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Moroccan Arabic: New advances in researching
its multilingual practices and digital spaces

Sarali Gintsburg' & Adil Moustaoui’
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2Universidad Complutense de Madrid
adilmous@ucm.es | ORCID: 0000-0002-0770-943X

Introduction

The last fifteen years have brought many new developments to Arabic philology — first
of all, we finally have access to large databases of linguistic data, consisting of the press,
materials provided by video-hosting sites, as well as posts on social networks, both in
Standard and dialectal varieties of Arabic. The possibility of working with such materials
has sparked interest in linguistic theories of a more general character, and those based
on other languages and cultures. Thus, specialists in Arabic language and, in our case,
Moroccan Arabic, have had the unprecedented opportunity to go from descriptive linguis-
tics to more universal trends and to see whether it would be possible to fit their Ara-
bic-language based conclusions and observations into the big picture.

The Maghreb countries in general, and Morocco in particular, have traditionally been
a point of attraction for Arabists, specialising in sociolinguistics. This is first and foremost
due to its multilingualism: Morocco alone is home to a range of varieties of Moroccan
Arabic, Standard Arabic, as well as three varieties of Amazigh (Tarifit, Tashelhit, and
Tamazight). In addition, French and Spanish are also traditionally widely used, and,

LP LXVII (1), 2025. © The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en/).
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recently, English has started to gain popularity. While not so long ago sociolinguists
working with Morocco were to conduct fieldwork, as well as design surveys and ques-
tionnaires, today they are increasingly turning to the study of sociolinguistic trends using
digital/online material.

Therefore, it is not surprising that last year, in 2024, we dedicated the 8th edition of
the International Conference on Moroccan Arabic to the digitalisation of Morocco and to
new trends in the study of the country’s linguistic situation. This conference took place at
the Institute for Culture and Society (the University of Navarra) under the title Moroccan
Arabic: New generations and new practices in the digital era, and this special issue is the
fruit of that conference. The special issue focuses on advances, approaches, and emerging
trends in the study of Moroccan Arabic, its writing, standardisation, and use in the digital
era and its spaces. This special issue therefore seeks to address the following questions:
1. What new approaches could we use to better situate Moroccan Arabic in its historical
and contemporary contexts?; 2. How is the use and status of Moroccan Arabic changing
in both traditional and digital environments, and what ideologies are involved?; 3. In the
digital environment, what would be the interplay of different communicative needs and
linguistic affordances?; 4. How does the digital environment transform linguistic and dis-
cursive practices?; and, finally, 5. What ethnolinguistic, political, and social subjectivities
emerge in the new digital communication in Moroccan Arabic?

To tackle these questions, the articles included in this special issue use a wide array
of approaches and combine theories and methodologies from applied linguistics, socio-
linguistics, linguistic engineering, and computer-mediated communication.

The issue opens with an article by Sarali Gintsburg and Mike Baynham, titled “A thou-
sand years of translanguaging in the multilingual Maghreb”. In their study, the authors use
the theory of translanguaging to build a bridge between the linguistic situation in the Mus-
lim Andalusia and in the contemporary Maghreb. The authors argue that the peripheral
character of the Maghreb dialects, as well as their linguistic permeability, allows these dia-
lects to easily accommodate different varieties of linguistic switching. This allows the authors
to draw a parallel to switching in Andalusian Arabic, which was characteristic of poetry and,
in some respects, daily communication in al-Andalus. To this end, parallels are drawn be-
tween the Andalusian kharjas and zajals on the one hand and data readily available online —
an episode from the comic show al-Kamira lakum by the Moroccan actress Hanane el-
-Fadhili and the song “Partir loin” by the Algerian singer Reda Talyani on the other.

The next article in this special issue is “A Darija and the global multilingual digital
landscape” by Mena Lafkioui. In her study, the author offers readers a general sociolin-
guistic analysis of the Moroccan linguistic digital landscape and comes to the conclusion
that Moroccan Arabic is strengthening its position and the author even applies a new
term for her observation — darijation. We can compare this with the rather well-studied
phenomenon of secondary orality coined by Walter Ong, with the interesting nuance that
in the case of Morocco, while Moroccan Arabic (that is, traditionally perceived as oral
variety) is playing an increasingly important role in written communication, the positions
of its rivals in the digital field, primarily French and literary Arabic, are weakening.

The third article in the collection is produced by a group of three authors — Anass
Sedrati, Reda Benkhadra, and Mounir Afifi — and represents a kind of technical report
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compiled by the authors who were behind the birth and development of the Wikipedia
in Moroccan Arabic. In this report, titled “Standardising Darija: Collaborative approach-
es in the Moroccan Darija Wikipedia”, the authors share their experiences and also draw
attention to the technical difficulties they inevitably have to face. This report will un-
doubtedly be of interest to linguists and experts in Moroccan Arabic: in addition to
presenting a history of Moroccan Arabic Wikipedia, it outlines a platform-specific pro-
posed orthographic standard for Moroccan Arabic and compares it to actual user practice.
Viewed as such, it provides a clear and thorough — indeed, rather lengthy — account.

The next paper in the issue, “Digital age and polycentricity in Moroccan Arabic:
Complexity and heterogeneity in linguistic practices” by Adil Moustaoui addresses the
topic of polycentricity in the context of Moroccan Arabic. The author explores how
digitalization of the Moroccan society is central to conceptualizing the concept of polycen-
tricity coined by the late Jan Bloemmart (2005). The analysis provided by the author is
based on a language corpus taken from various social media and digital platforms that
includes influencer profiles as a highly revealing manifestation of polycentricity in Mo-
roccan Arabic. Moustaoui concludes that Moroccan Arabic is not only essentially polycen-
tric but that its polycentricity is highly complex and therefore there exist no guidelines
that would determine standards or norms of its use.

Rosa Pennisi’s article entitled “(Moroccan) mixed Arabic in digital media: A compar-
ative analysis of oral and written practices in Moroccan digital platforms and newspaper”
continues the conversation about the practices of using Moroccan Arabic online. To run
her comparative analysis of oral and written styles, the author uses several online re-
sources — a newspaper, episodes from a talkshow and a podcast. Similar to Lafkioui,
Pennisi concludes that Moroccan Arabic is starting to play a more prominent role in
online spaces (in this case, in formal media communication).

In her turn, Samera Abdelati offers a rather fresh perspective on the practices and
norms of Moroccan Arabic — she chose advertising products as her research material. In
her paper entitled “Moroccan Arabic in advertising context: An analysis of oral and
written messages”, Abdelati explores the extent to which different languages and registers
in Morocco are used in contemporary advertising, providing compelling examples of their
application. Additionally, the author offers a valuable historical overview of the role these
linguistic varieties have played in advertising over time. The study also highlights key
strategies employed by advertisers to target specific audiences, as well as the linguistic
factors that justify the writing conventions they adopt.

Our special issue concludes with another technical report entitled “Sawfone: A uni-
versal framework for phonetic similarity and alignment across languages and scripts”, in
which the developer of Sawtone, Omar Kamali, shares his experience in creating inte-
grated framework designed to enable consistent cross-script phonetic alignment and text
normalisation aimed at addressing the inherent challenges in processing text across diverse
writing systems. Kamali’s report contains not only step-by-step description but also a case
study on preprocessing Moroccan Arabic data for Large Language Model (LLM) training.
The author concludes by emphasising the importance of such frameworks in the context
of rapidly growing digital communication.
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Abstract: In this paper we explore the interaction between Maghrebi Darijas and Romance languages from the
perspective of both historical and contemporary evidence. As Caubet 2002, following Lahlou 1991 argues, among
contemporary educated populations in urban centres across the Maghreb, bilingual/multilingual interaction is the
norm not the exception. Historical evidence tells us this was also the case in 11th century al-Andalus, though it
is of course impossible down the centuries to reconstruct the actual interaction. We will however argue that
certain surviving texts can provide an indication when analysed in terms of the constraints on conversational
codeswitching such as is provided by Aabi. We start from the position that Maghrebi Darija is a special case of
linguistic permeability due to its politico-geographic location on the frontier and given its thousand year history
of close contact with Romance. To investigate this phenomenon in both its historical and contemporary manife-
stations we draw on the current construct of translanguaging, an alternative perspective on multilingual interac-
tion to code switching as expounded in Baynham & Lee (2018) and the notion of convivencia as elaborated by
Bossong in his study of linguistic conviviality and coexistence in mediaeval Andalusian poetry (Bossong 2010).
We then go on to analyze this in two time slices: examining evidence of the productive convivencia/coexisten-
ce of romance and dialectal Arabic i) in the kharjas of 11th century al-Andalus as discussed by Bossong and
others and ii) in the modern Maghreb music and performance scene (cf. Caubet 2002; Baynham & Gintsburg
2022). We do this here through analysis of a song by the Algerian singer Talyani and a performance of the
Moroccan comedian Hanane el-Fadhili, using in both time slices translanguaging and Bossong’s notion of co-
nvivencia in our analysis. We then conclude by arguing as Heath (2020) does that for effective research into
such varieties as Maghrebi Arabic, both currently and historically, it is necessary for cross disciplinary work
between researchers in Arabic and its Romance contact languages, in order to fully address its sociolinguistics.
We understand this as a form of disciplinary translanguaging to be undertaken in order to establish the dynamics
of the convivencia/coexistence of Arabic and Romance elements in this type of data.

Keywords: Maghrebi Arabic, Andalusi Arabic, performance, translanguaging, periphery, linguistic hybridity,
linguistic permeability, recognizability, convivencia

LP LXVII (1), 2025. © The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en/).
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1. Introduction

1.1. Situating Maghrebi Arabic in Performance

Maghrebi Arabic and especially Moroccan Arabic has long enjoyed the reputation of
being “different” from other varieties of Arabic language. As early as in the 10th century
A.D. Arabic spoken in the Maghreb was described by the Syrian geographer al-Muqadda-
si as distant and incomprehensible compared to the Arabic spoken in Iraq, Syria, Egypt and
Arabia (Zavadovskiy 1962: 7). Five centuries later, Ibn Khaldoun characterized people from
the Maghreb as “incapable of mastering the linguistic habit” (Ibn Khaldin 2015: 616).

Today Maghrebi Arabic continues to enjoy the reputation of being non-conformist”
and even “deviant” (cf. Lafkioui, in this issue). So what are these characteristics that
make Maghrebi Arabic and, in a broader sense, the local linguistic landscape so special
even in the eyes of their Arabic-speaking neighbours?

The most obvious explanation would be its peripheral status together with character-
istics of the arrival of Arabic to Maghreb. Arabic was initially brought to North Africa
by the natives of the Arabian Peninsula quite early (between 7th-8th centuries). Howev-
er, this wave of Arabisation was somewhat patchy and affected only some territories
(mainly some cities, such as Tunis, Kairouan, Sfax, Fes). A full-scale Arabisation of the
Maghreb and, consequently, the Iberian Peninsular, took place already in the 11th centu-
ry. However the variety of Arabic brought in was not enough to cover local communi-
cation needs. Moreover, the linguistic and cultural centre of the Arab world was too far
and, consequently, the linguistic substrate began to play an important role in the elabo-
ration of the day to day ways of speaking in Maghreb. In addition, this shift to Arabic
caused phonetic and morphological changes. Another important factor to take into con-
sideration is its sociolinguistic situation: Morocco is often described by linguists as a “lin-
guistic palette”, a “plurilingual culture”. Indeed, in Morocco, the following languages are
spoken: Moroccan Arabic (one dialect with numerous sub-dialects), Standard Arabic,
Amazigh (and its three dialects — Tachelhit, Tamazight and Tarifit), and also French,
Spanish (in the north), and more recently, English. Some researchers even use the term
“pentaglossia” to describe the linguistic diversity of this country (cf. Moscoso 2010). It
can be said, then, that in the case of the Maghreb (or especially Morocco), the develop-
ment of the Arabic language has always depended on foreign borrowings — either in the
form of substrate lexemes or in the form of borrowed lexemes from neighbouring lan-
guages.

This “otherness” of Maghrebi Arabic, based on its peripheral status, was also reflect-
ed in local literary tradition. Written literature in dialectal Arabic existed in Morocco
from at least the 16th century when Sufi mystic Abderrahman el-Mejdoub produced his
famous quatrains in that variety (de Prémare 1985). Majdoub’s quatrains very soon be-
came popular not only in Morocco but also in Algeria and Tunisia and are often consid-
ered as the basis for many local performance arts. This happened much earlier than in
the cultural centre of the Arab world. From the 17th century, el-Mejdoub’s written quat-
rains were circulating not only in Morocco, but also throughout the Maghreb. This is
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radically different from the situation in Egypt, where for example, the Egyptian writer
Yiisuf al-Sirbin published his satirical work Hazz al-kuhif (1686), written in Egyptian
Arabic, just to show to his readers the impossibility of using Arabic dialect, the Arabic
of the streets, in literature.

Like anywhere else, performance arts of Maghreb played and continue playing an
important role in shaping local artistic language (Darija). Of special importance is the
role of the audience, as any author — real, or anonymous, or collective — must always
think of their audience. In the case of peripheral and plurilingual societies of Maghreb
and especially Morocco, the audience will be mixed, that is culturally diverse and pluri-
lingual. Since the performer will have in mind such a mixed audience, their audience
will play an important role in shaping and transforming already existing performance
canons. This is, for example, the case in the contemporary tradition of the Jbala, an
ethnic group in the northwest of Morocco and another excellent example of the periph-
erality of Maghrebi culture. There local poets produce their poetry trying to satisfy mixed
audiences by integrating elements that belong to other genres — the malhoun, chadbi, but
also rai and charki (Gintsburg 2020). As Lahlou points out, multilingual language pro-
duction, both everyday and artistic, is the norm rather than the exception in this context:

Code-switching is their “default mode” of conversation, a mode which is in the middle of their
linguistic continuum, with Moroccan Arabic at one end of the continuum and French at the
other. ... It is when they do NOT code-switch that the question as to why should be raised,
not when they code-switch. (Lahlou 1991: 182).

Such linguistic permeability and generic hybridity are not recent in origin. The dis-
covery of the kharjas with their bilingual texts shows us that about a thousand years ago
Andalusi Arabic demonstrated an impressive capacity to incorporate elements of Ro-
mance, such as its phonetic system, first and foremost its stress system, that led to
changes in the rhythmical structure of Andalusi Arabic, as well as its morphological and
syntactic structure (Vicente 2020: 232-234). Importantly, Andalusi Arabic was also known
for incorporating lexical elements from the vernacular Romance language'. Similarly,
contemporary Maghrebi Arabic (first and foremost, Moroccan Arabic) is known for its
exceptional ability to absorb elements from contact languages at phonetic, lexical and
morphological levels (Heath 2020: 213-224).

1.2. Translanguaging

As will be clear from the words of Lahlou above, the study of bilingual/multilingual
interaction in Maghrebi Arabic has so far been addressed through the construct of
code-switching (cf. Bossong 2003, Caubet 2002, Aabi 2020 etc). Here we adopt the
perspective of translanguaging, which takes a rather different focus. While code-switching
as the name suggests focuses on the linguistic code or system, translanguaging is speak-

' Another important source of lexical borrowings was Berber language. However, due to scarcity of in-
formation on the subject (see, for instance, Ferrando 1997 and Vicente 2020) and space considerations we
will focus only on borrowings from Romance
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er-oriented and focuses on the resources deployed by the speaker, their repertoire and
linguistic creativity. First of all, the notion of translanguaging reflects a dynamic approach
to language: as it uses the languaging not language. The element trans also implies
language that does not respect linguistic borders and can contains a rather transgressive
meaning. As defined by Baynham & Lee:

Translanguaging is the creative selection and combination of communication modes (verbal,
visual, gestural and embodied) available in a speaker’s repertoire. Translanguaging practices
are locally occasioned, thus influenced and shaped by context but also by the affordances of
particular communication modes or combinations thereof in context. Translanguaging practices
are typically language from below and are liable to be seen as infringing purist monolingual
or regulated bilingual language ideologies and hence can be understood as implicitly speaking
back to those ideologies (Baynham & Lee 2019: 24-25).

