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Abstract: Since Algeria got its independence, its language issue has been divisive.
Language planners overlooked the intricacy of the Algerian sociolinguistic profile and
its population’s attitudes towards the different languages in competition within the
whole Algerian territory. Arabicization as a language policy favoured one language-in-
education arising out a sort of minority nationalism among the Tamazight-speaking
population, a fact which prevents nation-building on one hand and creates an
atmosphere of rivalry between Literary Arabic and French on the other hand. Thus,
this paper is devoted to sketching out the linguistic conflicts and identity issues raised
in this country and attempts to demonstrate the necessity for linguistic pluralism
instead of one language policy. It is, then, intended to discuss the interrelation
between language politics and linguistic and cultural issues in Algeria, and to show to
what extent linguistic plurality may be applicable taking into account Algeria’s
current socio-cultural and linguistic diversity and its speakers’ language attitudes.

Keywords: Linguistic Pluralism, one language-in-education policy, language
planning, language conflict, identity

LE PAYSAGE LINGUISTIQUE EN ALGERIE: DE I’ARABISATION APRES
L’ INDEPENDANCE AU PLURALITE LINGUISTIIQUE

Résumé: Depuis que 1’Algérie a obtenu son indépendance, la question linguistique
n’a jamais cessé de diviser. Les planificateurs linguistiques ont négligé la complexité
du profil sociolinguistique algérien et les attitudes de sa population a ’égard des
différentes langues en compétition sur ’ensemble du territoire algérien. L'arabisation
en tant que politique linguistique a favorisé une langue unique dans 1'enseignement,
résultant d'une sorte de nationalisme minoritaire au sein de la population
berbérophone, un fait qui empéche 1'édification de la nation d'une part, et crée une
atmosphére de rivalité entre l'arabe littéraire et le francais d'autre part. Ainsi, cet
article se essentiellement dédié a esquisser les conflits linguistiques et les questions
d'identité soulevées dans ce pays et tente de démontrer la nécessité d'un pluralisme
linguistique plut6t que d'une politique de langue unique. Il vise donc de discuter de
I'interrelation entre la politique linguistique et les questions linguistiques et
culturelles en Algérie, et de montrer dans quelle mesure la pluralité linguistique peut
étre applicable en tenant compte de la diversité socioculturelle et linguistique actuelle
de I’Algérie et des attitudes linguistiques de ses locuteurs.

Mots-clés: Pluralité linguistique, politique d'une seule langue dans 1'éducation,
planification linguistique, conflit linguistique, identité.
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Introduction

Due to the successive historical events that Algeria has witnessed, such as the Arab
conquest, several invasions, and civilizations in addition to the French colonization, the
Algerian speech community has been deeply influenced by several languages and cultures.
Today’s Algerian linguistic repertoire involves three main linguistic varieties coexisting
along the whole national territory and exercising a heavy impact on the whole society:
Algerian Arabic having its standard and colloquial forms known as Algerian Arabic
varieties, Berber with many distinct varieties, and French, as an outcome of the long period
of the French occupation, is used side by side with Arabic and Berber. Since gaining
independence, Algeria has encountered divisive challenges related to language. The
language planners overlooked the intricate nature of the country's sociolinguistic landscape
and the attitudes of its speakers towards the various languages in competition. The policy of
Arabicization has shown a preference toward one language — Literary Arabic, resulting in
tensions among the Tamazight-speaking community and fostering rivalries between Literary
Arabic and French. This paper seeks to delve into exposing the linguistic conflict and
identity issues in Algeria, advocating for linguistic diversity instead of one language policy.
It will discuss the correlation between language policies and cultural matters in Algeria,
highlighting the significance of acknowledging the nation's linguistic diversity, the
government’s orientation, and the attitudes of its speakers. The main objective is to sketch
out the linguistic situation in Algeria from the post-independence policy of Arabicization to
today’s multilingual sphere. That is, it aims to argue in favour of linguistic diversity over a
single language policy by delving into Algeria's linguistic conflicts and identity problems.
Hence, this theoretical paper is grounded on the following questions: What are the main
linguistic varieties that make up the Algerian linguistic repertoire? What are the outcomes
of the competition and rivalry between these varieties? What linguistic measures did
Algeria implement in order to restore its identity and eliminate conflicts between the
existing varieties? Regarding these varieties, what attitudes do speakers exhibit? To what
extent is linguistic plurality applicable to the Algerian context?

