the foremost experts of the radio broadcasting industry of 
the Arab World, stated that MSA was ‘generally understood by the popula-
tion of the Arab World’, but that was too optimistic.29   
     Sana>’ Gha>nim, president of the Arab Academy Language Institute in 
Cairo, researched the level of comprehension of MSA among different classes 
in society during the 1980s.  She concluded that even when a simple version 
of MSA was spoken to the ‘masses’, the audience could often not compre-
hend it.  Gha>nim wrote about that research:  

 
Those fluent in MSA are university graduates, and not even all of them.  I re-
corded a piece of [MSA] and made different groups of people with various levels 
of education listen to it.  Then I had comprehension questions.  Results showed 
that it is the adults with university degrees who can understand MSA.  […]  I was 
shocked to see how few people amongst the masses understood standard Arabic. 
 Actually, I let them listen to a religious recording that aims at reaching the 
masses, not the educated, only to find that those masses are unable to understand 
what the religious preacher was saying.30  

 
     These findings were confirmed by research done by Parkinson.  In Egypt 
in the 1980s he used speeches and texts of increasing difficulty, all in MSA, 
and tested comprehension of reading and listening on a scientific sampling of 
adults.  He concluded that ‘those with less than a high school education ap-
pear to have a minimal ability to understand basic sentences at a very slow 
rate. […]  The average Egyptian with a college education could be described 

                                                
28 Though the media initially used MSA as the standard language, gradually a slightly simpler 
form, often called Educated Standard Arabic (ESA) developed in the media throughout the 
Arab World, and especially in radio and on television.   
29 Douglas A. Boyd, Broadcasting in the Arab World: A Survey of the Electronic Media in the 
Middle East (Ames, 1999, first edition 1993), p. 323.  Boyd’s confident statement may be the 
result of the difficulty defining terms like CA, MSA, and colloquial Arabic, and as there is a 
continuum in how Arabs use their language(s).  Boyd may actually mean the somewhat simpli-
fied form of MSA, ESA.   
30 Sanaa Ghanem, president of the Arab Academy Language Institute in Cairo, in an email to 
the author (28 November 2003).  She also commented that people find it easier to understand 
written MSA than when it is used orally.   
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as a competent user of MSA’.31  Most of those in Egypt who finished secon-
dary school could passively understand MSA about topics they were familiar 
with, but a serious discussion in MSA would be beyond their comprehen-
sion.32   
     In other Arab countries the situation was similar.  For instance, Maamouri 
concluded that in Morocco children who had finished primary school had 
only ‘rudimentary to minimal competence in writing and reading Arabic’.33 
Mary Catherine Bateson’s conclusion that MSA ‘remains the possession of 
an elite’ in the Arab World, though first written in 1967, was still appropriate 
in 2003 when her book was reprinted.34  

 
 

5 COLLOQUIAL ARABIC 
 
5.1 Variety of Arabic colloquial languages 
Whereas MSA is more or less the same throughout the Arab World, the spoken lan-
guages show great variations.  Those languages may be broadly classified in four 
groups, namely those spoken in Egypt and Sudan, those spoken in the Arabian Penin-
sula, those spoken in North Africa, and the languages of the Middle East.   
     Linguists have supported a variety of theories about how these colloquial Arabic 
languages developed.  Possibly a koiné Arabic was used by the Muslim soldiers that 
conquered the Middle East and North Africa.  These Muslim armies consisted of 
members of different Arab tribes, and they needed a median colloquial for their 
communication.  These armies and the officials in their train introduced this median 
spoken Arabic as the vernacular in the countries they conquered.  The present Arabic 
dialects may have grown out of the interaction of this koiné Arabic with the local 
languages and with the formal literary Arabic that would develop from the religious 
sources of Islam.  Other theories focused more on the idea that the present Arabic 
languages grew out of the different Arabic languages that were spoken in parts of 
countries like Egypt and Syria even before Islam was introduced in those countries.35   