As such translanguaging is a contribution to the theory of the speaker not the linguis-
tic code or system. For this reason, in our view code-switching exists in a relationship
of theoretical complementarity with translanguaging and we will throughout this chapter
draw on the insights of the code switching literature, while re-interpreting them where
necessary through the translanguaging lens with its focus on the speaker and their rep-
ertoire. Canagarajah for example writes of “the ability of multilingual speakers to shuttle
between languages, treating the diverse languages that form their repertoire as an inte-
grated system (Canagarajah 2011: 401). Translanguaging is thus a dynamic, processual,
performative alternative to the reification of linguistic codes (Baynham & Lee 2019:
35-36). Translanguaging always involves a selection from available resources in a speaker/
writer’s repertoire, indeed this is how we can define translanguaging. Translanguaging,
playfully or seriously, involves the mixing, and blending of communicative resources and
the crossing and transgressing of boundaries. This approach, with the emphasis on the
creativity of the individual speaker in performance is particularly suited to the focus on
artistic and comedic performance in this paper, though it must be emphasized that as
Baynham & Lee (2019) show, the approach is also applicable to understanding the ordi-
nary everyday linguistic creativity of speakers who routinely shuttle between two or more
languages. It can be further argued that the impact of the performances we analyze lies
precisely in their connection to and play with everyday language behaviour. The audience
responds because they see themselves and others in the verbal play of the performer. We
would therefore argue that the language use we examine is not just an artefact of the
performance itself, but draws on recognizable sociolinguistic norms and usage. Translan-
guaging can also be seen as an enactment in language of the convivencia ? that Bossong
identifies in the multilingual environment of 11th century al-Andalus and as we and
others do in the contemporary Maghreb.

2 As Aabi points out however (personal communication), the notion of convivencia has to be understood
in the context of the marked inequalities that can be reconstructed in Andalusi society. Indeed our analysis
below, which proposes an interaction between a fluent Arabic speaking male poet and a Romance speaking
girl not fluent in Arabic confirms this. Convivencia is co-existence that does not imply equality of all parties.
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2. Approach

It might seem rather eccentric to want to compare and contrast languaging practices
with a thousand years in between them, but here we note Ferrando’s paper “On some
parallels between Andalusi and Maghrebi Arabic” (1998) in which he does just that. In
our case we are interested in the incidence of switching/translanguaging in artful texts
from the Andalusi and contemporary Maghreb time/space. In his later work Ferrando
reviews the conflicting theories concerning the sociolinguistic situation in al-Andalus
proposing that no single one of them fits all circumstances and different contexts, periods,
regions and social classes which would throw up different language ecologies:

One theory claims that Arabic quickly and completely replaced Latin and Romance, and a sec-
ond postulates that the use of Arabic was restricted, and Romance continued to be used on
a large scale. A third theory points to the coexistence of the two languages without real bilin-
gualism. Finally, a fourth theory maintains widespread Arabic/Romance bilingualism every-
where in the country. Nevertheless, rather than such global approaches, it seems necessary to
distinguish between the very different periods, regions and social classes which are the basis
and context of the claims formulated, as it is evident that situations of bilingualism in al-An-
dalus clearly differed from each other according to the time, place and society concerned.
(Ferrando 2000: 45)

Following Ferrando we would not claim of course that we can generalize across all
the dimensions of al-Andalus any more than we would in the contemporary Maghreb.
Transposing Lahlou’s (1991) argument that among contemporary educated populations in
urban centres across the Maghreb, bilingual/multilingual interaction is the norm not the
exception, we can note historical evidence that tells us this was also the case in 11th
century al-Andalus, though it is of course hard down the centuries to reconstruct the
interaction or the variety of contexts in which interaction occurred. Bossong and others
explicitly warn against reading the sociolinguistic environment from the poetic text:

Evidentemente, debemos evitar el error de tomar estos poemas como testimonios sociolinguisti-
cos directos.

Clearly, we should avoid the mistake of taking these poems as direct sociolinguistic evidence.
(Bossong 2010: 296)

Yet in our view it is possible to undertake a certain amount of reconstruction of the
sociolinguistic environment, while taking into account the essential dimension of aesthet-
ic transformation. It is incontrovertible that the kharjas and certain parts of Ibn Quzman’s
poetry seem to provide evidence that they were produced in sociolinguistic environments
where bilingualism was a feature:

...no seria justificado tomar estos textos como documentos primarios, la lengua hablada esta
transformada al haber sido integrada, injertada al texto literario. Pero lo que se nos ha con-
servado no puede ser totalmente ajeno a la vida lingiiistica cotidiana, no es completamente
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estilizado, algo deben reflejar estos poemas de lo que realmente se hablaba en las calles de
Granada, Sevilla y Cordoba en los siglos XI y XII.

...it would not be justifiable to take these texts as primary documents; the spoken language has
been transformed by being integrated and inserted into the literary text. But what has been
preserved cannot be totally alien to everyday linguistic life; it is not completely stylised. These
poems must reflect something of what was actually spoken on the streets of Granada, Seville
and Cordoba in the 11th and 12th centuries. (Bossong 2010: 282)

So how far does the switching in the kharjas conform to what is known about con-
versational switching? In the absence of access to the spoken varieties of 11th century
al-Andalus, we draw on the work of Aabi, who synthesizes previous work on the syntax
of code switching, to formulate a functional constraint which he argues holds both with-
in and across languages. Working within a version of principles and parameters theory?,
he posits a very general principle that selectional properties (i.e. what elements can
combine in an utterance) must be met in code switching and monolingual constructions
alike. If properties are parametric (i.e., cannot be satisfied from the other language), code
switching will be blocked. Here we use this approach as a test or proxy of the extent
that the switching observed in the kharjas and zajals conforms to the expectations of
conversational switching. If we observe conformity with Aabi’s principle, this is at least
an indication that the utterance is oriented to general principles of conversational switch-
ing and is not simply an artefact of the poet.

In our analysis of contemporary data we will also be alluding from time to time to
insights from Caubet’s “Jeux de langues: humour and codeswitching in the Maghreb”
(2002). In her analysis of codeswitching in comical production from Algeria and Moroc-
co, Caubet distinguishes six major uses of codeswitching to create comical/humorous
effect: phonological games, calque translations, playing with the separate elements of
idiomatic expressions by using their literal and not figurative meaning, playing with
different meanings of separate lexemes, making translinguistic puns, and using elements
from foreign languages out of place (p. 234). It is important to remember that due to
numerous well documented difficulties associated with reading and deciphering the khar-
jas and zajals, it is impossible to identify some of the translanguaging artistic devices
described by Caubet. This is the case, for instance, with translinguistic puns: words
written in a “wrong” way might be nothing more than the poet’s attempt to create a com-
ical effect by imitating someone’s pronunciation, changing morphological structure by
mixing together Arabic and Romance elements, or playing on the similarity of sounds.
An example of this might be the phrase mio habibi, discussed below, hard to explain in
terms of Aabi’s constraints on switching since the first person is marked twice. Given
that the kharja composer is by definition fluent in Arabic, we suggest that this might be
evidence of a comic treatment of a Romance speaker who is not fluent in Arabic, but
has picked up and uses the pervasive formula habibi.

3 Simply stated, in this approach principles refer to characteristics shared by all languages, parameters are
features that make them different. The feature PRO DROP is a parameter: Spanish and Arabic permit subject
pronoun dropping, French and English do not.
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3. Analysis

3.1. Historical data

In our discussion we will present data from the kharjas and Ibn Quzman’s zajals. In
both cases whatever we can reconstruct as corresponding to everyday language usage is
shaped aesthetically through incorporation into the verse form. In our discussion of the
kharjas and the zajal poetry of Ibn Quzman, we will discuss in more detail the connec-
tion that can be identified between translanguaging data and everyday language use. In
the discussion of extracts from Ibn Quzman the focus is more on its aesthetic incorpo-
ration. This provides a transition to our consideration of contemporary data such as
Talyani’s song.

3.1.1. Translanguaging in the kharjas

The kharjas, that were discovered in the 1940s, caused a lively controversy, during
the following decades about the origin of lyrical romance and the opposing Romanist
theories with those of the Arabists, which should not concern us here*. To develop our
arguments we cite without prejudice both Arabist and Romance authorities. With less
controversy but in a no less interesting way from the sociolinguistic point of view, the
kharjas offer us an insight into the texture of this Andalusian Arabic of yesteryear and
the Romance vernacular of the time, a theme addressed by Bossong (2003, 2010). Given
the paleographic difficulty of arriving at precise versions of the original manuscripts
without diacritics, which have exercised scholars over the years, in our analysis we will
use versions of the kharjas from Corriente’s “The kharjas: An updated survey of theories,
texts, and their interpretation” (2009), as well as evidence from the zajals from the Diwan
of Ibn Quzman edited and translated by James Monroe (2017). As discussed above, in
order to test the correspondence between this artful language use and the everyday, albeit
indirectly, we will check the instances of translanguaging against the constraints on
switching identified by Aabi (2020).

3.1.2. Situating the kharjas textually

As a generically hybrid form, the muwassahs as is well known are composed of a cen-
tral section of stanzas in fusha with a kharja or ‘envoi’, defined by Corriente as follows:

kharja (pl. kharjat), is literally on ‘outing’, that is a technical term in Arabic literature, that
is, synchronically speaking, the last qufl of a muwassah (pl. muwassahat), namely, a kind of
stanzaic poem in which the stanzas begin with segments (sim¢, pl. asmat) in a thyming sequence
that is different for each stanza, and end with segments (qufl, pl. agfal) sharing the same
rhyming sequence in ever. (Corriente 2009: 110)

* Although we fully realise the importance of the rhyme pattern of kharjas and zajals, this will not be of
our concern in this paper.
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The muwassah also sometimes has a preface — matla‘, sometimes defined as refrain,
that introduces the rhyme. The muwassah with its matla“ (optional) and kharja (obliga-
tory) constitute a characteristic mix of Standard Arabic, vernacular Arabic and the ver-
nacular Romance language. In the sociolinguistic whole of al-Andalus of the 11th or 12th
century, for example, one can therefore postulate a dialectal variety of Arabic (Andalusi
Arabic) that is deeply influenced by the Romance and the vernacular language that in
turn are profoundly influenced by its counterpart (Andalusi Arabic), with a whole set of
distinctive varieties and idiolects.

3.1.3. Translanguaging in kharjas as a mirror of everyday speech

Of course, as already noted, one must be careful of simplistic assumption that there
is a necessary correspondence between everyday street bilingualism and its representation
in different artistic forms. Fortunately, our point of comparison is not Andalusi Arabic
vs Darija as it is spoken on the streets and in the markets, or in Cordoba in the eleventh
century, or indeed in Tangiers in the twenty-first century, but in the texts of popular
literature, abundant in the digital spaces of contemporary Maghreb: a song by Reda
Talyani (Algeria), a comic show by Hanane el-Fadhili (Morocco). Of course, there are
stylistic exaggerations that make up their artfulness. One must of course work on the
assumption that their connection to the language spoken on the streets of eleventh-cen-
tury Cordoba as in the port at Tangiers today would have been more indirect. But we
reject the notion that there was a strong division between the language that was spoken
on the streets and the literary language, even including the literary representations of the
so called “vulgar” languages. The literary effect produced by the kharjas on the one hand
and the Talyani’s song, as well as the comic sketch by Hanane el-Fadhili (Morocco),
must depend in some measure on the echoes which will be recognized by its listeners
from the language of the street. Through the centuries we recognize that voice that says’:

Gare® sos devina y devinas bi-l haqq, garme cuand me vernad mio habibi ishaq
Since you are a fortune teller and your predictions are true, tell me when my friend Ishaq will
come to me.’

This kharja obviously belongs to the Romance kharja since the matrix sentence is
Romance with Arabic insertions. Its entire grammatical structure is in the vernacular

5> In this article, in order to illustrate examples of translanguaging, we used bold italic to highlight in-
stances of using the language different from the main language of the text. For instance, if the main language
is Romance, then Andalusi Arabic will be in bold, if the main language is French, then Moroccan /Algerian
Arabic will be in bold. If Moroccan Arabic is the main language, then instances of using French will be in
bold. The same is applied to mixing different registers of Arabic in one text. Finally, Moroccan/Algerian
Arabic-influenced pronunciation of French is also given in bold italic.

¢ In this article, we decided to keep the original transcription used in the sources we cite.

7 Although this kharja by Yehuda Halevi belongs to the Jewish branch of Andalusian poetry, our position
is in line with the following view, expressed by Samuel Stern: “Hebrew poets, when they wrote muwasssahs,
doubtless merely imitated their Arabic models now lost” (1974: 129).
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Romance style. Embedded in it, like jewels, are two Arabic formulae, the first the simpler
bi-I-haqq, the second more complex mio habibi Ishag. Why do we include the Romance
mio in the sentence? Simply because it is connected to it by a grammatical logic that is
difficult to dissolve. But we can clearly see that the possessive adjective is already marked
in the Arabic first person morpheme -i, which suggests that habibi is an unanalysed
formula.

In terms of Aabi’s constraints on switching, if we treat habibi as a formula, both
observe the constraints on switching identified by Aabi. An intriguing possibility, men-
tioned above, is that the poet is animating the voice of the speaker addressing the fortune
teller as a non fluent Romance speaker of Arabic, who uses the formula #abibi combined
with mio in a way that flouts the selectional constraints of fluent switching. Could it be,
as we suggested above, that the poet wanted to mimic the switches from Romance to
Andalusi Arabic and back and amuse his audience? Such similar examples suggest to us
that the linguistic choices of the kharjas, without conforming in every detail to the spo-
ken language of al-Andalus, would offer a mirror, perhaps artistically heightened or ex-
aggerated, which would resonate with its listeners and it is exactly in this resonance that
the artistic effect would reside. Now let us take a closer look at several kharjas as they
were read and decoded by Corriente:

Al. Vén sidi abrdahim, / ya+ndd min thdlje, / vént+ a(d)mib de nokhte, // o non, Si non kéres,
/virém+ a(d)tib, / garré(d)me 6b ligarte

Come, my lord Ibrahim, oh you who are fresher than the snow, come to me at night or else, if
you do not want to, I shall come to you; tell me where I shall find you (Corriente 2009: 120)

This kharja like the others below, contains Arabic phrases that on the one hand go
beyond the formula (ya+ndd min thalje), on the other towards complete integration within
the verb phrase through a creative fusing of the Arabic root (ligd) in a romance structure
(ligarte). Again these structures correspond to data analysed by Aabi, for example in the
switch between the Romance imperative verb vén and the Arabic vocative, sidi abrahim

A6. assaSama min khali / mudhi hali qerbare: // ké faréyo, ydmmi, / ya non podo lebdre!
My darling's ennui hurts me to the point of shattering me: what shall I do, mother? I cannot
bear it any longer. (Corriente 2009: 121)

Here the kharja begins in Arabic and ends in Romance. There is a balance between
the phraseology of Arabic origin and that of Romance origin, both are seemingly evidence
of a creative and unformulated use, although ydmmi seems formulaic to us. Once again
“ké faréyo, ydmmi” observes Aabi’s constraints on switching.

A9. Non temptaréy illa kon+ ashshdrti // an tijamma$ khalkhali ma$§ qurti
I shall not even try it unless you [make love to me and] raise my anklets up to my earrings.
(Corriente 2009: 120)

In this example there is also a certain balance between Romance/Arabic phraseology,
and this kharja that starts in Romance and then shifts to Arabic. The combination of (illd
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kon+ ashsharti) shows a structure that is typically Arabic (la... illa). Here the switching
is interestingly divergent from Aabi’s approach as he would discount a switching across
discontinuous negatives (Non.... I11a), which would not be predicted in his model.