1. The Components of the Algerian Sociolinguistic Profile

Like the other Maghrebi countries, the contact between more than one variety
engendered a very complicated linguistic situation in Algeria. The Algerian linguistic
repertoire involves different languages: Arabic, French, and Berber. Throughout this paper,
we shall shed light on present-day linguistic repertoire showing the dynamic conflicting
interplay between the linguistic varieties mentioned above. Basically, it is worthwhile
noting that Arabic appears under three major forms: Classical Arabic (CA), Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA) and Algerian Arabic (AA), which is usually known as Algerian
Arabic (AA). CA enjoys a prestigious place though it is just relegated to religious settings;
it takes part in prayers, mosque oratories, all religious matters or debates of daily life. MSA,
as a simplified, modern version of CA, has become the language of education,
administrationand massmedia. DA, however, is the mother tongue of the majority of the
population and it isthe language of everyday speech and used in informal settings.
Furthermore, another term of a ‘middle variety’ comes to existence in the Algerian
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sociolinguistic profile as the offspring of diglossia - Educated Spoken Arabic; implying “le
dialecte des cultivés” or “I’arabe parlé par les personnes scolarisées”. (Taleb-Ibrahimi,
2004, p. 207) It is a simplified form of Literary Arabic that is commonly used between
educated people in politics, media, and business and serves in both oral and written
communication. Algerian Arabic, with its diverse dialects, is the mother tongue of the
majority of the Algerian population representing the vehicle of a rich, varied culture.
Taleb-Ibrahimi (2004) Though these AA dialects are regionally characterized by varying
accents, they are mutually intelligible among all Algerians. From 1830 till 1962, “The
French considered Algeria as a territorial extension of France itself”, as Benrabah (2013)
points out, and “they implemented a deliberate policy of European settlement, cultural
assimilation, and attendant linguistic Frenchification”. (p. xii) That is, their mission
involved the dominance of their French language and culture, and subsequently, the
eradication of the Algerian indigenous traditions. Indeed, the French civilization was
regarded as superior to Algerian culture. The French belief “led to a desire to create an
elite who would think and act like them, whilst keeping the mass of the population
illiterate”. (Aitsiselmi, F. & Marley, D. 2008, p. 193) As a result, the majority of the
population in Algeria remained illiterate. (Aitsiselmi & Marley, 2008)

Over a century and a quarter (1830-1962), the French existence heavily impacted
the Algerian speech community both at the cultural and linguistic levels. The extension of
the French educational system and assimilation policy led to the spread of Standard French
among the European descent and a minority of Arabo-Berber Algerians. (Queffélec,
Derradji, Debov, Smaali-Dekdouk & Cherrad-Benchefra (2002, p. 25-6) in Benrabah
(2007, p. 51)) The 132 years of occupation had a tremendous linguistic impact on the
Algerian population to the extent that the rate of literacy was very low. But, after
independence, the universalization of education generated a remarkable rise in the level of
literacy. In twenty years, its rate increased to 70% compared with that estimated right after
the departure of the French colonizer. “In primary level, the number of enrolled pupils
doubled from 1,200,000 to 2, 750, 000; in secondary schools, the number increased from
100,000 to 450,000; and at university level, the number of students augmented from 7000
to 50,000”. (Sahel, 2017, p. 41) French has had a far-reaching influence on the Algerian
population, and it currently still enjoys a prestigious language in various domains.

With all its different varieties, Tamazight, which is the native tongue of an
important minority of independent Algeria, was spoken mainly in Small and Great Kabylia,
Aures, Mzab, and other scattered regions throughout the Sahara. The call for the
acknowledgment of the Berber identity and linguistic rights has been gaining popularity
after independence. Some Amazigh activists sought to promote the Berber culture and
language and to undertake research on its culture and civilization. In 2002, Berber was
institutionalized as a second, national Algerian language. Therefore, two measures have
been used to escape internal divisions and to maintain national stability. First, Tamazight
has become a language of instruction; it is taught among Berbers in schools and
universities in Small and Great Kabylia. Then, it has been implemented in broadcasting TV
channels and radio programs. In 2016, the Ministry of Education sent teachers of Berber to
selected primary schools in scattered areas with Berber minorities with the mission of
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teaching Berber. But, this latter has not been imposed as a compulsory subject in Algerian
schools; it remains optional.

The most important foreign languages taught in Algeria are French, Spanish, and
English. The French language, considered as the heritage of the colonizer, has gained high
prestige and is regarded as a language of modernity and advancement by most Algerians.
Hence, people who have positive attitudes towards French show a strong motivation and
willingness to learn and employ it in daily-life communication. Spanish does not enjoy the
prestigious status that the French language gets, but it had a great impact on many Algerian
varieties especially those of port towns or coastal cities such as Oran, Ghazaouet, and Beni
Saf. At present, Spanish is taught as a foreign language at university.