                                                
31 Parkinson, ‘Knowing Standard Arabic’ (1991).   
32 According to Parkinson in an interview with the author in Cairo (13 October 2004). 
33 Maamouri, ‘Language Education and Human Development’, p. 10. 
34 Bateson, Arabic Language Handbook, p. 82. 
35 Charles A. Ferguson, ‘The Arabic Koine’, in Salman H. Al-Ani (ed), Readings in Arabic 
Linguistics (Bloomington, 1978), pp. 49-51.   
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     By the beginning of the 21st century, in some Arab countries more than one dis-
tinct Arabic language was spoken, sometimes by minorities of many millions of na-
tive speakers.  The differences between the Arabic dialects are enormous. The further 
away the countries are from each other, the greater usually the dialectical differ-
ences.   
     Upper Egyptian Arabic (S}a‘i>di>) as spoken south of Cairo was one example of such 
a language that was clearly distinct from the Arabic spoken in Cairo and Lower 
Egypt.  Upper Egyptian Arabic was spoken by almost 19 million Egyptians while the 
Cairene dialect, usually called Egyptian Arabic, was spoken by about 46 million.36  
For a complete list of the different Arabic languages, see Figure 3.1.  This table is 
based on figures of the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) from Dallas, Texas 
(USA), that listed over 200 different Arabic and non-Arabic languages spoken in the 
Arab World.37  Figure 1 (page 11) excludes more than 100 non-Arabic languages 
spoken in southern Sudan, all languages with less than one million native speakers, 
and those languages that are in the first place spoken outside the Arab World, like 
French, Farsi and Armenian.  After those are excluded, there were still 17 major dif-
ferent Arabic and six major non-Arabic languages spoken in the Arab World at the 
beginning of the 21st century.38  
 
5.2 Religious and nationalistic resentment against Colloquial Arabic  
One effect of Arabs speaking colloquial was that many, when they wrote, 
tended to use the vocabulary of the vernacular.  Most Arab intellectuals were 
negative about that.  According to the Egyptian linguist Ah}mad Sami>r Bay-
bars, there were dangerous pitfalls for the language as it had become normal 
to see corrupted Arabic in the newspapers and magazines.  He spoke of the 
‘mistakes in syntax, inflection, spelling and style’ in the media.  For him, 
that was proof that Egypt showed no dignity or pride in its identity.39 It was 
interesting that he thought Egypt’s identity was more rooted in MSA than in 
the actual spoken languages.  I>bra>hi>m Madku>r, President of Egypt’s Lan-
guage Academy, assumed that the colloquial would eventually be replaced by 
MSA as the everyday language of Egypt:  

 

                                                
36 In Egypt, both the whole country and the capital city Cairo are called Mis}r.   
37 See www.ethnologue.com (15 April 2003). 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ah}mad Samîr Baybars, Al-Wa>qa’ al-Lughawi> wa al-Huwa>yah al-‘Arabi>yah (Cairo, 1989), 
pp. 10, 28. 
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Figure 1 Languages with over one million native speakers in the Arab World in 200340 

      
 

                                                
40 Www.ethnologue.com. 
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Language is human and cultural behavior – an identity given to its owner and an 
address for the personality and the nation.  I ask each mother, father and school to 
put these [classical] meanings into the child’s character, and to deal with him ac-
cordingly.  If the home and the schools are improved, and cooperate in creating a 
sound educational and linguistic environment, it follows that society will be free 
from the abnormal social phenomena which have arisen among us. 41 

 

 
     In 1990, Madku>r supported the efforts to ‘effect a linguistic erasing of the 
Arabic dialects, and to extract from them a shared language which is easy to 
use, doesn’t contradict necessities [of daily life] and which enjoys flexibility 
and simplicity.’  Pan-Arab political arguments seemed most important in 
Madku>r’s resistance against the Arabic dialects.  ‘[All] we are concerned 
with now is to arrive at a spoken language which is shared by all of the Ara-
bic regions.’42  
     Arabic politicians, linguists and Islamic religious leaders usually rejected 
any discourse on the different colloquial Arabic languages and their associ-
ated communities of identity as being politically divisive.43 They preferred to 
focus on the common Arabic identity and preferred to see the language varia-
tions as a matter of dialect and as deviations from the norm of MSA that all 
Arabs were supposed to know as their national and religious language.  The 
interest in the linguistic habits of ‘ordinary people’, a concern of many West-
ern linguists, often had a distinctly colonialist cast to Arabs favoring MSA as 
the only proper language.  Sometimes Arabs considered the interest of non-
Arabs in colloquial Arabic a Western or a Zionist ploy to separate the Arabs 
from their religion and history, and from their fellow Arabs.44   
 