A13. Non kéro bono halléllo // illa assamréllo
I want no handsome little thief [of hearts] but the little dark-skinned one. (Corriente 2009: 121)

Just like A9, kharja A13 is also built using the Non... illd structure we just discussed.
Further, we also see the interesting combination of Arabic roots with the Romance dimin-
utive, that is linguistically intricate, and which in our opinion demonstrates the creativi-
ty of a poet, plausibly plundering sentences from the street and reanimating them in his
poem to dazzle his listeners. Again the evidence as to contemporary sociolinguistic use
is indirect, but Farida Abu Haidar in her study of the use of diminutives in Ibn Quzman’s
zajals (1989), concludes that in the 10th-12th centuries the diminutives were a distinctive
feature of Romance and were obviously a part of Mozarabic speech. While in Eastern
Arabic poetry, according to Abu Haidar, the use of diminutives was scarce, and were
typically used pejoratively, this was not the case in Andalusian poetry, where, just like
in Romance, diminutive suffix gives the noun an affectionate hue.

Today extensive use of diminutive forms is one of the highlights of the Arabic dialects
spoken in Maghreb, something which exists but is considerably less current in the East-
ern Arabic dialects. We can therefore assume that the use of the Romance diminutive
suffix ello/ella, which we find in both kharjas and zajals, reflects the norm of the every-
day speech of that epoch, which then passed into Maghebi dialects, where Arabic and
sometimes Berber suffixes are used to give the affectionate hue to the word. It can again
be pointed out here that this switching within the word is in accordance with constraints
on switching identified by Aabi.

A24. qultu ash tahyini, bokélla / hitlwa mithl+ dash!
I said: how exciting you are for me, little mouth, what! (Corriente 2009: 122-123)

This example is entirely in Arabic except for one word — bokélla — ‘little mouth’,
which regularly appears in the kharjas in its diminutive form (All, Al4, A20, A25, etc.)
and seems to be charged with a specific meaning associated with romantic poetry and
therefore can be classified as a formula. Our observation can also be supported by this
example from Ibn Quzman (zajal 67), where Romance lexemes are used to increase
the romantic context of the poem. Another interesting characteristic of this example is
that the poet here also used Arabic lexeme hajal (partridge) in its diminutive form, thus
echoing Abu-Haidar’s observations:

yadda collo de I-gazalah

i bukillah de hujaylah

The one with a neck like a gazelle

And a mouth like a little partridge (Monroe 2017: 398-399)}

8 In Ibn Quzman’s Diwan the Romance collo and bukillah are used only once, in other instances the
Arabic lexemes ‘unq and fumaymah are preferred.
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Again the switching here seems to observe the constraints on conversational switching
identified by Aabi.

A38. Mamm+ est+ alghulam // la bud kullu liyya, / haldl aw hdram
Mother, this boy has to be mine alone, lawfully or unlawfully (Corriente 2009: 124)

This kharja starts with the Romance Mamm+est and shifts to Arabic. As we demon-
strated in A6, Romance mdamma/mamm 1is interchangeable with Arabic yimma, so we
can suggest the decision to start the line in Romance in this case is deliberate and can
be explained as poetic creativity perhaps again animating a voice that habitually blends
Romance and non fluent Arabic. Consider however the following examples of using
Romance demonstrative pronoun este/est followed by an Arabic noun with definite article:
est arraqi (A10), est alharaki (A10), est+ az- zaméne (H1), este alkhallaq (HO), est
alhabib (H15). In contrast, in the only instance we found when e$t is followed by the
word in Romance, no article is used: esta diva (A22). Of interest here is that these forms
all incorporate the double subject as identified by Aabi, characteristic of Arabic, but not
of Romance.

A40. Ké faréyo o ké+n serad de mibe, // habibi / non te+ mtdlya de mibe
What shall I do or what will become of me, my darling? Do not break up with me! (Corriente
2009: 124)

Here we see the case identical to A24 with the difference that the text of the kharja
is entirely in Romance with the exception of one word in Arabic, the formulaic habibi.
Just as I the case of A24, in A40 one foreign lexeme is inserted into the text decorating
it and highlighting/accentuating its romantic essence. Again the switching at the vocative
corresponds with the constraints on switching identified by Aabi.

In conclusion we can say that, since almost all the instances of switching we have
identified in the kharjas quoted observe Aabi’s constraints on conversational switching,
it is plausible to argue that this is not simply a question of literary invention, but a con-
scious echoing for artistic purposes of the translanguaging characteristic in the speech of
the time.

3.1.4. Translanguaging as aesthetic device in the zajals of Ibn Quzman

Before we start analyzing our contemporary data, let us further discuss translanguag-
ing for aesthetic purposes. In order to do it, we turn to zajals from the famous Diwan
of Ibn Quzman, the poet, who, according to Corriente, was bilingual, although his first
and main language was Arabic (2008: 82), and look at several instances of shifting from
Andalusi Arabic to Romance. The language of the Diwan is predominantly Arabic, but
it also contains various instances of using Romance vocabulary. These uses are mimick-
ing and reproducing the language of Christians and slaves, as well as bilingualism of
Andalusi women (Corriente 2008: 81). This observation further supports our analysis
of “mio habibi” and the analysis of diminutives above.
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Zajal 84 is also of special interest to us because of the double meaning that also allows
for its satirical reading. The text of this zajal classified as panegyric is built based on the
principle of ring composition and its main theme is introduced by the refrain fi damanit ‘in
tu'ta ‘al-hiyar lam tara ma rayt [yadda] min al-asfar (I guarantee that, even if you were
given cucumbers,You would not see the travels I have seen), where the lexeme hiyar is
a deliberate pun as it can be interpreted both as ‘cucumbers’ and ‘choice’. If ‘choice’
implies the serious meaning, where life events are dictated by fate, ‘cucumbers’, give the
poem a comical effect, as the entire idea of travelling, even if imposed by fate, discussed
in the poem is then nothing more than an involuntary trip to the bathroom provoked by
the laxative effect of cucumbers’. This zajal is made of three parts and its main protagonist
and narrator is the poet-trickster. In the first part of the poem the poet promises the readers
to tell them an exceptionally interesting story from his life but then decides not to do it.
In the second part, the poet describes his encounter with his neighbour, a woman, who, as
we understand from the context, is also a trickster and who reads his palm and predicts
that he will become famous and rich if he goes to a certain Abu-1-Ala. This is the part that
contains switching from Arabic to Romance in the interactions between a fluent and non-flu-
ent speaker of Arabic. Finally, in the third part of the zajal the poet decides to travel but
fails to do so because the mule he had previously rented turned out to be epileptic. Below
are the three strophes, where the poet uses both Arabic and Romance. In the first strophe,
the only Romance lexeme used by the poet is the adjective ya.

The next two strophes contain the dialogue between the poet and his neighbour,
a fortune-teller, for whom, as we know from Bossong’s study from 2010, it is typical to
speak Romance or a mix of Romance and Andalusi Arabic (2010: 296-298). Indeed, Ibn
Quzman’s fortune-teller also uses in her replies Romance with Arabic, which contributes
to creating comic effect (zajal 84):

and ‘ay kunt nazartu ma ta ‘mal

min fulan sir w-absir fulan mugbal

wa-l-hubub kulli marrah tatbaddal

as naqul lak ya lam na ‘ud hummar

Wherever I was, I observed what she was up to:
“So-and-so, get lost!—Look, here comes So-and-so!”
For she was constantly changing her lovers.

What can I say? I’ll not be made a laughing stock again

qultu lah ba-llah anzur tamm as yakiin

nazarat kafffayya] wa-qalat It bon

fatas alba§ narak bi-hal al-qutiin

[aww]ada I-jah [e$ de] non akabbar

I asked her: “By God, look here. What do you see?”
She gazed at [my] palm and said: “Good!

Propitious fairies! I see you [white] as cotton:

Such glory [is] unending.”

° See Monroe’s detailed analysis of this poem, its ring structure and several levels of reading it in Mon-
roe (2017: 1140-1170).
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qult as al-hilah innama da gala

las nara [f]a-d-dunya [li]-man dab mala

illa law kan mawla-na “abi I-‘ald

qalat este keriya ew nom[njar

I said: “What shall I devise? Prices are high these days;

I see no one in the world who is prosperous now,

Unless it be our lord Abu 1-°Ala’.”

She replied: “Just the one I wanted to name!” (Monroe 2017: 516-519)

We have established that there is a comic trope in the al-Andalusi period of interac-
tions between Arab speakers, typically male and Romance speaking women. This gives
further support to our argument, suggesting that there is some element of sociolinguistic
appropriacy here and in the kharjas in the rendering of mixed speech, the recognizabili-
ty of which, as we will see in the contemporary data, must inform the comedy.

3.2. Contemporary data

Let us now turn to the A/-Kamira lakum (2016), a show produced by Hanane el-Fa-
dhili, a professional Moroccan comedian actress and her brother Adil el-Fadhili, a screen-
writer. Each episode of the show which lasts about fifteen minutes, is framed by a title:
a proverb or a popular saying. The episode we are going to analyse is titled Qatran
bladi wulla Sasal al-buldan, and is focused on the subject of emigration, a subject of
great importance in the Moroccan/Maghreb context. The choice of this proverb introduc-
es another genre into the textual hybridity we are exploring — the proverb is a very
important and widespread genre in the popular literature of the Maghreb. This title frames
what is to come, much as Ibn al-Mulk characterized the function of the kharja in the
muwasssah: it expresses in an anticipatory manner the essence of what is to come, its
salt, its sugar, its musk. There is a second element that shapes the entire episode — the
song by Algerian singer Reda Talyani Partir loin. Partir loin was released in 2007 and
immediately became popular not only in Algeria but also in Morocco and France.

This song becomes central for the Qatran bladi wulla Sasal al-buldan: its first, open-
ing part of the episode starts and ends with the first lines from Partir loin. This quotation
of others’ poetic text, indeed, reminds us of Ibn Quzman’s quotation of fragments of
earlier poetry, sometimes with unidentified authorship, in the form of kharja, as described
by Monroe (2017: 37, footnote IV). We will therefore start our analysis with the song
and then focus on each of the three parts of the episode.

3.2.1. Partir loin

This song represents a mix of genres that became typical of the Maghreb music scene
in the mid 1990s — here we clearly define a few fragments of the rai — such as the first
lines: Yal babour ya mon amour/ Kharejni mel la misére (partir loin), next to some
elements of hip-hop, and, through all the songs, the traditional Algerian dance melody.
At the genre level, Partir loin is a hybrid that consists of various elements and traditions.
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To be clear, however, we are not going to draw a straight line of descent between the
kharjas and the popular songs of the Maghreb of today. The connection must be more
indirect, but analytically we will consider the two influences that we have already noted
in the kharjas: the influence of the spoken language and that of the shaping processes of
poetic composition. Here is the first verse of the song sung by Talyani:

Yal babour ya [Oh, boat, oh,] mon amour

Kharejni mel [take me out of] la misere (partir loin)
Fi bladi rani mahgoure [in my country I am lost]
3yit 3yit [’m tired, tired] tout j'en ai marre (c'est bon)
Ma nratich [1 won’t miss] [’occasion (on est la)

Fi bali [1t’s on my mind] ¢a fait longtemps

Hada nessetni [It made me forget] qui je suis
Nkhdem aliha [1 work on it] jour et nuit

Yal babour ya [Oh, boat, oh,] mon amour

Kharejni mel [take me out of] la misere

We first see a strange balance between the lines (from the third line), each line starts
in Arabic and ends in French!®. This seems to us to be attributable to the poetic shaping
rather than an echo of the spoken language. If we turn to the kharjas we analyzed in the
previous section, we will notice that structurally this stanza echoes A38, where we guessed
that the choice to start the line with the Romance Mamm+est and continue it in Arabic
was deliberate and not spontaneous. But nowadays there is nothing easier than to explore
the link between poetic expressions and spoken language, using corpus linguistics, an
option that was obviously not open in the eleventh-century in al-Andalus''. Here, then,
we see an exemplification of the creative tension between poetic formation and spoken
language.

As noted above in the discussion of translanguaging, the key concept in sociolinguis-
tics is the sociolinguistic or communicative repertoire. A recent definition of sociolinguis-
tic repertoire is:

[people] performing repertoires of identities through linguistic-semiotic resources acquired over
the course of their life trajectories through membership or participation in various sociocultur-
al spaces in which their identities are measured against normative centres of practice (Blom-
maert & Spotti 2017: 171).

What is the repertoire that Talyani’s song exhibits? In the first stanza we encountered
that linguistic coexistence that goes under the name of translanguaging, while noting the
contribution of its poetic formation, where the tropes of parallelism and repertoire are

1 Bossong (2010) similarly identifies a tendency for translanguaging in the kharjas to start in Romance
and end in Arabic and in Ibn Quzman for it to start in Arabic and end in Romance.

' While there are of course corpora of contemporary language use, such as Aabi draws on, there can be
none for the 11th century data. For this reason we draw on Aabi’s principles and parameters approach which
expressly formalizes the characteristics of conversational switching. We are not aware that it has been used
so far in the kind of historical reconstruction we are attempting here.
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important (remember the repetition in the kharjas, for example the words in Arabic with
Romance diminutive suffixes, such as:

Non kéro bono halléllo // illa assamréllo (A13).

In the second stanza we note, as sung by Rim-K, leaving aside certain sentences —
habsini maalich or ya hmar — very little Arabic but a lot of cultural references on the
one hand to the culture of Maghreb or on the other to the European culture (Robinson
Crusoe and his sheep), European and global culture in the sense that Alf Laila wa Laila
is global. The line is used to introduce the identity of the protagonist of this song and
it is done with the help of what Caubet termed translinguistic pun: he (the protagonist)
is from Kabyle Fornie, a clearly playful allusion to Californie:

Moi, je suis de Kabyle Fornie

On fumait 350 benji

Sur les bords de la corniche

Habsini maalich [you can arrest me, | don’t care]

Rien a perdre, Rim-K le malade mentale

Plus connu que le Haj Mamba, je mens pas

Je voudrais passé le henné a ma bien aimée

Avant que je taille

Comme Cheb Hasni je suis sentimental

Partir loin, rien a perdre

Fih [to] Boston, wulla [or] je nsais pas

Laissez moi de toi

Comme Robinson sur une ile

Mon mouton, je l’appellerai Mercredi

Deés que ’avion atterrit j applaudis

Comme les chibanies [old immigrants], je vous rends la carte de résidence
Un moment d’évasion, ya hmar [you, idiot], leve-toi et danse

The first stanza repeats as a chorus, sung by Talyani, then the song resumes, sung
again by Rim-K in a French more or less full of cultural references. The name blédard
is a derogatory term in origin (derived from the Arabic bled, a term dating from the
colonial era that was more recently adopted by diasporic youth as of term of identity as
seen here:)

Je reste blédard, débrouillard, jt’annonce

Amene moi loin de la misere

Mon plus fidele compagnon

En route pour l'eldorado

Tellement plein, c'est quoi? Dirou [take], le sac a dos
Partir loin, sans les cousins

Le plein toujours les carages, c¢’est dur

Je me consideére chanceux d’étre en vie

Pourvu que ¢a dure

J’ai grandis qu’avec des voleurs
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J’aurais toujours les youyous qui résonne
Dans ma téte étre a la quéte du bonheur

A life dominated by the extended family, seeking a life away from the cousins (leav-
ing far, without the cousins) a life of fantasy where he is brought away from the misery,
the backpack.

This largely French stanza is followed by a short stanza that is entirely in Algerian
Darija:

Yal bledi nti fik el khir

Yediha elli andou zhar

Y3ich li 3Andou lktef

watzidilou mel lebhar

My country, you have treasures in you,

But only those who have luck will have them
Those who have connections, live well,

And you help the rich to get even wealthier

The song Partir Loin shows our theme of linguistic permeability that is generic: shared
between Talyani, who sings the refrain in the style of rai and Rim-K, who sings the rap,
here one finds a generic hybridity that indexes the cultural practices that are at the same
time local/global. This is precisely the phenomenon of Jbala (Gintsburg 2020). Obvious-
ly there is also the practice of translanguaging: the song’s composition and performance
is a translinguistic practice.