As current technological progress (telecommunications, electronics, computing...)
requires an understanding of English, Algeria tends to adjust its governmental system and
policies to keep pace with the world’s wide change and rapid political, economic, and
technological developments. Given the importance of a world language, English is included
at nearly all levels of the Algerian educational system. Recently, English started gaining
more territory in Algeria as it is gradually recognized within the Algerian society, mainly
among the young generation who show a great interest in learning it. Thanks to
globalization, English as a dominant international language is gradually displacing French
within the Algerian educational system as a Second Foreign Language (FL2) towards being
the First Foreign Language. Starting from September 2022, English is taught as a second
Foreign Language in middle schools starting from the first grade and then it is recently
implemented in the third year in primary school. Then, in 2023, the Ministry of Higher
Education and Scientific Research embarked on the process of training university teachers
in teaching centers of intensive learning to teach via English as a medium of instruction
(EMI) in their faculties of different specialties. Moreover, in today’s sphere of globalization,
other foreign languages such as Chinese, Japanese, Turkish, and Russian ... are also
learned and used in many fields for they are associated with new technologies and
commerce.

To sum up, the intricacy of the Algerian linguistic situation is attributed to the
historical, political, and socio-cultural events which the country has gone through, and
eventually, the Algerian speech community has acquired distinctive features of linguistic
variation which have greatly influenced the paroles of Algerian speakers. Indeed, most, if
not all, Arabophones in Algeria, even illiterate ones, switch codes and borrow French
words in their daily speech sentences. Tamazight varieties are also characterized by a
vocabulary bulk of words that are of French and other languages origin. To wrap up, types
of bilingualism and diglossia are prevailing in the whole Algerian society making it an
intricate multilingual community whose landscapes cannot be definitely defined.

2. Reasons behind Adopting the Arabicization Policy

In Algeria, the French rulers purposefully ruined the public administration with
their regime which meant to elbow out the Algerians’ identity, by suppressing mainly its
language and culture and “frenchifying” the administrative institutions. Zeribi (1999) But
after independence, Algerian language planners adopted a policy of excluding the use of
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French in favour of Arabic - the Arabicization policy. At that time, those decision-makers
felt the necessity of making an urgent change and enacted this policy which was destined
progressively to eliminate the French language on the linguistic side and remove any
colonial heritage in other contexts. Some of the reasons that pushed Algeria to adopt such a
policy, as Benrabah, M. (2013, p. xiii) claims was “To regain or assert a sense of cultural
individuality, Algeria’s elites adopted the policy of Arabization in order to reduce divisions
linked to language, and to contribute to the overall development of the country”. As a
matter of fact, Algerian decision-makers have always associated French with modernity,
progress, and social change. They detested this association and sought to restore Literary
Arabic along with all other elements of their Arab-Islamic culture. As a result, they placed
a strong emphasis on Arabic in educational institutions and government offices. That was
the cultural purpose that prompted Algeria to replace French in all its domains of use.
Moreover, the main objective behind this policy was to recuperate the Algerian identity
(Taleb-Ibrahimi, 1997), through restoring the Arabic language. A second reason of
Arabicization, in Kateb’s view (2005), was the renewal of the Algerian personality deeply
affected by the French colonization and the valorization of the national language which was
prohibited, and relegated and its history as well as its culture which were denied and
impaired. Grandguillaume (2004), in his turn, depicted the Arabicization policy as a
monolingualism, which opposes multilingualism, as a salient trait characterizing Algerian
language policy. Besides, Boukhchem and Varro (2001) also stated that the policy of
arabicizing Algeria implicitly means rejecting the phenomenon of multilingualism. That is,
it reinforced the use of Literary Arabic at the expense of the native, local (Arabic and
Tamazight) native tongues which have been entirely ignored. By doing so, Arabicization
has been considered as a denial of both Algerian native varieties - Arabic and Tamazight.
This resulted in a diglossic situation where Literary Arabic, as a High variety, is used in
formal settings (administration, mass media, broadcasting...), and AA and Tamazight, as
Low varieties in Ferguson’s (1959) terms, are employed in daily life speech among
speakers. On the other hand, the French language gained the position of a foreign language
in the educational system.