 
 
 
                                                
41 Quoted by Armbrust, Mass Culture, p. 43.   
42 Ibid., p. 48. 
43 Muhammed Raji Zughoul, ‘Diglossia in Arabic: Investigating Solutions’, in Anthropological 
Linguistics (Bloomington, 1980), p. 209.  He concluded that ‘those who aspire to separation 
from the Arab World develop their dialects into a language while those who want to belong to 
the Arab World seek to do so by clinging to the unity of the language’.   
44 Armbrust, Mass Culture, pp. 44-45. 
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6 DIGLOSSIA AND THE ARABIC LANGUAGE CONTINUUM 
 
Charles Ferguson coined the term diglossia and defined it in 1959.  He said 
that diglossia is the situation when two languages, or two varieties of the 
same language, exist side by side over the years, each being assigned a spe-
cific function.  Ferguson argued that the Arab countries, where MSA coex-
isted beside the spoken languages, were a clear example.  Theoretically, the 
role of each language was well defined.  MSA was considered as the formal 
or cultural tool of communication.  It was used in lectures, public speeches, 
religious sermons, the media, and most publications.  On the other hand, col-
loquial Arabic was used in all informal contexts.  In reality, however, there 
was much overlap between MSA and colloquial Arabic when used orally.  In 
that context, Parkinson wrote:   

 
When the ‘pure’ Colloquial and the prescriptively correct fusha forms are ana-
lyzed from an outside point of view they are best seen as two separate but related 
languages, [but] as experienced and used by the average native speaker they are 
both parts of a single expressive system and should be viewed as stylistic variants 
of each other.45   

 
     Most linguists prefer to focus on the continuum between MSA on one 
hand and the colloquial on the other, rather than on diglossia.46 Ferguson 
wrote in the 1990s that for understanding how Arabic functions, it is more 
useful to focus on the context of its usage than on ‘dialect variation’.47  
     Regarding this context the Arabic linguist Benjamin Hary listed seven 
variables.48  He spoke of the setting of the discourse, the topic, the language 
skills of the speaker, the emotional state of the speaker, the audience, the 
function of the discourse and the personal relationship of the speaker to the 

                                                
45 Dilworth B. Parkinson, ‘Variability in Standard Arabic Grammar Skills’, in Alaa Elgibali 
(ed), Understanding Arabic (Cairo, 1996), p. 99.   
46  The fact that there is a continuum can be seen in the difficulty of defining CA, MSA, ESA, 
and colloquial Arabic.   
47 Charles A. Ferguson, ‘Diglossia Revisited’, in Alaa Elgibali (ed), Understanding Arabic 
(Cairo, 1996), pp. 49-67. 
48 Benjamin Hary, ‘The Language Continuum in Arabic Multiglossia’, in Alaa Elgibali (ed), 
Understanding Arabic (Cairo, 1996), p. 76. 



 14 

audience as the main factors in the choice of language.  Based on a combina-
tion of these factors, the discourse could be at any place on the continuum 
between MSA and colloquial.49 Very often in formal settings speakers may 
divert from their well-prepared MSA speech in order to add a comment or 
respond to a question thereby increasing the rate of colloquial usage dramati-
cally.   
     The mixture of MSA and colloquial was common in all Arab countries in 
educational contexts, formal speeches, learned discussions, and in the media.  
It actually created a hybrid type of Arabic, sometimes called Educated Spo-
ken Arabic (ESA).  This Arabic was not the language of everyday conversa-
tion, and certainly not that of the illiterate masses, but there seemed to be a 
unifying trend in its usage throughout the Arab World.  While proper MSA 
used the simplified grammar of CA and adapted its vocabulary, ESA used a 
more colloquial grammar but drew its vocabulary more from MSA.  This 
made intellectual relationships between people from different Arab countries 
easier, but it did not make the language an easier tool for illiterates.50  
     In most Arab countries radio and television programs were broadcast in 
this journalistic, simplified variation of MSA, especially in politically ori-
ented programs.  Programs for entertainment were mainly produced in the 
colloquial dialects.  In such cases they were always in the most prestigious 
spoken language in the country, and in a rather cultivated form of that ver-
nacular.  For instance in Egypt, radio and television used a cultivated form of 
the Cairene language, never the language spoken in Upper Egypt.  This 
means that, in regard to the Arabic language continuum, the vernacular as 
used in entertainment programs gravitated to ESA.   