This practice plays out in an interesting way, when it comes to transcribing this song.
It is assumed that this is not a composed song, written and then sung. There is a lot of
improvisation there. So the “lyrics” found on the internet are at times very variable, with
this lack of some of the variants favouring a French version and others an Arabic version:

Version 1: C’est Boston, nous ldché pas
Version 2: Fih [to] Boston, wulla [or] je n’sais pas

The first version erases the Arabic element of the sentence which is revealed in the
second version as being translinguistic. This is possibly the result of an automatic trans-
lation, but we also noted these dilemmas in our manual translation of Hanane’s video.
Translinguistic practices seem to produce a certain significant fluidity. The lack of norms
in the lyrics is saying something, especially when compared to the counter-normativity
that was noted in the discussion of translanguaging. These lyrics are aimed at young
people who consider themselves to be “outside the norm” or on the margins of the norm.
They do not adhere to transcription standards, nor those of writing in the dominant
language (French or Arabic).

12 In this article, only texts in Arabic language are accompanied by their translation into English. Texts
in French are given without English translation. Although in our English translation we tried to be as close
to the Arabic original as possible, we decided not to resort to literal translation.
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3.2.2. The beau gosse

Turning to Hanane’s monologue, the first part represents the direct continuation with
the song of Reda Talyani, indeed this part represents a development or a variation of the
subject of Partir loin. The scene opens with a young man singing the first lines of this
song and telling his story. This character, who introduces himself as “handsome” is yet
another incarnation of the picaresque hero — his dream is to emigrate to Italy, no matter
what, even if it means marrying an old woman, or, as our hero puts it, an expired wom-
an (pirimi). But why Italy? —because he is tired of his life in Morocco, because he feels
very connected to Italian culture through some films with de Niro and Al Pachino and
because there are many Moroccans in Italy's.

w kéyn wahad al-fia wahad et-tabaqa dyal s-Sabab ktar bhali diprisyo w-tfiq mSa s-sabah
tsanna n-nhar yatir bas bas yaji I-lil w-I-1il ja tsannd yatir bas yaji n-nhar... ainsi de suite et
ainsi de suite... ra f skol. ana I-hulm dyali huwa nomsi [-Talya a namsi I-Talya.. bazzaf da-n-
nas ki-ygilu $alas Talya Salas Talya.. Talya fi s-sarf a sahbi w-zad wahad lli ka-yahbat f tiritwar
dyal Talyan ka-tolqa wlad al-blad fhamti ka-yamoaddi lok id al-musa§ada..

There is a group, a numerous class of young men like me, who are depressed: they wake up
in the morning and [can’t] wait for the day to fly away, so, so that the night could come.
When the night comes, they wait for the day to come ... ainsi de suite et ainsi de suite ...
This is hard! My dream is to go to Italy, yep, to go to Italy.. lots of people tell me: Why
Italy? Why Italy? Italy has money, my friends, plus if you ‘fall’ on the Italian territory, you
will meet people from your country, you know what I mean, and then they will help you ...
(Baynham & Gintsburg 2022: 163).

However the handsome young man’s adventures end where they started — in Moroc-
co but we see that he is already preparing his next trick. Linguistic analysis reveals that
this text is a typical example of translanguaging. There are regular shifts from Arabic to
French and vice versa, something that is typical as we have seen of everyday discourse
in urban areas of the Maghreb. Insertions in French can serve as examples of what Caubet
described as phonological games — they are pronounced with an exaggerated Moroccan
accent, so that, for instance, the French ferritoire becomes tirigwar — a foreign land that
is, however, full of Moroccans who are going to help out.

There are, in addition, more multilingual incorporations, cleverly inserted fragments in
Italian — pronto la mama — or in English when the character writes his message to Barbara
towards the end of his story. Here Hanane resorts to quotational switching, the linguistic
device that was also used by Yehuda Halevi in the kharja we discussed in the beginning
of our analysis and by Ibn Quzman in zajal 84 — to imitate the direct speech, with the
difference that Halevi and Ibn Quzman used Romance and Hanane produces a cocktail of
French and English, accompanied by its translation into Darija along with commentaries:

Chere and Barbara how are you?
ki dayra ma thommnt § gir awraqi (1 don’t care about you, I only care about my papers)

'3 For a more profound discussion of the episode, please see our earlier work Tar or honey? Space and
time of Moroccan migration in a video sketch comedy ‘I-kamira la-kum’ (2022).
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I am very well

ana safa w-safi ma bgitS nbayyen lha rani safi ga§ nkarha
(I'm fine. And that’s all, I didn’t want to show her I hated her)
But my situation very difficult

l-wadSiya fa §-Skal

(This situation is a problem)

no garro..wali... ma kéyn la garro w-la wali

(I don’t [even] have cigarettes... no cigarettes, no nothing)
But my God looks my brave heart Barbara

zaSma rabbi ra Salom qalbi §-Sujja¢

(that is God knows that I have a brave heart)

a Barbara

3.2.3. The French mother

We saw in the first part of the halqa the desire to leave/emigrate as a fundamental
aspect of the migratory narrative. In the second part we see other dimensions: that of
living la-bas and the return. In addition, we also see how living abroad can change one.
In this part Hanane turns into a mother with eight children, of Moroccan origin living
in France. This part is not really structured as a story of emigration, here the character
is giving an opinion, maybe a little naively on the subject of emigration, on preserving
Moroccan culture abroad, making sure that her eight children, who live under the constant
threat of the American culture of MacDonald’s, rap and hip hop (50 cents, Eminem), will
remain Moroccans. The mother therefore encourages them to stick with the tajine and
not the hamburger, to listen to traditional, even slightly outdated Moroccan musicians,
such Snaji, Daoudi and Jedwane. As if she was addressing the camera and her future
audience, she ends up with some kind of generalized advice for future immigrants.

Most of this monologue is in French, but this variety of French is explicitly influ-
enced by Arabic at all levels — phonetics, morphology and grammar. This, we conclude,
is in itself a translinguistic influence. In conformity with Aabi’s constraints, the first
phrase starts with the Arabic preposition §ind, an equivalent of the European auxiliary
verb that transmits the meaning of possession (English have, French avoir, etc.). This
beginning conditions the rest of the phrase, which, although it is mostly made of French
words, is essentially Arabic in its structure — the mother differentiates between her
female and male children by producing the female form enfante, although in French
enfant is an gender neutral noun. In contrary, in Arabic language (in this case, in
Moroccan Arabic) the difference between a girl (bent) and a boy (weld) is always
emphasized in a conversation. The mother then goes on and explains that her children
receive a ‘very progressive’ education (éducation developpée), another calque from
Arabic (i.e., according to Caubet, switching used to create a comical effect) that pre-
pares the audience to the idea that everything that will be said about the education
after that won’t have much sense. Indeed, we soon learn that this education makes
children open up towards the outer world and, continues the French mother, at home
her children are not allowed to speak French:
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Cindi (I have) huit enfants u-Sindi (and I have) sept enfantes, garcons et filles. [’éducation
qu’on a donné a nos enfants l-hamdilla (all praise be to God), 1’éducation trés développée
— ouverture le monde, les enfants défendés, j’ai dis défendés parler francais a la maison —
‘parle frangais avec la mitréz parle frangais avec tes copains, la maison tu parles arabe! Voila
répondt en arabe, c’est tout hein? Moi défendé les enfants: écoute music de 50 cent ou écoute
la music di Eminem wulla (or) écoute la music dt 113°... oui défendé’ J'ai dis: écoute moi
tres bien, t’écoute SNaji, t’écoute Daoudi, t'écoute Jedwane, écoute Najat Adatabou, écoute la
musique marocan, c’est tout’.

We notice the same cross-linguistic combination, already noted in the kharja and the
song of Talyani (§indi 8 enfants u-Sindi 7 enfantes, garcons et filles), with the Arabic
formulas (lhamdilla). Her speech similarly positions her, in the way we have suggested
is evident in the verse of Ibn Quzman and the kharjas.

The monologue of the French mother reminds us of the period of more organized
migration, when one left as a migrant, regulated by inter-governmental agreements, not
as harraga without papers. This is then contrasted with the current migration chaos:

maintenant quand tu vois §-Subban (these young folks), tu vois les gens hein? Riske, riske ¢a
vait comme ¢a, dans la mer et la plage, c’est pas bien, il faut pas faire ¢a, attendez mariage,
attendez quelque chose, de.. de bien hein? C’est pas, c’est pas comme ¢a, les gens n’est
partent... Moi je suis pas d’accord, je pas du tout d’accord (Baynham & Gintsburg 2022: 166).

She then tells a little story to support her opinion. A young Moroccan girl wants to run
away her country, and our mother of eight tries to dissuade her of doing this illegally.
However, the young girl still decides to do that but has to make the trip to Paris in a wash-
ing machine, perhaps alluding to the dangers of the boat crossing. Confronted by the
customs officer, she just explains that she arrived in that washing machine. As the mother
end the story, she repeats her disapproval (“I was really angry when I was told the story”):

La pauvre, elle a foutue dans le car, comme le car était bien remplis, elle a mise dans une
machine a laver.. les gens, c’est méme pas que j'raconte la misere, la misere: quelqu’un ap-
puie sur le bouton da marche et la fille maskina (the poor thing) tournait, tournait, passait
par ’essorage, par le lavage, par le ringage et elle été arrivée a la douane frangaise maskina
tout essorée, le douanier demande: ‘Madame d’ou vous sorté?’ et elle luis dit ‘monsieur dans
une machine a laver’ et il lui dit retournisez elle n’as pas bien réponde. Ma Sarfat § tjiawbu
ma.. u-kiin kunt ana kunt nqil Iu (she didn’t know how to reply properly [to him], but if it
was me [ would have said to him): monsieur retournisez vous, toi-méme i, toi pour que tu
t'apprends! J’étais vraiment énervée quand on m’a raconté I’histoire (Baynham & Gintsburg
2022: 166-167).

Just as the beau gosse glosses his letter to Barbara with his thoughts and comments in
Arabic, here the mother glosses her story with her comment in Arabic on what the girl should
have done. We note how the transition between the thought in Arabic and the quoted words
in French addressed to the customs officer is again in accord with Aabi’s constraints on
switching. In contrast the phrase /a fille maskina the adjective maskina agrees in gender with
the noun /a fille, again in accord with Aabi’s constraints on switching.



30 SARALI GINTSBURG & MIKE BAYNHAM LP LXVII (1)

3.2.4. Yimmu SAbdarrahimu

In the third and the last part of the episode Hanane plays an elderly, most probably
Berber (as it suggests her tattooed chin) mother, whose son has supposedly gone to Ita-
ly and the poor mother continues to wait for him. At some point, we start to realize that
she is most likely the mother of our beau gosse from the first part. In this manner, the
last part of Hanane’s three-part episode is tightly related to its first part through the
figure of beau gosse echoing the ring composition used by Ibn Quzman in his zajals.
Just like the Andalusian poet from zajal 84, the beau gosse didn’t go anywhere.

Although entirely in darija, this humorous text represents what Baynham & Lee de-
fined as intralingual translanguaging (2019: 93), where the actress brings together two
different registers of Moroccan Arabic — everyday language and vernacular poetry. The
first register is intended to mimic the speech of an illiterate woman from a rural area.
This is achieved by using two tools: linguistic and stylistic choices. In terms of the
former, Register 1, the variety of Moroccan Arabic used by Yummu $Abdorrahimu which
is almost free from lexical borrowings (there are exceptions — borrowings that are already
considered by speakers of Moroccan Arabic as words in Arabic — karténa, kamira, etc)
and, similarly to the borrowings from Romance in the zajals of Ibn Quzman that became
completely assimilated by Arabic and therefore can’t be treated as cases of switching
(Corriente 2008: 80). In terms of the latter, Register 2, the text is built stylistically on
numerous repetitions: chunks of everyday speech are artfully mixed with lines of vernac-
ular poetry exhibiting traces of different rhythm and elements of rhyme'. The result of
this artistic languaging reminds us of a kind of chadbi song — it has the structure of
a song, where stanzas are made of non-rhymed text (Register 1) and are followed by
more or less the same refrain (Register 2), as shown in the excerpt below:

s-salam ana yummu SAbdorrahimu Sarafiu (Abdarrahimu ma Saraftu § SAbdarrahimu a wili
CAbdarrahimu t-twil z-zin w-I-hajbu magriinin w-Sayninu mballgin a tsifii howa tsifini anaya
yasbuh liya wlidi wilidi hnin wlidi kbidti twahhastu bazzaf wiidi wiidi mhajor aw was ngil
l-kum huwa [li bga yahdjer ayya mSaya mmi ana bagi nhajsr bagi nhajar msit xtibt lu Hajar
bont si SmaSil walu ma bga § yeglis liya w-ma bga liya wlidi w-nabqa natfakkor f wlidi ngil
wlidi was wakal wlidi was ma wakal § wlidi was na$as fog n-namisiva wulla fog kartona alla
va wilidi alla ma Sarafti § $Abdarrhimu a wildi $Abdarrhim t-talyanu t-twil z-zin w-l-hajba
magrinin w-I-Saynin mballgin {Abdarrahimu wlidi ya wiidi alla w-as gadi ndir as gadi ndir
Jjbadt lli quddami w-Ili mraya rakum SAbdarrhimu bas nseyftu I-Talyan beSt I-hatta w-d-dahab
w-beSt s-saddari.

Hello, I am Abderrahimu’s mother, do you know Abderrahimu? [What?] You don’t know
Abderrahimu? Aw, Abderrahimu is tall and handsome, with arched eyebrows and bright
eyes. Look, he, no look at me, he looks like me a lot, oh, my son, my son, I long for him so
much, he is my heartbeat, I miss him so much! My son left the country, what can I tell you
— he was the one who wanted to emigrate. He said: mother, I want to emigrate, I want to
emigrate. So I went and found for him Hajar, the daughter of Si Smail, however, he didn’t

4 Compare this refrain to the following lines from Ibn Quzman’s zajal 87: [ragbatan] Sattah bayda
mitla [-qutin / ‘aynan akhal wa-hajiban maqriin (1 beheld a slender neck, white as cotton; / A collyrium-dark
eye, and an eyebrow joined to its twin) (Monroe 2017: 538-539).
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want to stay. And so I had no child anymore and I started thinking about him, I was saying:
my son, has he eaten or not? Or my son, does he sleep in bed or on some cardboard? Oh,
my son, don’t you know Abderrahimu? Oh, my son Abderrahimu, the Italian, is tall and
handsome, with arched eyebrows and bright eyes. My son Abderrahimu, my son, what
should I do, what should I do? I collected everything I had to send Abderrahimu to Italy,

I even sold my gold and the sofa (El-Fadhili 2016).

The way Hanane weaves into the mother’s monologue these repetitions reminds us of
the stylistic differentiation from the rest of the text of refrains from strophic Andalusi
poetry, meant to bring the audience’s attention to a particular theme (Monroe 2017: 1047-
-1048). Just like the poetic texts created by Andalusian poets in vulgar Arabic, Hanane’s
text is artistic creation, based on exaggeration, with sociolinguistic recognizability as
a key factor in its artfulness.