3. Arabicization in the Educational System

The Arabicization programme has also touched the educational system; the
government has nearly replaced French with Arabic at all levels of education with varying
degrees. Therefore, the use of French has diminished after the implementation of the
Arabicization policy because of de-frenchifying the system of education and imposing
Literary Arabic as the sole and unique, national language of instruction. This latter has
been taught in all primary, middle, and secondary schools and human sciences faculties in
Algerian universities as well. During the 1990’s, the Algerian government launched its
project against illiteracy. Accordingly, schools opened their doors for old illiterate people to
learn Standard Arabic. Nowadays, and in the light of the present globalized world, even
foreign languages are taught in Algeria to keep abreast with science and technology
development and change in all sectors of life.
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4. Outcomes of One Language-in-education Policy

In his comment on the negative effects of this one language-in-education policy on
the Algerian society, Benrabah (2013, p. xiv) declares that “(...) instead of reducing
linguistic antagonisms within society, the politics of language has become itself a source of
serious problems in post-independent Algeria”. Indeed, since 1962, the Arabicization
policy was the mainstream trend, but it led the country to lose its political stability for
many decades before regaining peace in 1999 with the coming of President Abd El-Aziz
Bouteflika into power. The Berber-speaking individuals, whose language is threatened, also
have become extrovert opponents of this policy. Evidence about the disaccord of
Berberophones has been displayed through organizing strikes and demonstrations that took
place in their towns right after the announcement of Arabic as the only official language
without recognizing their native mother tongue - Tamazight. For instance, in their attempts
to promote their own language, some Berber activists and teachers established some
commissions and academies such as the High Commission for Amazighité (HCA for short)
and the Académie Berbeére... etc. Baker, C. (2002, p. 237) demonstrates that there is an
explicit political ideology underlying the current government’s language policies in favour
of using other languages besides Arabic, i.e., multilingualism. Benrabah (2004, p. 59-78;
2007a, p. 228) opines that the authorities started to favour linguistic plurality as a source
for nation-building to escape ethnic and cultural issues and political conflicts and to
recognize minority linguistic rights. Hence, French continues to be used in technical fields
while Arabic has been reserved for administrative, literary, and religious fields.

5. Algerians’ Language Attitudes

For many decades, it has been noticed that Algerians display a positive attitude
towards French and they do not favour such monolingualism that has been imposed through
the one-language policy as “literary Arabic alone does not ensure social mobility, which is
considered possible mainly through the mastery of Arabic-French bilingualism” (Benrabah
2007a, p. 243) and French has truly become the language of social mobility, and a medium
of access to many modern fields of interest; in education, administration and mass media.
Yet, the Algerian government recently favours English as an alternative to French because
it seems to reject policies that seek to displace French in favour of English (Benrabah,
2007a). Undeniably, French still maintains its privileged status despite the efforts
promoting its replacement by Arabic through launching this one-language policy. It
continues to play a primordial role in spoken as well as written domains. Consequently, one
may say that it is not only a colonial heritage, but also the language of the Algerian elites
that most intellectuals especially teachers, students, businessmen, journalists and
politicians favour in its spoken and written modes. To varying degrees, in daily life
interaction, especially among young educated people, French is a medium for debates on
scientific, medical, and technical subjects. Additionally, it affects both dialectal forms of
Algerian Arabic and Tamazight varieties. Loads of French loanwords and expressions had
long come into existence in day-to-day Algerian discourse. Lately, due to the government’s

encouraging policies of learning English and using it as a medium of instruction in
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universities, the younger generations started to learn it for their studies, modernism, travel,

business and its consideration as a means of communication globally.

Conclusion

Despite the reinforcement of the Arabicization policy that was planned to replace
the colonizer’s language in Algeria, French still represents a primordial and an influential
constituent of the present-day Algerian sociolinguistic profile. However, from a purely
linguistic standpoint, Algeria cannot be considered a bilingual country. In fact, one must go
further to assert that it is rather a multilingual country based on the existence of its ancient
indigenous variety — Berber that persists despite the efforts made to implement
Arabicization, French that keeps being present in the Algerians’ linguistic repertoire and
English and other languages that are forcibly imposed by globalization to keep abreast with
the modern world. Therefore, Algerian authorities need to implement reforms that support
linguistic pluralism and abandon the policy of Arabicization. The use of Literary Arabic
undoubtedly offers Algeria a sense of national identity, yet its exclusive and sole use will
limit interaction, cooperation, and communication under the current sphere of globalization
with its constant change and advancement. Plural linguistic scenery would rather provide
greater openness on the world’s progress.
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