 
 
7 NON-ARABIC LIVING LANGUAGES IN THE ARAB WORLD  
 
Many non-Arabic languages in the Arab World were spoken in North Africa 
in the beginning of the 21st century.  The four largest of those were the 

                                                
49 Ibid. 
50 According to the Arabic linguist Moyra Dale in an interview with the author (16 December 
2003). 



 15 

Amazigh languages Kabyle, Tashelhayt, Tamazight and Tarifit.51  Another 
important non-Arab language was Kurmanji, the Kurdish language spoken in 
Iraq.  The Copts of Egypt and the Syriac Christians in the Levant were fully 
Arabized by the end of the 20th century.52  In the Coptic-Orthodox Church the 
Coptic language was taught, but only for the sake of understanding the mass, 
which was partially celebrated in Coptic.  Most Syriac-Orthodox had also 
been Arabized and the Syriac language was mostly relegated to usage in the 
liturgy at the beginning of the 21st century, not unlike the situation in the 
Coptic-Orthodox Church.  There were some regions where Syriac was still 
the vernacular, like in Northern Iraq and Southeast Turkey.53 

The Arabization that followed in the trail of Islam was a slower process 
in North Africa than in the Middle East.  All North African tribes eventually 
adopted Islam as their religion but many not only kept so me pre-Islamic tra-
ditions, but also their language.  In the past decades, there has been a marked 
interest among these people who speak non-Arabic languages, to safeguard 
and revive their native tongues against the Arabizing efforts of their authori-
ties.  The Kabyle speakers in Algeria and the Kurds in Iraq have been most 
insistent to keep their languages and cultures alive, in opposition to the Alge-
rian and Iraqi authorities.54   
     In North Africa, Lebanon, and Syria, French was a major language.  
France, while colonizing parts of the Arab World, enforced the usage of its 
language in education, and even after independence, French remained the 
language of prestige for millions of Arabs and Imazighen.  In Morocco and 
                                                
51 The main Amazigh language in Algeria is Kabyle, spoken by three to six million people in 
Algeria.  In Morocco.  there are three major Amazigh language groups.  Tashelhayt is spoken 
in the south (also written as Tachilhit, Tashilheet, and also called Tassoussit, Southern Shilha, 
or Susia.  Speakers of this language are called the Ishelhayn).  Tamazight is spoken in the 
Middle Atlas (also called Central Shilha, or Middle Atlas Berber), and Tarifit (also called Rifi, 
Rifia, or Northern Shilha) is spoken in the north.  The first two languages in Morocco are spo-
ken by 3,000,000 people, the third by about 1,500,000 people.   
52 In Syria there are some villages where Syriac is still used. 
53 H. Teule, ‘Arabische christenen’ [Arab Christians]’, in Herman Teule and Anton Wessels 
(eds), Oosterse Christenen binnen de wereld van de islam [Eastern Christians within the World 
of Islam] (Kampen, 1997), p. 347. 
54 The anti-Arab feelings of the Kabyle Imazighen are one of the reasons why since the 1980s 
tens of thousands of them have rejected Islam and became Christians.  Many of them consider 
that a matter of returning to their pre-Islamic Christians roots.   
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Algeria many people whose mother tongue was one of the Amazigh lan-
guages could read and write better in French than in Arabic, even at the be-
ginning of the 21st century.  
 