4. Discussion

Our starting point for this paper was a sense of Morocco and its Darija as being in
some way peripheral in the Arab world over a thousand year span through its geograph-
ical positioning between Africa and Europe and on the frontier of the Arab world. Using
insights derived from both linguistics and literary studies we have examined the interac-
tion of Maghrebi Arabic and Romance languages in artful texts from the perspective of
both historical and contemporary evidence using the notion of translanguaging. The lan-
guage features we have been examining can be seen in one sense as an enactment of
this peripheral, border crossing positioning. We can see this intimate linguistic and cul-
tural engagement, which Bossong describes as convivencia, crossing linguistic borders
within utterances, phrases, within words even. To do so, we have drawn on two sets of
data, historical and contemporary. While focusing on translanguaging as our theoretical
framing we have not ignored the important insights from studies of code-switching, in-
deed Aabi’s analysis has been able to confirm for us that the switches we observe in the
kharjas and the zajal of Ibn Quzman, as well as in the song of Talyani and the monologue
of Hanane are not some arbitrary literary invention as has sometimes been argued, but
grounded in everyday language usage. Translanguaging, with its emphasis on the speak-
er and their creativity is particularly apt as an approach to the analysis of artful language
use, poems, songs, dramatic monologue, but we would also want to assert, as others have,
the creativity of everyday language. What we have tried to demonstrate in our analysis
is the crossover between artful language use and the everyday. This is of course not to
reduce the artful to the everyday. What we encounter in the texts we have examined is
a synergy between both, the artfulness of the text drawing energy and strength from its en-
gagement with everyday language use. Of course we have no way of knowing how the ac-
tual language of the street played out in 11th century al-Andalus, but we believe that apply-
ing Aabi’s analysis suggests that the 11th century audiences would have found the multilingual
language use in the kharjas and zajals recognizable and that the artfulness of the poets known
and unknown would have been in part to draw on that recognizability.
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In addition to finding similarities in the multilingual language use, we also identified
some evidence of literary continuity between the two sets of data we used. This is par-
ticularly convincing when comparing the legacy of Ibn Quzman and contemporary data.
Thus, in Quzman’s zajals, as well as in the Talyani’s lyrics and Hanane el-Fadhili's
monologues, there emerge the common features of the main protagonist — a trickster and
a rogue. It is around this protagonist that the plot is built. While comparing the data from
two time slices, we also found structural similarities: to start her monologue, Hanane
uses a small fragment from Talyani’s Partir loin. By doing this, Hanane sets the theme
for the whole episode, so, in literary terms, the role of Partir loin in Hanane’s text is
comparable to the role the kharja had in the Andalusian muwasSah. Finally, as if con-
firming the assumption made by James Monroe about the continuity between Ibn Quz-
man’s zajals and the oral poetry of North Africa (2017: 1102-1103), we also spotted
a certain parallel between stock phrases used to describe a handsome young man in Ibn
Quzman’s Diwan and Hanane’s comical sketch.

5. Conclusion

In this paper we have explored the interaction between Maghrebi Arabic and Romance
languages from the perspective of both historical and contemporary evidence. For our
analysis we applied the notion of translanguaging understood as an enactment in language
of convivencia, to artful texts from two time slices — kharjas and zajals from the 11th-
13th century al-Andalus, a song by the Algerian singer Reda Talyani and a comical sketch
by the Moroccan actress Hanane el-Fadhili. While framing our analysis in the translan-
guaging approach, we drew on insights from earlier research on code-switching in both
Andalusi Arabic and Maghrebi Arabic as well as relevant data from literary studies and
demonstrated that the artfulness of the texts we examined was informed by everyday
language use. In addition, we were able to demonstrate that there exists a certain conti-
nuity over the centuries that links literary production from al-Andalus to the literary
production of contemporary Maghreb.

Finally, we would endorse from our perspective Heath’s argument on the need for
interdisciplinary work between Arabic and Romance scholars, a kind of intellectual trans-
languaging, itself represented in this paper, written by two authors whose backgrounds
embody the Arabist (Gintsburg) and the Romanist (Baynham) perspective. Future research
might potentially involve further cross disciplinary work between researchers in Arabic
and its Romance contact languages to will enable us to fully address the sociolinguistics
of Moroccan/Algerian Darija.
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African language policies, and reveals that Darija is increasingly displacing other languages, creating a new
linguistic landscape.

Keywords: Darija, Darijation, Tamazight, multilingualism, digitalisation, globalisation, conventionalised hete-
roglossia, intertextuality

1. Darija from an “integrating interactional perspective”

In this study, I examine how Darija, within its complex multilingual, globalised, and
digital landscape, reframes and reshapes the roles of dominant languages like Standard
Arabic and French. Traditionally, these languages have held superior and normative so-
ciolinguistic positions. However, recently, Darija is increasingly facilitating a shift towards
a more symmetric interactional system where sociolinguistic functions are locally nego-
tiated and assessed (Lafkioui 2013, 2019, 2021, 2024). The study also focuses on how
Darija-interactants establish language and cultural norms and accommodations in relation
to the Tamazight languages and their local varieties within the global digital environment,
examining the conflicts and competitions among them. Accordingly, the study inquires
further into the concept of “Darijation” (Lafkioui 2024), an unintended byproduct of
North African language policies driven by “Institutional Arabisation”. This concept is
pivotal for comprehending the political and sociocultural dynamics of contemporary North
Africa and its diaspora. The findings reveal that Darija is encroaching upon and supplanting
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the functions and linguistic practices of other languages, even those that have been tra-
ditionally dominant, leading to the emergence of a new linguistic landscape, as will be
shown in the subsequent sections.

The study adopts an interactional sociolinguistic approach to meticulously look at the
complex interplay between language, identity, and power (Goffman 1981; Gumperz 1982;
Lafkioui 2019, 2024), particularly in the context of globalisation. At the heart of this
approach is the focus on “interactants” — the individuals engaged in social interactions —
rather than viewing language as a detached abstract concept. Interactants collaboratively
generate and regenerate meaning, thereby producing and perpetuating cultural values,
identities, and ethnicities.

Significantly, this study considers both linguistic and extralinguistic features of inter-
actions, which are intertwined with historical, social, cultural, and political contexts. This
“integrating interactional paradigm” (Lafkioui 2013, 2024) incorporates concepts from
linguistic ethnography and anthropology, focusing on the dynamics of power and its
manifestation through language, whether in practice or in theory (Blommaert 2010;
Bourdieu 1982; Fairclough 1989; Gal 2006). Consequently, Lafkioui’s “integrating in-
teractional paradigm” emphasises the necessity of combining linguistic and extralinguis-
tic perspectives to fully comprehend human interaction and, by extension, human nature.
The linguistic perspective encompasses the study of various dimensions — from prosody
to syntax, semantics, and pragmatics — and pertains to all levels of interaction. These
range from the minimal unit, the speech act, to the maximal unit, the interaction para-
graph, whose structure is tied to the extralinguistic context, often conveyed through
prosody.

This paradigm has informed my research on language and culture from the outset,
shaped by extensive fieldwork in North Africa and Europe since the mid-1990s. The data
and analyses presented in this study were gathered from various offline and online set-
tings, resulting in a substantial ecological, multilingual, and multimodal corpus from
Africa and Europe.

The structure of the study is as follows: Section 2 addresses Darija’s position within
North Africa’s landscape of layered and stratified multilingualism. Section 3 focuses on the
concept of “Darijation” and its role and impact within this linguistic landscape. Section 4
discusses recent developments that have led to the perception and representation of Darija
as part of the Tamazight heritage. Section 5 examines how Darija is framed and reframed
in global and digital contexts. The study concludes by presenting the overall findings.

2. Darija within North Africa’s “layered and stratified multilingualism”

North Africa today presents an intricate sociolinguistic landscape marked by what has
been termed “layered and stratified multilingualism” (Latkioui 2008, 2013, 2024) while
referring to the setting in which “the various languages in use do not hold equal socio-
linguistic status nor serve identical sociocultural functions. Instead, the sociolinguistic
hierarchy of languages is primarily determined by national and local policies. Both offline
and online, the activation or non-activation of different linguistic resources inevitably
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signifies variation in interactive functions and the social categories associated with them
by the interactants” (Lafkioui 2024: 20-21).

In this diversified sociolinguistic landscape, which reflects the complex historical, so-
cial, and political interactions of North Africa, the Tamazight languages (Afroasiatic) stand
out as the only endogenic languages (Section 2.1) alongside numerous exogenic ones.
Darija also stands out as it is an “endogenised” contact language which has Tamazight
as one of its main components, as will be explained in Section 2.2.

Among the various languages attested in North Africa, there are sub-Saharan African
languages such as Songhay (Nilo-Saharan), Fula and Wolof (Niger-Congo), and Hausa
(Afroasiatic), which are regularly used as contact languages among the Zenaga and Tu-
areg Amazigh peoples in the Sahara and northern Sahel regions.

Arabic, in its classical, standard, and vernacular forms (Semitic, Afroasiatic), was
introduced to predominantly Tamazight-speaking North Africa through Islamic conquests
mainly starting from the 7th century. These conquests initiated the process of Arabisation,
which gained significant impetus many centuries later, particularly following independ-
ence from Western colonial powers in the 20th century when the newly established na-
tion-states adopted Arabisation policies as a chief precept, coined “Institutional Arabisa-
tion” in Lafkioui (2013, 2024). Institutional Arabisation operates as a cyclical process,
closely aligned with the shifting dynamics of local and global hegemonic conjunctures.
It is primarily driven by nationalist governance policies that impose language changes
from the top down and that “has persistently aimed at establishing Standard Arabic as
the national language, often invoking Islam as justification for this endeavour” (Lafkioui
2024: 19). The Institutional Arabisation policy is influenced by both French centralist
Jacobinism and Nasserist and Baathist pan-Arabism (i.e., ‘uriba), blending elements from
both ideologies to promote linguistic and cultural uniformity.

Among the diverse Indo-European languages introduced to North Africa primarily through
Western colonisation, French and Spanish still play significant roles in the region’s power
dynamics. Additionally, English functions prominently as the international lingua franca.

2.1. Tamazight

Tamazight, the endogenic language family of North Africa, comprises around forty
distinct languages and their local varieties, all of which form a specific branch of the
Afroasiatic phylum. These languages are only mutually intelligible among neighbouring
varieties or those within the same subgroup or type. Otherwise, effective communication
typically requires formal education or extensive exposure to the different languages. Even
within a single Tamazight language, there can be significant variations that hinder mutu-
al understanding among speakers of different varieties.

Overall, the Tamazight languages in North Africa form a linguistic continuum, with
no clear-cut boundaries separating one language from another. Instead, there is a gradu-
al transition from one language to the next, reflecting the intricate and overlapping nature
of this language family (Lafkioui 2018, 2024).

Tamazight encompasses ancient language forms, historically known as Libyan or Nu-
midian, which date back to the 5th-10th century BCE. These early forms evolved into
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both ancient and modern Tifinagh scripts. Tifinagh remains the endogenic writing system
for the Amazigh peoples and is still actively used by the Tuaregs, who primarily live in
the Sahara and northern Sahel regions, collectively also known as southern Tamazgha.
Over time, Tifinagh, particularly its Neo-Tifinagh version, has been adapted from its
original form. In northern Tamazgha, especially Morocco, Neo-Tifinagh saw a develop-
ment after Tamazight was incorporated into the official education system in 2003.

Despite the increasing use of Neo-Tifinagh and the recent official recognition of Tama-
zight alongside Standard Arabic in Morocco and Algeria, the adoption process remains
inconsistent and imprecise. Both countries are currently working on developing a stand-
ardised form of Tamazight. In Morocco, the official standardisation uses the Tifinagh
script, while in Algeria, it employs the Latin script. These efforts aim to unify the vari-
ous Tamazight languages at the national level. However, these standardisation initiatives
often face significant resistance from Tamazight-practicing communities. The primary
concerns stem from the subpar outcomes of these initiatives and their limited practical
impact on key areas such as education and administrative functions.

A critical issue is that the standardisation process fails to adequately consider the
regional and local variations of the Tamazight languages, which reflect significant demo-
graphic, sociocultural, and historical diversity. This oversight undermines the effectiveness
and acceptance of the standardised forms among native speakers.

Moreover, the implementation of the Tamazight language project has experienced sig-
nificant delays, especially within the education sector. In Morocco, for instance, the ini-
tiative to expand Tamazight education, which began in 2003, has seen sluggish progress.
Originally, there was a promise that by 2010, Tamazight would be taught at all educa-
tional levels — from primary schools to universities — throughout the country, including
in predominantly Darija-speaking regions. However, the current state of Tamazight edu-
cation in Morocco fails to deliver. It is confined to the primary grades and suffers from
inadequate quality. This deficit is partly due to a shortage of qualified teaching staff and
insufficient appropriate pedagogical materials. As a result, the promise of comprehensive
Tamazight education at all levels is far from being fulfilled.

Instead, the current situation highlights how Tamazight and its activism have been
heavily instrumentalised since its recognition as a “national” and later “official” language
in Algeria and Morocco starting in the 1990s. Despite the formal acknowledgment, the
practical implementation and genuine support for Tamazight remain inconsistent, mostly
leveraged for political and economic purposes than for true linguistic and cultural pres-
ervation and development.

One effect of this instrumentalisation is the noticeable decline in the use of Tamazight
attested across North Africa and its diaspora, even in regions with substantial Tama-
zight-speaking populations, such as Southern Morocco where Tashelhit is prominent. Darija
is progressively replacing Tamazight across all social classes. Additionally, Standard Arabic
is displacing French and Spanish, particularly among the educated middle class. These trends
underscore the challenges faced by Tamazight-interactants in maintaining their linguistic and
cultural heritage amidst broader linguistic shifts and societal changes in the region.

Consequently, those Imazighen who have resisted the instrumentalisation of Tamazight,
often referred to as hubza (‘loaf of bread’ in Darija), meaning clientelism, continue to
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pursue their struggle for language, cultural, and identity rights through non-governmental
networks. Amidst these trials, the vigorous advocacy by numerous non-governmental or-
ganisations and platforms has significantly elevated the social and political prominence of
Tamazight languages and cultures in recent years. This renaissance is further bolstered by
a remarkable surge in scholarly inquiry and cultural output dedicated to the Tamazight
linguistic and cultural legacy. Notably, digital media contributed to the formation and ex-
pansion of “Amazighness” or Tamuzgha, the “trans-local (pan-)Amazigh collective identity”,
in which both Tamazight and Tifinagh serve as icons (Latkioui 2008, 2013, 2024).

2.2. Darija
Darija or Darga (or variants) is:

a gradually varying language continuum that spans North Africa and functions as a lingua
franca, emerging from the interaction between Tamazight, its substratum and sole endogenous
component, and Arabic since the 7th century. In addition to the substantial influences of Latin
and Greek on Darija, adstrata of Tamazight since Antiquity, the impact of Portuguese, Spanish,
and French is even more pronounced, with the latter two still actively contributing to its de-
velopment, along with other pluricentric languages like English. Consequently, Darija encom-
passes more than the commonly understood translation of ‘Arabic dialect’ or its national equiv-
alents, like e.g., Moroccan Arabic, Tunisian Arabic, Libyan Arabic or their abbreviated
counterparts like e.g., Moroccan, etc. Hassaniyya is also part of this continuum, forming its
peripheries not only geographically but also linguistically. Its distinctive features arise from
contact with various sub-Saharan languages, such as Wolof (Niger-Congo). Hassaniyya is prin-
cipally practiced in Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Senegal, and the
Western Sahara (Lafkioui 2024: 21).

The use of Darija is almost unavoidable when attempting to spontaneously speak
(Modern) Standard Arabic, or al-Fusha, in North Africa. Switching between Standard
Arabic and Darija has become so routine that a kind of “intermediate language variety”
quickly emerged following the introduction of Standard Arabic as the official language
of the newly formed nation-states post-independence. This hybrid form is now frequent-
ly employed in formal and semi-formal educated settings. While it is plausible to cate-
gorise this “intermediate” variety of Darija as a distinct form, akin to what Youssi (1995)
refers to as “Middle Moroccan Arabic”, it remains debatable whether this is a language
in its own right (as in e.g., Ennaji 2001; al-Midlaw1 2019; Youssi 1995) or rather a reg-
ister or set of registers of Darija — such as an “educated register” — with its own genres
and styles, like an “artistic style”, for instance.