 
8 THE POLITICS OF ARABIZATION IN NORTH AFRICA 
 
8.1 Cycles of Arabization 
In Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, the processes of Arabization were linked to 
efforts of the post-colonial governments to legitimize their regimes as the 
liberators of French domination.  The independent states wanted to do away 
with the language of the colonizers and adopted the language that linked it 
with the Arabs and Islam.  Since the 1980s Arabization was also an instru-
ment to counter radicalization.   
     The Arabic vernaculars of North Africa were usually considered dilutions 
of proper Arabic.  The Amazigh languages in Morocco and Algeria were 
worse off as they were seen as remnants of pre-Islamic days and therefore as 
non-finished Islamization. Beside this, they were seen as hindrances to unify-
ing the countries under the political power of the Arab rulers.   
     In spite of the formal policies to Arabize society and education, the 
French language remained the tool for work and progress.  Political leaders in 
all three countries knew that the chances of progress for their children in so-
cial and economic life would be hampered if they chose monolingual Arabic 
schools so most sent their children to bilingual or fully foreign educational 
institutions. 
     In education, there have been what the French anthropologist and Arabist 
Gilbert Grandguillaume termed Cycles of Arabization.55  The schools and 
universities were forced to progressively Arabize, not by popular vote but by 
political dictates.  This led regularly to popular outcries because of the dete-
rioration of educational standards, forcing the authorities to allow at least a 
partial return to using French. 

                                                
55 Gilbert Grandguillaume, ‘Les langues au Maghreb: des Corps en Peine de Voix’, in Esprit, 
Immobilismes au Maghreb (No. 10, October 2004), pp. 92-102.  Grandguillaume was until 
1997 professor at the Parisian École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (School of Higher 
Studies and Social Sciences). 
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     In Algeria the struggle for Arabization has been more controversial than 
in Morocco and Tunisia.  In the later two countries Arabic never disappeared 
as a language used for literacy by the elites.  In Algeria however, by the time 
of independence in 1962, in all education, administration and in public life, 
French was the only language.56  
 
8.2 Morocco 
After independence Morocco did not recognize the Amazigh cultures and 
languages.  It focused on the unification of the country as an Arab country 
using MSA as its formal language.  The Moroccan vernacular, called Da>ri>jah 
(popular) was only used orally and usually not in a formal context.   
     Until 1958, two years after independence, all education in Morocco was 
still in French.  Between 1959 and 1966, Morocco endeavored to Arabize the 
civil service and education.  Between 1962 and 1965, the first four grades of 
primary school were Arabized, and some of the classes of secondary schools.  
By 1966, all schools were suffering from massive problems.  Free education 
for all had resulted in a great influx of students, and the Arabization had re-
sulted in underperformance.  The decision was made that the sciences were to 
be taught in French again and that not all children would be allowed into 
secondary school. The minister of education Muh}ammad bin Hi>ma> admitted 
on 6 April 1966 that he had been ‘too hasty’ in trying to implement Arabiza-
tion.57 
     By 1980 the first four grades of primary school were fully taught in Arabic 
while in the secondary schools only 25-50 percent of subjects.  In 1990 pri-
mary and secondary schools were fully Arabized.  Universities continued 
teaching in French but some studies, like law, were also given in Arabic.58      
     According to official statistics compiled in Morocco in 1994, 90 percent 
of the 28 million people spoke Da>ri>jah, while 30 percent spoke one of the 
Amazigh languages.59 Radio in Morocco, mainly an instrument for communi-
cation in MSA after independence, also broadcast brief daily programs in 

                                                
56 Grandguillaume, ‘Les langues au Maghreb: des Corps en Peine de Voix’, pp. 92-102. 
57 Gilbert Grandguillaume, ‘L’Arabisation au Maghreb’, in Revue d’Aménagement Linguis-
tique (No. 107, Winter 2004), pp. 7-10. 
58 Grandguillaume, ‘Les Langues au Maghreb: des Corps en Peine de Voix’, pp. 92-102. 
59 Ibid.  
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French and in the three main Amazigh languages, Tashelhayt, Tarifit and 
Tamazight.  These Amazigh broadcasts have increased throughout the years.  
In 1996, these three languages had 12 hours of programming per day.60          
     Some organizations defending the usage and development of Amazigh 
languages, such as the International Congres for the Amazigh Language and 
the Moroccan Association for Research and Cultural Exchange claimed that 
more than 50 percent of the population spoke Amazigh and were of Amazigh 
origin on their father’s or mother’s side.61  These organizations were part of 
the defense movement for the Amazigh languages that developed during the 
last decade of the 20th century.  This movement celebrated Amazigh cultures 
and languages and demanded their inclusion in public life as recognition of 
the Imazighen’s democratic, educational and human rights.  This culminated 
in The Berber Manifesto, signed in 2000 by 229 Moroccan intellectuals after 
two years of discussions.62   
     This movement wanted to change the approach of Morocco to the Amaz-
igh languages and cultures, as these were predominately looked at from a 
folkloristic perspective.  When presented on radio and television, Amazigh 
culture was shown as national folklore, just for entertainment.  Governmental 
institutes stressed that there were great variations in the Amazigh languages 
and that they were perceived as ‘wild, unstructured dialects that were not 
workable (des dialectes sauvages non structurés et non opérationnels)’.63 
     This defensive movement for integrating Amazigh languages came at the 
end of a cycle of Arabization.  King H}asan II was so impressed by the insuf-
ficiency of Arabic education, as 55 percent of the country was still illiterate, 
that he called for reforms in 1994 in a speech to parliament.  In that speech 
he mentioned the need for Amazigh education.  A year later he spoke out 

                                                
60 Boyd, Broadcasting in the Arab World, pp. 249-250, 254. 
61 Adil Moustaoui, ‘Dossier no. 14: The Amazigh language within Morocco’s language pol-
icy’, on www.ciemen.org/mercatir 16 June 2005).  When Mustaoui wrote this, he was a PhD 
student at the Faculty of Arts of the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid (Independent Univer-
sity of Madrid). The article was published by Mercator, a project of the European Union for 
defending minority languages in Europe. 
62 Moustaoui, ‘Dossier no. 14: The Amazigh language within Morocco’s language policy’. 
63 Ibid.   
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against systematic Arabization.  In 1997, literacy in Arabic and French was 
made obligatory for accession to university.64   
     As a consequence of the Amazigh movement and the need to offer better 
education in general, in 1999 a National Charter for Education and Training 
was adopted.  This acknowledged the need for students to study foreign lan-
guages, not just Arabic.  This opened the possibility for reintroducing French 
in primary and secondary schools.  It also mentioned the need to have an 
‘open approach’ to the Amazigh language.  King Muh}ammad VI personified 
this new approach.  In a speech on 21 July 2001 he spoke explicitly about 
Morocco’s Arabic and Amazigh character.  In October 2001, by Royal De-
cree he established the Royal Institute of Amazigh Culture which he deemed 
necessary for introducing Amazigh language in the educational system.65   
      
8.3 Algeria 
In 1962, Algeria was extensively French-speaking and French-educated.  Af-
ter liberation, those who defended full Arabization were mostly Algerians 
who had not had French education.  For those people, progress in society had 
been totally blocked under French rule.   
     In 1963 Algeria’s first president, Ah}mad bin Ballah (1962-1965), forced 
primary schools to teach ten out of 30 hours in Arabic each week. The fol-
lowing year this was increased to a full Arabic curriculum.  During that year 
Algeria imported about 1000 Egyptian teachers as it did not have enough 
teachers who could read and write in Arabic.  Many of these Egyptians were 
actually manual laborers who could hardly communicate with their students 
as they spoke in Egyptian Arabic and their own knowledge of MSA was usu-
ally deficient.  Resistance against this enforced Arabization arose soon from 
students, Kabyles, writers, secularists and from the Francophone press.66      
     After an interval of a few years, the second president, Huwa>ri> Bu>madya>n 
(1965-1979) imposed Arabization on the civil service in 1968.  The bureau-
crats were told that within three years they had to function in Arabic.  This 
had poor success but it did open the civil service to those who did not speak 
French.  After 1970 the Arabization of primary and secondary schools was 
                                                
64 Grandguillaume, ‘L’Arabisation au Maghreb’, pp. 7-10. 
65 Moustaoui, ‘Dossier no. 14: The Amazigh language within Morocco’s language policy’. 
66 Grandguillaume, ‘L’Arabisation au Maghreb’, pp. 12-18. 