In recent years, several initiatives have emerged attempting to standardise Darija or
engage in related debates, particularly in the realm of orthography (e.g., Aguadé 2006;
Caubet 2017; Durand 2004; Hoogland 2014; Michalski 2019; al-Midlaw1 2019; Miller
2017; Moscoso 2009; Moustaoui Srhir 2016). These standardisation efforts, while unof-
ficial — since Darija lacks any official status in North Africa — often take this “interme-
diate” variety of Darija as a starting point, typically considering Standard Arabic as
a reference (e.g., al-Midlaw1 2019; Youssi 1995). This approach is evident even in the



40 MENA B. LAFKIOUI LPLXVII (1)

way “Darija” is written, often with a long vowel & as in Darija or Dariga, despite the
absence of long vowels in Darija, a trait it shares with Tamazight. This trend is especial-
ly prevalent in academic circles, whose suggestions are increasingly picked up by stake-
holders in the political and business sectors aiming to instrumentalise Darija, as will be
discussed in Section 3. These stakeholders usually have no genuine interest in Darija as
a language or its practice as cultural capital; rather, they view it as a blemish, a remind-
er of the failure of their Arabisation project or as a means to amend it.

A typical example of how this “intermediate” variety of Darija, also known as ad-Dari-
ja al-Wusta, is used to enhance the linguistic and cultural competencies in Standard
Arabic among North Africans, thereby advancing the Arabisation project, is reflected in
the efforts of the Zakoura Foundation. Established in 1997 in Casablanca, this foundation
published a dictionary in Darija with the explicit aim of perpetuating, renewing, and
expanding Standard Arabic and the culture it represents, as advocated in Chekayri (2018).

The paradox lies in the fact that institutions like Zakoura, which claim to promote
rural development, use the local mother tongue, Darija, not to sustain it but as a means
to introduce the exogenous and dominant Standard Arabic through an intermediate lin-
guistic form, Darija al-Wusta. They do not hesitate to employ other dominant languages,
such as French and English, for broader exposure and economic facilitation. For instance,
Zakoura’s current website is almost entirely in French, with no Darija presented — only
its speakers are depicted through typical rural images. Thus, Darija, like other interac-
tionally “dominated” languages, becomes merely a tool for obtaining and maintaining
power, both politically and economically.

LA FIBRE
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Figure 1. Maroc Telecom advertising'

! Source: https://www.iam.ma/index.aspx (Accessed 2024-10-01).
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It is hardly surprising then that one of the first sectors to adopt Darija in public
spaces after independence was the telecommunications industry; an industry that contin-
ues to do so for the same neo-capitalistic objectives.

For instance, Figure 1 illustrates how nowadays stakeholder Maroc Telecom draws on
Darija, often framed within a multilingual setting, to attract customers; e.g., the expression
is 4l Jie G5 al-furfa ‘Live the spectacle’ in Darija sets the focus of the attention, while
la fibre ‘the fiber’ and Méga in French, together with the Standard Arabic 4\ ) ila gaya
‘up to’ provide more practical details.

Conversely, there is an emerging interest group that seeks to “organically” standardise
Darija through various forms of creative and educational expression, including writing.
Digital media have been particularly instrumental for this purpose, as they facilitate het-
eroglossic practices, which refer to “multilingual interactions relating to diverse intersub-
jective voices construed from diverse sociocultural interactional positions” (Lafkioui
2021). In the case of Darija, this is supported by heterography based on either the Ara-
bic or Latin alphabet (Section 5).

3. Darijation

Darija, as a lingua franca in North Africa, is increasingly infiltrating all areas of in-
teraction, including those traditionally dominated by other languages, such as French and
Spanish. Language choices and usages, often featuring jargon specific to contexts like
academia where French was once prevalent, now frequently include Darija. This often
involves code-switching with other dominant languages such as Spanish or English, and
occasionally with Tamazight as well. In fact, switching between Darija and Tamazight
on social media is a common practice among certain groups, serving various interaction-
al purposes, including playfulness.

The ascendancy of Darija across diverse spheres of interaction is a direct outcome of
Institutional Arabisation, which established Standard Arabic as the exclusive official lan-
guage.

This policy, rigorously enforced in the 1980s and further entrenched in the 1990s,
precipitated a profound transformation in the educational landscape of North Africa. Sub-
jects formerly taught in French, such as science, are now predominantly conducted in
Standard Arabic within national public education systems. Notwithstanding, this shift
frequently involves a dynamic interplay with Darija, French, and English, reflecting the
complex and evolving linguistic and cultural landscape of the region.

Despite the apparent failure of the Arabisation process, particularly evident in public
education and research, authorities persist in advocating for the use of Standard Arabic
throughout society. However, many argue that a more effective approach might involve
preserving local identities through Darija and Tamazight, potentially alongside a pragmat-
ic re-engagement with languages like French or a shift towards English, which offer
greater international influence and visibility (see also e.g., Bouziane & Saoudi 2021).

English is not new to North Africa, especially in Morocco, where American influence
— both civil and military — have been significant since the early twentieth century. This
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influence is increasingly visible through various private educational networks, such as the
American Institute for Maghrib Studies (AIMS), established in 1984, with affiliated part-
ners in Tangier (TALIM), Oran (CEMA), and Tunis (CEMAT).

Although Arabisation remains a significant sociopolitical effort deeply embedded in
Arab-Islamic culture, this policy has not fully supplanted the widespread use of Darija.
Instead, the current situation highlights a shift from Arabisation to what Lafkioui (2024: 23)
terms “Darijation” — “the systematic adoption and proliferation of Darija across all levels
of society, including formal interactional settings”. Darija has gained substantial traction
in North African society, especially in Morocco, where it has increasingly overshadowed
Tamazight. Traditionally spoken by the majority, particularly in rural areas where it was
the sole language for many, Tamazight is now being eclipsed by the rise of Darija. The
aggressive Arabisation campaigns of the 1990s in Morocco and Algeria profoundly re-
shaped the sociolinguistic landscape, triggering a swift shift from Tamazight to Darija.

This transformation, intimately linked with the propagation of Sunni Islam, deftly
benefits from religious institutions like the Institut Mohammed VI pour la formation des
Imams Morchidines et Morchidates, established by the Moroccan monarchy in 2013.
These hubs of authority equip imams with specialised training, moulding them into key
figures within a broader strategy that blends linguistic and religious objectives. Through
the prism of an Islamic framework, these imams are tasked with advancing Standard
Arabic — a strategic move aimed not only at countering the influence of Shiism but also
at subtly pressuring Tamazight speakers to relinquish their ancestral language, often via
the intermediary of Darija when necessary. As a result, Darija, typically downplayed by
policymakers as a mere dialectal branch of Standard Arabic, emerges as a deliberate tool
for Arabisation, reinforcing this calculated agenda. Institutions such as Zakoura, which
push the adoption of Standard Arabic under the guise of Darija, encapsulate this orches-
trated effort (see Section 2.2).

Consequently, a significant portion of the Tamazight-speaking community has transi-
tioned to Darija, adopting it not only as their first language (L1) but as the educational
foundation for their children — a decision shaped by the desire for academic success and
social mobility, and, in some cases, guided by religious undercurrents. Ironically, some
religious leaders, including state-appointed imams, publicly denounce Tamazight and its
cultural practices while paradoxically utilising the very languages they seek to undermine,
whether Tamazight or Darija, in their own discourse (Lafkioui 2024).

Darija faces disparagement not only from policymakers but also from its own speak-
ers, who exhibit ambivalent attitudes toward it. Often ridiculed in comparison to Standard
or Classical Arabic and other dominant languages like French — whose prestige remains
high and continues to serve as the lingua franca among the elite — Darija is frequently
undervalued. Nonetheless, it remains crucial for conveying emotion, particularly in verbal
interactions, unless one is entirely immersed in the “select international bubble” where
French and English predominate, such as in expatriate communities and their internation-
al schools.

Even within the realm of vernacular Arabic varieties, i.e., the so-called “Arabic dia-
lects”, Darija is perceived as anomalous, as deviant even. This is illustrated by the meme
in Figure 2, which depicts Darija as the sole nonconformist in an otherwise harmonious
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and traditional family of Arabic and its varieties. This deviation from norms does not
inherently carry a negative connotation. In reality, the significance of this portrayal is
highly context-dependent. On social media, where the meme is frequently recontextual-
ised, Darija’s unique characteristics are often embraced positively. It is used constructive-
ly to foster collective identities, such as Moroccan identity, highlighting how Darija’s
distinctiveness can contribute to cultural cohesion and pride.

Another striking feature of Figure 2°s meme lies in the attribution of Classical Arabic
to the father and Standard Arabic to the mother. This portrayal defies the typical belief
that women tend to be more conservative in preserving and transmitting language, par-
ticularly since Standard Arabic is a contemporary evolution of Classical Arabic. By as-
signing the father the role of guardian of Classical Arabic — viewed as the pinnacle of
linguistic purity — the meme reinforces established Arabic-Islamic cultural (including
gender) norms. In this context, Darija seems conspicuously detached from the lineage
represented in the meme, almost as though it is marginalised from the patriarchal heritage
entirely.
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Figure 2. Meme of Darija amidst Arabic varieties?

An additional remarkable illustration of Darija’s distinctiveness can be seen in a pop-
ular YouTube video (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=blrGmR4-qaY) titled “Students
Speak Different Arabic Dialects” and wherein young people compare their primary lan-
guages, including Darija and various Middle Eastern Arabic varieties. Despite the laughter

2 Source: https://ifunny.co/picture/classical-arabic-arabian-peninsula-arabic-modern-standard-arabic-moroc-
can-darija-mR1MNQou7?s=cl
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and teasing directed at his “translations” into Darija — some of which incorporate French
and Spanish — the young Darija-interactant remains unphased. His confidence and even
pride in Darija reflect a relatively recent phenomenon, particularly noticeable on social
media platforms. This video has generated thousands of comments, in English mainly!

Here are some to illustrate the phenomenon; quoted comments are retaken as such
here: @NUNS posts as comment “The moroccan didn’t even bring the deepest vocabu-
lary of Darija and they’re still confused”, to which replies, for instance, @aaabatter-
ies5576 by saying “the only one I understood I'm Algerian”, while @diedrace says
“That’s because Darija is a Language on itself, its not just a Dialect” and @nanaa428
“dude i dont even think darija is 3arabi”, to which @omarfilali6659 replies “it’s not
Arabic, definitely not, as a moroccan, | think moroccans are not arabs, either arabiszed
moroccans(aerobi), riffi, shloh, Amazigh (berber), so basically the most common darija
you hear from moroccans, is either, barbarized arabic or arabized amazigh and some
morocconized french and spanish depending on the...”. Comments from non Darija-in-
teractants, like that of @cooldiamondgamer611 in “I am arab and everything he said was
gibberish to me”, are also common.

The recent shift in the representation of Darija, relative to how Tamazight is repre-
sented, marks a significant development in North Africa’s current sociolinguistic land-
scape. This transformation will be addressed in detail in the following Section 4, while
focusing on Morocco.

4. Darija as Tamazight heritage

In North Africa, the recognition of Amazigh identity is closely tied to the use of
Tamazight, emphasising the deep connection between language and ethnocultural belong-
ing. As a result, the Imazighen’s struggle for greater rights revolves largely around the
acknowledgment and preservation of Tamazight. Tamazight, along with its endogenic
script, Tifinagh, serve as powerful icons of “Amazighness”, i.e., the “translocal Amazigh
collective identity”, referred to as Tamuzgha (or variants) in Tamazight (Lafkioui 2024).
Despite the everyday dominance of other — often pluricentric — languages, Tamazight
remains a defining feature of Amazigh identity and plays a pivotal role in shaping social
and institutional power, especially in Morocco, which counts the largest numbers of
Tamazight-interactants. In other words, discussions of Amazigh identity frequently focus
on language, reflecting how ethnic and cultural identities in North Africa are closely
intertwined with linguistic choices (Lafkioui 2013, 2024).

Traditionally, Tamazight-interactants, much like Darija-interactants, have regarded
Darija as a degraded form of Standard or Classical Arabic. It has often been dismissed
as the vernacular of uneducated rural descendants of the Arab invaders who swept into
North Africa — the so-called rubiyya. The term “Arab” frequently encompassed Arabised
Amazigh populations who had lost their connection to their ancestral Tamazight tongue.

However, perceptions among Tamazight-interactants have begun to evolve in recent
years. Darija is no longer seen solely as the native language of Arabic speakers or Arabs,
nor is it scorned as the language of “lost” Imazighen. Instead, a growing movement —
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largely fuelled by social media — is actively reframing Darija’s identity. It is increasing-
ly recognised not just as a dialect of Arabic, but as a language deeply intertwined with
Tamazight, reflecting a unique linguistic fusion. Many now see Darija as distinctly North
African, heavily influenced by Tamazight’s linguistic and cultural heritage. This perspec-
tive is gaining traction even among Darija-interactants with no command in Tamazight,
who share in this revaluation.

This is instanced in Figure 3, which illustrates this phenomenon perfectly through an
excerpt of a post about Darija on a website Framed a la Tamazight, as understood in
Lafkioui (2013: 142) and so “indicating the overall pro-Amazigh intersubjective viewpoint
and, hence, offering a general template to interpret the online discourses”. The site is
hosted by Imazigheninusa, one of the most active Facebook groups and its associated
social media outlets, primarily Instagram and Twitter. Stances similar to those expressed
in this post are increasingly common among Darija-interactants, particularly among
younger generations who have grown up in an era of globalisation and digital media.
These individuals are acutely aware of the impact of these forces on society and their
own Amazigh heritage, though they have not directly experienced the intense sociopolit-
ical repression of earlier times. While repression still exists in different forms, linguistic
and cultural rights have seen some recent advancements for Tamazight, which has been
recognised as an official language of Morocco since 2016.

% Hossame Boudaghia
Hicham Eljazouli it's not a defeatist mentality. You think Darija is Arabic right?
Then tell me why Arabs from Saudi Arabia can't understand a word | say? The
reason being is that Darija is Tamazight and Arabic both evolving into something
new. Something that has never existed before. Amazighs claim that Darija is
Arabic and Real Arabs claim that Darija is a Berber language. The truth it is a
completely new language with both Arabic and Tamazight words along with
Tamazight Syntax. The problem here is that Tamazight has an extraordinary
history. We should not forget it. We should learn it in our schools. It has been
used in the daily life of North Africans for approximately 4000 years and even
more. Arabic was used for approximately 2000 years or more. Darija is a new baby
language with no history yet. But it has the potential to have a bright future!
As you can see, both Tamazight and Arabic didn't come from nothingness. There
were languages before them that influenced them and died out so that these
could rise and have their own time. | think it is time we do the same. | understand
it's difficult. And to each their own. As a Darija speaking Amazigh man, | want to
spread my language across the world. And | tell everyone, that it is not Arabic, but
instead, it is a descendant of Tamazight with some Arabic words. | understand
your point of view and | think you have the right to preserve your mother tongue
at all costs!

2y Like Reply

Figure 3. Post about Darija on a website Framed a la Tamazight’

3 Source: www.facebook.com/groups/Imazigheninusa (Accessed 2024-10-01).
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A major catalyst for the evolving perception of Darija is the increasing recognition
among the Amazigh people of the pivotal transition from Tamazight to Darija. This
change drives Darija-interactants, particularly those who have lost their Tamazight skills
or never acquired them, to seek a deeper understanding. Concurrently, there is a rising
consciousness among Darija-interactants, including within the 7ubiyya, of their Amazigh
heritage. This has led quite some of them to assert their identity more visibly, even via
methods like DNA testing, which has recently become a popular topic on social media.
For many, this evolving perspective presents a strategic opportunity to leverage the rec-
ognition of Tamazight as an official language for a range of sociopolitical, administrative,
and economic advantages.

For those dedicated to preserving the Tamazight language and culture, this emerging
trend is deeply troubling. If Darija is increasingly seen as part of Tamazight heritage, it
could potentially threaten the survival of Tamazight itself. The expansion and entrench-
ment of “Darijation” could lead to the further erosion of Tamazight, particularly if this
process unfolds organically from the grassroots level. Paradoxically, the very force capa-
ble of halting this organic process of Darijation — should such an intervention be desired
— might be the formal recognition of Darija as an official language, which would neces-
sitate its standardisation through top-down mandates. Such an institutionalisation could
potentially undermine the fluid, adaptive nature of Darija, stifling its grassroots evolution
and transforming it into a regulated linguistic form, disconnected from its dynamic, living
roots (Section 5).

Thus, a profound sociolinguistic tension exists between Darija and Tamazight, a re-
ality deeply felt by many Tamazight-interactants in their daily lives, particularly those
who hold a strong connection to their ancestral heritage. Aware of the risks posed by
a complete shift to Darija, these interactants grapple with the preservation of their
linguistic roots. Memes, such as the one depicted in Figure 4, emerge as cultural tools,
sparking dialogue and engaging in this ongoing debate surrounding language, identity,
and heritage.

In this codeswitched meme, Tarifit (i.e., the Tamazight language of northern, north-
western, and northeastern Morocco) is written in Latin script, while Darija is rendered
in Arabic script. The distinction between the two writing systems is significant, as it
highlights the cultural differences they represent. In other words, the meme portrays the
competing languages distinctly — illustrated through the representation of a healthy versus
a disabled girl — and their use differs not only in content but also in form, with Latin
script for Tarifit and Arabic script for Darija, as the Latin script is often regarded as the
most “modern” choice among Tamazight-interactants (Lafkioui 2013, 2024).

So, the meme depicts Tarifit as the dominant force, with a girl speaking Tarifit
pushing another girl, who speaks Darija, in a wheelchair. The girl steering the wheel-
chair asks in Tarifit, “Aren’t you of Rif origin?”, to which the girl in the wheelchair
replies in Darija, “Yes, my father is a Rif Amazigh, but I don’t speak Tarifit”. In re-
sponse, the Tarifit-speaking girl pushes her into an abyss, shouting “Then off you go
into the abyss”.

Interestingly, this meme also highlights the digital creator’s greater proficiency in
Darija compared to Tarifit, evident through the differences in orthographic and grammat-
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ical quality and coherence between the two languages. Ironically, this linguistic imbalance
may be the driving force behind the “dramatic” stance taken in Tarifit, emphasising the
urgent need to preserve and revitalise Tamazight.

Additionally, the intersentential code-switching within the meme plays a crucial role
in managing the interaction, functioning as a tool for turn-taking while also signalling
shifts in stance. In so doing, this complex meme — like most memes — instantiates the
concept of “conventionalised heteroglossia” (Latkioui 2019, 2021), which relies heavily
on “intertextuality” and will be addressed in the following Section 5.

Cham Tarifacht yak

Figure 4. Codeswitched meme (Tarifit — Darija) about language and identity*

5. Framing and Reframing Darija globally and digitally

Darija was represented by online content right from the beginning of the technologi-
cal revolution and the creation of the World Wide Web, mainly through the commonly
known chat rooms, fora, and blogs, along with various sites showcasing their edited
content. However, it was with the advent of Web 2.0 that the landscape truly shifted for
Darija. The transition from professionally edited content to user-generated material, fa-
cilitated by various online creative communities, significantly expanded its opportunities
for creation and sharing.

While digital media enable Darija interactants to freely share, discuss, and develop
content as they wish with minimal interference, some oversight is still exercised by
platform moderators, who may refute or modify content when deemed necessary. After

4 Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/anessentarifit (Accessed 2024-10-01).
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all, digital platforms remain institutionalised spaces that regulate, to some extent, the
nature and function of interactions and shared material (Lafkioui 2008, 2013). Nonethe-
less, online exchanges are typically negotiated in a relatively symmetrical manner.

A notable example of how Darija has been digitally — and consequently globally —
reframed is reflected in its evolving writing practices. One of the most significant mile-
stones in the bottom-up standardisation and dissemination of Darija is its recent integra-
tion into Wikimedia, particularly Wikipedia (for a general overview of wiki-Darija, see
Sedrati & Ait Ali 2019). Although these grassroots initiatives face challenges stemming
from the heterography inherent to Darija as a non-standardised language, the interactive
nature of such platforms offers the best chance for its preservation. These efforts encom-
pass a wide range of informal expressions, covering informative, educational, and creative
content. Some exceptional and promising examples come from authors like Mourad Ala-
mi, Hamid El Mahdaoui and Farouk El Merrakchi, who challenge the belief held by some
Moroccan intellectuals that Darija is ill-suited for conveying “higher” cultural expressions
— a view reflected, for instance, in Abdellah Laroui’s interview for alyaoum24.com on
21 November 2013 5. Their works serve as counterexamples, demonstrating Darija’s po-
tential in articulating complex and culturally significant ideas.

Although online platforms typically Framed a la Tamazight are increasingly incorpo-
rating Darija due to the ongoing process of Darijation, the reverse is also true. Platforms
and settings centred around Darija are gradually referencing and even using Tamazight.
In some cases, this includes artistic expressions, such as the many comedic sketches in
Darija that have long integrated Tamazight — often in a stylised, mocking manner. How-
ever, following Tamazight’s official recognition in Morocco, its presence in such contexts
has become more overt.

Darija’s interaction with Tamazight, as well as with vernacular French and potential-
ly other languages, has been ongoing for a long time, not only in North Africa but also
in the diaspora (Lafkioui 1998, 2006). The key difference is that with the globalisation
and digitalisation of communication, the degree of hybridisation — and the resulting shifts
in the interactive landscape — has taken a significant leap. This is evident in how people
express themselves and the increasing heteroglossia of the language forms they use,
a phenomenon that is termed “conventionalised heteroglossia”.

This latter concept stands for

multilingual interactions relating to diverse intersubjective voices construed from diverse soci-
ocultural interactional positions within specific, yet dynamic, conventionalised multilingual in-
teractional frameworks. Accordingly, “conventionalised” refers to the joint management of
polyphony within these interactions, contingent upon the nature of their heteroglossia, the
framework in which they occur, and the extent to which they have become routinised (Lafkioui
2024: 31).

In other words, in the context of globalisation, especially in migration, Darija is in-
creasingly contributing to multilingual interactions, testifying to the fluidity and adaptabil-

> Al-‘arwl: Hawalt al-kitaba bi-d-dariza, https://alyaoum24.com/167927.html (Accessed 2025-06-05).
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ity of language, and so showcasing how individuals navigate diverse linguistic landscapes
in “glocal” interactions, interrogating the traditional correlation between languages and
social as well as ethnocultural identities.

In this intricate sociolinguistic landscape, Darija may facilitate the accommodation,
socialisation, and emancipation of multilingual interactants, whether of North African
descent or not. As a matter of fact, the linguistic interactions of Darija-interactants —
especially in the diaspora — are shaped by a complex interplay of cultural identity, his-
torical background, and sociopolitical dynamics. In certain interactional contexts, this can
lead to sophisticated multilingual code-switching between structurally distinct languages,
both genetically and typologically, a phenomenon referred to as “incongruous multilingual
code-switching” in Lafkioui (2021), of which the following example is retaken.

wa 3ayyeqti, die bal, die bal, daar  moete zijn,
INTJ exaggerate.PFV.2SG, DIST ball, DIST ball, DIST must AUX.PRES.2SG be,
wa HANDICAP 3ayyeqti zijde gij  teddayred of zo Jjong

INTJ handicap exaggerate.PFV.2SG be.PRES.2SG 2SG  be.blind. PFV.2SG or what young
‘Come on, that ball, that ball, there you should be, oh you nitwit come on, are you blind or
what, man.’

In this complex configuration, the Darija expression wa 3ayyeqti (‘oh you exaggerate’ >
‘oh come on’) is alternated a few times with vernacular Dutch (specifically of Ghent,
Belgium), culminating in the hybrid switch wa HANDICAP 3ayyeqti (‘oh you nitwit, come
on’). In this instance, the Dutch noun handicap is inserted as a frozen interjection, carry-
ing various discursive functions with a high indexical value, often emphasised prosodical-
ly. Interestingly, placing handicap in the preverbal position does not align with Darija’s
word order, which would favour wa 3ayyeqti a handicap (preceded by the vocative a) if
handicap were used as a vocative interjection. In fact, this configuration would not be
adequate in Dutch either, but it would be in Tarifit (Tamazight of the Rif; North, Northwest,
Northeast Morocco), indicating that Tarifit may be the base language of the hybrid switch.
Additionally, the final switch to vernacular Dutch involves a sentence-internal switch,
where the conjugated verb phrase teddayred (‘you are blind’) in Tarifit is used in place
of an adverb, which vernacular Dutch morphosyntax would typically require in such a con-
struction. Complex instances like this one serve various interactive purposes, including
conveying intense emotions such as excitement and frustration, as is the case here.

These phenomena of “incongruous multilingual code-switching”, which are becoming
increasingly common in superdiverse, globalised contexts — especially in youth language —
challenge our understanding of language evolution. They compel us to pay greater atten-
tion to the impact of language contact and digital mediation, which has opened the door
to hybridisation on a wide scale. Despite the widespread cross-pollination driven by
globalisation and digitalisation, much of it is fleeting. What remains, relatively speaking,
is the result of “conventionalised heteroglossia”, a process of routinisation that anchors
these hybrid forms in both sociocognitive and substantial spatial dimensions.

In addition to being one of the languages of socialisation within the diaspora — used
not only in intra-ethnic but also inter-ethnic contexts such as neighbourhood work and
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youth outreach — Darija is increasingly becoming part of the multilingual landscape, both
in urban settings and at national and transnational levels. For instance, expressions like
iwa ‘so, come on’ and iwa d-drari ‘come on guys’ (VOC DEF-boys.PL), originally from
Darija, have been adopted by children in Belgium and are now gaining national recog-
nition and spreading (Lafkioui 2021).

A more prominent example, which recently caused a stir in France, is the Darija word
was, often rendered as wesh. Initially a question word, wesh has evolved into a filler
word in French slang, serving a variety of interesting interactional functions, including
signalling agreement or dissent. This is illustrated by the meme in Figure 5, where it
precedes the vernacular French expression “Wesh vous faites quoi en Syrie” (‘So what
the heck are you doing in Syria.”).

A

“WESH

VOUS FAITES QUOI \ |

ENSYRIE”
i ;m‘

Figure 5. WESH-meme in vernacular French®

A significant amount of “conventionalised heteroglossia” related to “Digital Darija”
— i.e., Darija shaped by interaction on digital platforms — can be observed in metalin-
guistic interactions, where speakers engage in reflective, metacognitive awareness of
linguistic structures and variation. These instances often highlight that competition exists
not only between Darija and Tamazight but also among the numerous varieties of Dari-
ja. This rivalry is evident not only at the national level, as seen in the classic examples
of Moroccan Darija versus Algerian Darija, but also at the local level, as demonstrated
by the following example, which echoes certain well-known offline stereotypes, such as
rural (e.g., Casablanca) versus urban (e.g., Tangier) varieties.

Ultimately, Darija cannot escape the influence of globalisation, which, under neo-cap-
italist pressure, imposes socio-cultural templates worldwide. These templates, shaped
by Anglo-Saxon culture from the Global North and its various “Englishes”, dictate how
individuals — socially interactive and adapted to the digital age — should present them-
selves and behave. The subsequent excerpts in Figures 7 and 8 exemplify this phenom-
enon, which manifests not only in the visual composition and semiotic features of these
digital posts but also in their discursive content. This is particularly apparent in the

¢ Source: https://x.com/(Accessed 2024-10-01).
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stereotypes depicted in Figure 8, including those pertaining to gender (e.g., the theme
of “girls and love”) and ethnicity (e.g., the themes of “red flags” and the problemati-
sation of Moroccan identity).

@ halalium_chem - 1y ago

I'm Moroccan and a native speaker of darija and speak Al-lahja al-chamalia dJlesid| dxgll
(northern dialect spoken in Tangier/Tetouan/Larache). Our dialect is different from the dialect of
Casa Blanca because of Spanish, Andalusian influence and little french due its usage in
companies, education and media.

The differences between Casa Blanca and tangier's dialect are lying down in vocabulary, tone
and speed. We as chamaliyeen (people from chamal) speak in general slowly, little melodic and
have unique characters compared to the dakhiliwa dialect! The dialect of casa Blanca can be
received as harsh, "rude" and direct, while our dialect is received as romantic, indirect and polite.
This doesn't mean that the other dialects are less romantic, but if you listen to Moroccan
content creators or even on TV, you will notice the differences between us and them.

Here some examples of Lahjah chamalia compared to the one of Casa: | Tanger's dialect | Casa's
dialect | Meaning | | - J-mmmmememe e e eee e | | Kolshi_labas?
Saha_Labas? | Ki dayr? cava? | How are you? how is your health? | | Kant7am9ini | Kat7amman9ni
| You make me crazy | | Bghit nemshi nel s09! | Ana bghit nemshi nel supermarche | | want to go
to the market | | Kont mashi fel chanti | Kont machi fel tri9 | | was walking on the road |

Figure 6. Metalinguistic excerpt from Reddit’

darijanow m Message ‘& **

43 posts 32.1K followers 5 following

Soumaya | Moroccan Darija and Culture
Teaching you Moroccan Darija ma
in a fun and authentic way

Stay updated on new courses
@ linktr.ee/darijanow

Feedback Listening Mini lessons uTalk Quiz!?

Figure 7. “Darijanow” by Soumaya on Instagram®

7 Source: https://www.reddit.com/r/learn_arabic/comments/zed1gu/moroccan_darija_some_resources_for
beginners/ (Accessed 2024-10-01).

8 Source: https://www.instagram.com/darijanow/ (Accessed 2025-06-05).
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darijanow « Follow

Ak47 - Anton « Freebird Kingsman

darijanow Making this was SO much fun &
Can you relate?

#moroccan #moroccandarija #darija

2w

For you v
/> mellyrinla No sis, I'm in therapy now. Already learned my )
4 lesson the hard way. The national flag is red just like all his red
flags | ignored & & &
2w 37likes Reply

View replies (4)

Qv A

11,595 likes

Figure 8. Comment & video excerpts of “darijanow” on Instagram’

6. Conclusion

Darija, particularly what is referred to here as “Digital Darija”, exemplifies the
concept of “vernacular globalisation” (Appadurai 1996: 10), enabling the reframing of
dominant languages and shifting them away from an asymmetric system where they
hold normative positions. In this multilingual, digital, and globalised context, Darija
heavily relies on “conventionalised heteroglossia”, utilising intertextuality extensively —
not only in typical examples of memes (as seen in Figures 2, 3, and 5) but also in
much of the content shared on platforms like Instagram, including the instances pre-
sented in Figures 7 and 8.

As a lingua franca, Darija finds itself in fierce competition with Tamazight, rapidly
usurping its position. Moreover, as an unintended consequence of Institutional Arabisation,
it is encroaching upon and replacing the functions and linguistic practices not only of
Tamazight but also of traditionally dominant languages, such as Standard Arabic and
French. This shift paves the way for a new linguistic landscape characterised by “Dari-
jation”. This grassroots phenomenon, supported by various online networks dedicated to
preserving and developing Darija and its cultural expressions, poses a significant challenge
to North Africa’s sociopolitical policies, which continue to promote Standard Arabic as
a linguistic and cultural icon despite its overall shortcomings.

Unrestrained neo-capitalism (exemplified in excerpts 1, 7, and 8) lies at the core of
the instrumentalisation of politically non-dominant languages, such as Darija and Tama-
zight, as demonstrated in this study and supported by Lafkioui (2024). However, dominant
interest groups have overlooked the impact and breadth of this instrumentalisation, par-
ticularly in the case of Darija, within the context of globalisation and digitalisation. This

° Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/C5V4KFxNdLi/ (Accessed 2025-06-05).
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has influenced current policymaking, especially in education, a key area of contention.
Certain stakeholders now advocate for the officialisation and integration of Darija into
national education — a debate that gained momentum following the official recognition
of Tamazight in Morocco in 2011.