 20 

intensified.  That not only meant doing away with French as the medium of 
instruction, but it also stipulated MSA as the medium of oral instruction.  
Some Algerian teachers pleaded publicly for being allowed to use the Alge-
rian vernacular for instruction in schools.  That was to no avail as children 
had to be taught that their vernacular was wrong and those using it were of-
ten accused of unworthy behavior.  For the Arabs in Algeria this prohibited 
the blending of MSA and the vernacular, as occurred to a certain extent in 
Egypt.67  For the Kabyles this was impossible at any rate: 
 

Their principal vice is that they prove the existence of an Algeria pre-dating the 
Arab conquest.  Furthermore, they have nothing in common with Arabic dialects.  
Their disappearance is programmed into the very logic of Arabization, as well as 
the practices of government. This has the unfortunate consequence that large sec-
tions of the population, whose identities are partly dependent on local languages 
feel excluded from the new project of nation building.68  

  
     The 1980s, under President Sha>dhli> bin Jadi>d (1979-1991), were years of 
the Arabization of higher education.  Combined with anger about the lack of 
economic development and the institutionalization of corruption by the old 
revolutionary leaders, two opposition movements appeared.  One was the 
Islamic radical movement and the other was the movement of the Kabyles.  
The Kabyles were the main victims as they did not consider MSA or the Al-
gerian Arabic colloquial their language.  For them, Arabization meant mar-
ginalization. 
     The Algerian government estimated that their worst enemies were the 
Islamic movements, not the Kabyles.  In the hope to appease those radical 
Muslims, and also the old leadership of the Front de Libération Nationale 
(Front of National Liberation, FLN) that had been overthrown in 1991, the 
authorities took further steps at Arabization.  On 17 December 1996 the non-
elected Transitional National Council voted unanimously that as from July 
1998 all public institutes in Algeria were allowed to use Arabic only in their 
communication of any sort.  Only higher educational institutes were given 

                                                
67 Gilbert Grandguillaumme, ‘Arabisation et Démagogie en Algérie’, in Le Monde Diplo-
matique (February 1997), p. 3.  Grandguillaume, ‘L’Arabisation au Maghreb’, pp. 7-10. 
68 Grandguillaumme, ‘Arabisation et Démagogie en Algérie’, p. 3.   
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until 2000 to adapt.  The usage of foreign languages, i.e. French, in meetings 
was explicitly forbidden.69 
     ‘Abd al-‘Azi>z Bu>tfliqah, elected president in 1999, seemed to set Algeria 
on a new linguistic course. On the Day of the Student on 19 May 1999, a 
month after being elected, he said that it was ‘unthinkable to study ten years 
of sciences in Arabic while that can be done in one year in English’.  That 
statement did not put him in the camp of the Arabizers, nor did his public 
speeches which were invariably in French, or in the Algerian vernacular.70   
     In February 2000, a National Committee for the Reform of the Educa-
tional System was installed in Algiers.  Approximately 100 members re-
ported a year later to Bu>tfliqah.  The content of the report remained a secret.  
It seems that it supported the modernization of education at the expense of 
Arabization.  On 3 October 2001 Bu>tfliqah recognized Kabyle as one of Al-
geria’s national languages and he also decided to participate in meetings of 
the Francophone movement in 2002.  He was the first president of Algeria to 
do so.71  
 
8.4 Tunisia 
Tunisia had an Amazigh minority of about one percent at the time of inde-
pendence in 1956, so it had a totally different situation than its neighboring 
countries.  President H}abi>b Bu>rqi>ba> (1957-1987) wanted to secularize and 
modernize his country, including the Arabic language.  He was highly re-
served towards the Arab World and its Pan-Arabism.  Bu>rqi>ba> wanted to 
stress Tunisia’s unique roots, and therefore he focused on its pre-Arabic Pu-
nic and Roman history.  For him, the Tunisian vernacular was never some-
thing to be ashamed of and French remained an important language for learn-
ing and work.  Arabic and French had always been part of the education of 
most Tunisians, so the elite were fully bilingual.  Thus, a bilingual approach 
to education was continued after independence.   
     Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, those who supported a higher level of 
Arabization generally had the upper hand in government.  One reason for that 
was pressure from Saudi Arabia to do so in exchange for budgetary support 
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70 Grandguillaume, ‘L’Arabisation au Maghreb’, pp. 12-18. 
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for Tunisia.  In 1971 the first year of primary education was fully Arabized, 
and the second and third year in 1976 and 1977.  Something similar had been 
tried in the 1960s, but had been reversed when French was re-introduced in 
the first grades of primary school.  In 1986 however, Bu>rqi>ba> was so upset 
about the low quality of education that he forced the reintroduction of 
French again in the second grade of primary schools.  The Arabization was 
blamed for the low educational standards.   
     During the 1990s the tendency was towards Arabization again, partially as 
an effort to stop the growing popularity of the Islamic movement.  The gov-
ernment once again wanted more Arabic in the schools but at the same time 
it worked hard against archaic methods of teaching French.  On 23 July 2002, 
an educational law was adopted that tried to ensure that the Arab language 
was taught well in schools but it also enforced the teaching of at least two 
foreign languages.  This was done in an effort to bridge the gap between the 
teaching of the sciences in secondary schools, which was done in Arabic, and 
the fully French studies of the sciences in the universities.  The new law tried 
to remedy this discrepancy by ensuring general multilingual education in all 
schools.72 
 
 
9 CONCLUSION 
 
In regard to the habit of many Arab countries to impose the Arabic language 
on their linguistic minorities, it is relevant to mention what has been said 
about the linguistic rights of minorities by different international organiza-
tions.  Since 1995 the People’s Communication Charter (PCC) functioned as 
a common framework for a permanent movement on the quality of a sustain-
able communication environment.73  That PCC stated, among other things:  

                                                
72 Ibid. 
73 Cees J. Hamelink, professor of International Communication at the University of Amster-
dam in The Netherlands was the initiator of the PCC.  The main signatories of the PCC are the 
World Association for Christian Communication, the Cultural Environment Movement, the 
World Association for Community Broadcasting, the video-organisation Videazimut, the As-
sociation for Progressive Communication, the MacBride Round Table, and some national or-
ganisations in Japan, South Korea and India, according to Cees J. Hamelink in an email to the 
author (24 May 2004). 
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All people have the right to protect their cultural identity.  This includes the re-
spect for people’s pursuit of their cultural development and the right to free ex-
pression in languages they understand. […] All people have the right to a diver-
sity of languages.  This includes the right to express themselves and have access 
to information in their own language, the right to use their own languages in edu-
cational institutions funded by the state, and the right to have adequate provi-
sions created for the use of minority languages where needed.74  

 
     The World Alliance for Christian Communication (WACC) supported 
PCC, and stated in 1999 that language forms ‘one of the essential keys to 
cultural and personal identity.  People construct their identities in the house 
of their language’.75  In 1999, PCC organized public hearings in the Nether-
lands about whether the rights of speakers of some languages, including the 
North African Amazigh languages, were violated against.  WACC reported 
the conclusions of these hearings regarding the Amazigh languages of North 
Africa:  

 
The testimony provided by the witnesses […] documents convincingly that in all 
the relevant states speakers of Berber languages are subjected to strong assimila-
tion pressures, primarily Arabo-Islamization.  […]  There is clear evidence of vio-
lation of linguistic human rights.  […]  Government policy in North Africa aims 
at the extinction of Berber.76  
 

     A Working Group on Indigenous Populations of the United Nations Sub-
Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities 
proposed a Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 1993.  
This declaration said that ‘indigenous peoples have the right to establish 
their own media in their own languages’.  The declaration also mentioned 
their right to equal access to all forms of non-indigenous media, and that 
states ought to take effective measures to ensure that state-owned media 
duly reflect indigenous cultural diversity.  Since some articles concerning the 

                                                
74 People’s Communication Charter (1995), see www.pcccharter.net (28 January 2003). 
75 ‘First Public Hearing on Languages and Human Rights’, in Media Development (No. 4, 
1999), p. 8.   
76 ‘What the Judges said about Amazigh (Berber) language’, in Linguicide; The Death of Lan-
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rights to self-determination faced resistance by some nations, the Draft Dec-
laration was not adopted.77  
 
 
  

                                                
 77 See www.unesco.org/most/lnlaw9.htm (12 December 2002). 