One potential explanation for Darija’s transnational success, reflected in the growing
phenomenon of “Darijation”, lies in its “ethnographically integrative” nature (Mufwene
2004: 206), which sets it apart from other lingua francas such as French or Standard
Arabic. Unlike these more “segregative” languages (Mufwene 2004: 206), which primar-
ily serve the elite and exclude the majority of North African populations, Darija facilitates
socioeconomic integration and upward mobility for the broader populace by functioning
as an endogenised lingua franca. Her success, however, comes at a cost, borne by her
older endogenous sister, Tamazight. As Darija continues to rise in prominence, Tamazight
faces the challenge of maintaining its sociolinguistic space, often overshadowed by the
growing influence of Darija in both local and transnational contexts.
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Abstract: This paper examines the development of Moroccan Darija Wikipedia since its launch in July 2020.
It details the strategies employed by the Wikimedia Morocco user group, focusing on bot automation and editing
contests, to foster growth within this low-resource language Wikipedia. The paper highlights the opportunities
Darija Wikipedia presents for Artificial Intelligence research, particularly in Natural Language Processing, given
its status as the largest online Darija dataset. It also explores how the standardization efforts undertaken by the
user group enable valuable collaboration between volunteers, experts, and researchers, potentially setting a prece-
dent for other similar language communities. Furthermore, the paper addresses key challenges, including ensuring
community sustainability and mitigating vandalism, and analyzes the manifestation of diverse spelling conventions
(phonetic, etymological) within the encyclopedia’s content.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, Darija, growth, Morocco, standardization, Wikipedia

Introduction

As similar as they might seem, each language version of Wikipedia has its own background,
rules, and community, which affect its structure and functions. While some Wikipedias were
created by online editors who do not know each other, others emerged as a consequence of
structured work planned offline.

Darija refers to various forms of dialectal Arabic used in Morocco that share common
features. As its first speakers were Arabized Berbers, its pronunciation is substantially diffe-

LP LXVII(1),2025. © The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en/).
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rent from the Middle Eastern Arabic vernaculars (Heath 1997: 206). Darija is in a diglossic
relationship with Standard Arabic (Chtatou 1997: 101). Since it is neither codified nor stan-
dardized, Darija is considered to have a lower status than Fusha, or Standard variety of
Arabic, which is used for religious and official matters (Ennaji et al. 2004: 1). Darija is also
considered to be an oral language and is rarely used in written form due to the reasons men-
tioned earlier (as well as claims that it does not have a standard, that the writing is already
done in Standard Arabic, and that there are considerable regional differences in Darija)
(Miller 2017: 90).

Darija has 28 consonant phonemes and four vowel phonemes and is the dominant ver-
nacular language in Morocco strongly influenced by different varieties of Arabic, Berber,
French and Spanish (Mrini & Bond 2018: 1). Given the diverse origins of Darija, it is then
not unusual that the same object can be referred to in different words, depending on the
speaker and his region of origin.

The current paper presents the state of art of the Darija Wikipedia (ary) in 2025, which
now contains over 10,500 encyclopedic articles. It is structured as follows: Section 2 pro-
vides a short background to introduce Wikipedia in general, its vision, and the process that
needs to be followed to create a new language version, in addition to a literature review.
Section 3 then dives deeper into Darija Wikipedia, detailing its governance and community
processes, before introducing in section 4 how current editors participate in standardization
efforts and policy creation. In the next section (5), an overview of technical tools used in this
Wiki are presented to the reader. These include bots, interface translation and namespaces.
Following that, several strategies used by Wikimedia Morocco to encourage editing Darija
Wikipedia, are presented in section 6. Section 7 provides a high-level description of chal-
lenges still to be addressed, either in terms of processes, of community sustainability or van-
dalism. The latter aspect is further analyzed in section 8, where statistics about vandalism
and spelling tendencies in Darija Wikipedia are shared, together with an analysis of the find-
ings. Finally, section 9 presents opportunities to be explored for this young Wiki, which can
be investigated in future work, before ideas for next steps conclude the paper.

This research includes three supporting appendices. Appendix 1 presents statistics on
articles about males and females in selected Wikipedia versions, providing additional context
regarding gender representation in the compared languages. Appendix 2 documents the dis-
tribution of letters used in ary Wikipedia, which is relevant to our linguistic analysis, as well
as their chosen Latin transcriptions throughout the paper. Finally, Appendix 3 lists the 100
most frequently used words and their spelling forms, as introduced by various editors, offer-
ing insights into common vocabulary patterns. These appendices are included to provide
detailed supplementary information that may be of interest to readers concerned with the full
methodological aspects of the research.

1. Background

Wikipedia is an online written encyclopedia and is considered to be the largest in the
world in terms of reading, traffic, and content volume (The Economist 2021), with over 64
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million articles in 341 languages (Meta Wikimedia 2025). Open and free to edit, it allows
anyone to edit or create content respecting its five pillars (English Wikipedia 2025a) and
using reliable sources.

Wikipedia is written and maintained by a community of volunteers known as Wiki-
pedians. Each language version of Wikipedia has its own volunteers who gather in a “lan-
guage community” (Massa & Scrinzi 2011: 213). Any interested person can freely join any
language community of their choice. The Wikipedia model is fully decentralized, even in
times of growth (Forte et al. 2009: 65). It is the community that manages the content of
Wikipedia, although the Wikimedia Foundation has the legal responsibility related to the
hosting of the website without interfering with its content (Wikimedia Foundation 2025).

Founded in 2001 by Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger, Wikipedia began in English and
expanded rapidly. At that time, there were no processes in place for having a new language
in Wikipedia, and all requests were handled on an informal basis. Soon, other Wikimedia
projects saw the light, such as Wiktionary, Wikinews, Wikivoyage, among others, many of
which likewise can be available in several languages.

On June 2, 2006, the Wikimedia Incubator was founded. This project, hosted by the Wiki-
media Foundation, formalized processes for new Wikipedia language editions. It serves as
“a platform where anyone can build up a community in a certain language edition of a Wiki-
media project that does not yet have its own subdomain” (Wikimedia Incubator 2007).

The same year (2006), the Wikimedia Foundation Language Committee was created. Its
role is to make decisions on requests for new languages that are currently in the Incubator.
For a language to be eligible for a full Wikipedia version, the Language Committee has
established a set of criteria. These include having a valid ISO 639 code, being “sufficiently
unique”, and having “sufficient number of fluent users” (Meta Wikimedia 2007).

The first request for a Moroccan Darija Wikipedia was made in January 2008!, following
which an Incubator test page was opened for the project®. After several years of relatively
low and scattered activities in the page, along with a number of challenges (Sedrati & Ait
Ali 2019: 8-11), Wikimedia MA User Group (created in 2015) took the responsibility of
activating the project, with the goal of launching a Darija Wikipedia.

On July 20, 2020, the Wikimedia Language Committee approved the request of having
a Wikipedia in Moroccan Darija, which now has its own domain (ary.wikipedia.org). This
Wikipedia version was launched with the support of Wikimedia Morocco User Group?,
which took the responsibility of taking it outside of the Wikimedia Incubator?, in a joint
effort with interested online users and Darija enthusiasts. The aim of this initiative was to
enable Darija speakers to have their own version of Wikipedia, to be able to produce and
read knowledge in their native tongue.

Requests for new languages/Wikipedia Moroccan — January 2008 — https://w.wiki/CM6M.
2 Darija Wikipedia Incubator Project — Archived in July 2020 — https://w.wiki/CM6R.

3 https://w.wiki/SHA.

4 https://w.wiki/d6i.
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As of April 2025, the Darija Wikipedia edition has over 10,500 articles, 4 human admin-
istrators, and an average of over 250 000 page views per month by human users (Wikimedia
Statistics 2025).

2.1. Literature review

The Moroccan Darija Wikipedia has been the subject of several scientific studies, as well
as less formal comparisons with other Wikipedias. For example, three publications by
Alshahrani et. al. (2022, 2023, 2024), which, although mainly focused on Egyptian Arabic
Wikipedia, compared the Egyptian Arabic Wikipedia to the Moroccan Darija and the Stand-
ard Arabic Wikipedias in terms of the quality of their content for Natural Language Pro-
cessing (NLP) applications and training Large Language Models (LLMs). These studies in-
vestigated the impact of the usage of automated articles, the cultural and linguistic repre-
sentativity of the content, as well as its quantity, compared with the overall quality of Arabic
Wikipedia editions for the aforementioned applications. For the Moroccan Darija Wikipedia,
this study revealed that, although its text corpus is small in comparison to the Egyptian Wiki-
pedia, it shows a similar pattern of content type distribution, editor types, and cultural repre-
sentativity of content to the Standard Arabic and the English Wikipedias, while the Egyptian
Wikipedia does not show such patterns. The small size of the Darija Wikipedia, however,
makes its usability for NLP applications and training LLMs quite limited.

Further, Alshahrani et al. (2024: 9) found that Moroccan Darija Wikipedia displays more
lexical richness and diversity than both the Standard Arabic and the Egyptian Arabic Wiki-
pedias based on the ‘Measure of Textual Lexical Diversity’, introduced by McCarthy and
Jarvis (2010: 381). Additionally, a recent informal statistical study of African language Wiki-
pedias found that Moroccan Darija Wikipedia exhibits the highest editing depth® among all
of them, with a value of 190 in October 2024 (Gilfillan 2024).

With this paper we take one more step and delve into those aspects of the Moroccan
Darija Wikipedia that were not studied before, such as administrative, linguistic and com-
munity-related ones, highlighting potential limitations, pitfalls and opportunities for further
studies and collaborations.

3. Governance and community

Moroccan Darija Wikipedia is managed by volunteer editors — WS (ktatbiya),® who con-
tribute to content creation, policy formulation, and page maintenance. There are two main
types of editors, with different access levels: Anonymous users (IP users) and registered
users. In addition to these human contributors, there is also another type of editors who

> Wikipedia Article Depth - https://w.wiki/H7Z

¢ In this paper, we are using a modified British Standard (BS 4280) as a transcription system, with some
adaptations, namely: 3 => a or t (instead of h or t), | => "a, & => g, kasra => i, fatha => a, damma => u, Sadda
(doubling the letter), schwa (e). The full transcription system can be found in Appendix 2.
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perform automated tasks and edits, called bots — <\ s (bitar). They will be discussed further
in section 5.

IP users — 2 « Ladlax (hdd@ymiya b-"Gypt) can edit and create most articles, participate in
discussions, and preview edits to minimize errors without having an account on Wikimedia
projects. They can also participate in discussions, either related to policies or specifically
related to an article, but they cannot take part in community votes. However, they cannot
vote or edit protected pages.

Registered users — (pia Laihs (hdaymiya mqiyydin) are logged in with their Wikimedia
accounts. They have additional privileges, such as maintaining watchlists, personal pages,
uploading media, and seeking adminship status. Administrators — ¢! (imgaren)’ have re-
newable mandates. There are other higher-access roles, such as bureaucrats, stewards, and
check users, but they are not tied to a specific Wikipedia project, and as of now, no editor on
Moroccan Darija Wikipedia has them.

All users from the Darija Wikipedia community — 4=\ (¢ma ‘a) collaborate to enrich the
content and help advance the standardization of the language. They write rules empirically,
allowing flexibility in early stages while mandating adherence to agreed-upon rules for uni-
formity. Spelling and grammar standards are discussed on 281 () ) (mizan le-klam) and
formalized in )8 S (kennas le-qwa 'd), with rules categorized as directive — %> 5
(tugthiya) or imperative — 4 3 (ilzamiya).

For new words, contributors can propose neologisms on a dedicated page — ¥35 4lS il
ol (falab kelma ula ta ‘bir), drawing from various language sources like Arabic, French,
English, Tamazight, or Darija. Accepted terms are recorded in laall Gl EUS (kennas
I-kelmat g-gdad) for future use. The Darija Wikipedia community operates on a consensus-
based, bottom-up approach, with all users participating in discussions while administrators
implement decisions.

4. Standardization plan

4.1. Writing system

The writing style of Darija, its writing rules, and its spelling represent a major challenge
in Wikipedia, given that this language does not have a unified standard form. On the societal
level, there have been several attempts to standardize the orthography of Darija (Srhir 2012:
61), but none of the developed orthographies is used universally, i.e., throughout the country.
In the context of Wikipedia, the goal of writing is to convey information to the reader in the
simplest way possible, and without confusion, which can sometimes be challenging as some
Darija words can have multiple meanings, and several of them can have the same orthogra-
phy in the writing system used in the text.

7 Plural of J\xsl (’amgar), which means in the Moroccan culture a tribal leader or chieftain. The word is of
Amazigh origin (Safiq 1999: 58).
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Given the dialectal variations of Darija, and the influences of foreign languages such as
Standard Arabic, French, and Spanish, we have many possibilities for how to choose a word
that expresses one meaning, and how to write that word (Caubet 2018: 388). In this context,
we have two main conflicting tendencies:

e Conservative or etymological writing — Writing that attempts to preserve the
form and orthography of a word as it is in its original language. This applies
especially to words that are originally from Standard Arabic. This form of writ-
ing is convenient for someone who is familiar and comfortable with the ortho-
graphy of Modern Standard Arabic.

e Phonetic writing — Writing that attempts to write words as they are or could be
pronounced by speakers There are two ways to represent phonetlc writing:
diacritization, such as “ <Ll A L il (b oV A0 b5 Uk 3l Jlalia s 3 i)
oY) szl 5, or by marking vowels using matres lectionis (Michalski 2016:
392-393), as in }@L»);JLQ_U}LAchjjjdwﬁjhm}\dmuuba)uwﬂ
g—w)Jﬂ L 54, Diacritization is not practical in Wikipedia, given the difficulty
and time needed to vocalize long texts with a keyboard, so the second method
is the one that is commonly used and will henceforth be referred to as “phonetic
spelling” in this paper. This form of writing is convenient for someone who is
not accustomed to Standard Arabic writing, for example an adult who did not
receive a high level of education in Morocco, or a young child, or a Moroccan
who grew up abroad.

The majority of Darija editors write in a syncretic system, although they often prefer one
of the two spelling approaches. Syncretic or reconciliatory writing attempts to reconcile the
two tendencies, benefitting from their advantages and minimizing their drawbacks, so that
writing and reading texts in Darija is relatively easy for any reader of any level and so that
there is less confusion.

For example, the sentence * < _xall <& (il adlae Uik 8 (see Table 1 for transcription and
translation) can be read in 4 different and semantically correct ways, depending how the
words &l (mdaf” or midafi ) and «_x<l (Imegrib or Imiigreb) are pronounced, resulting in
4 correct sentences with different pronunciations and meanings. A solution suggested to
avoid this potential confusion is to use a phonetic spelling system to distinguish between
words that traditionally have the same spelling forms, but different pronunciations and mean-
ings (al-Midlaw1 al-Mnabbhi 2019: 18-20). Table 1 below summarizes the possible tran-
scriptions and translations of that sentence using phonetic spelling.

8 Inspired by a similar example from al-Midlawi al-Mnabbhi (2019: 19). In the Darija spellings in this table,
we used the common definite form al- J to not distract from the main point which is the variations of pronuncia-
tions and meanings ensued from words that have otherwise identical spellings in their Standard Arabic origin.
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Table 1. Possible transcriptions and translations of ciell < (fall adlae Lidd

Darija (phonetic spelling) Transcription English translation

e sall G il adlae L Sfna mdaf™ I-gis f I-miigreb We saw the army cannons
during sunset.

e sall G Gluall adlo e W8S | Sfina madafi* 1-gis f l-migreb We saw the Army’
defender during sunset.

ol o Glaall Wiy e Wss | §fna middafi ‘ 1-gi5 f [-megrib We saw the Army
defender in Morocco.

orall G lall adlae Lidd Sfna mdaf” 1-gis f I-megrib We saw the army cannons
in Morocco.

On the other hand, applying a phonetic spelling system in some cases, especially for
words that are less prone to confusion but also rich in vowels, can result in spelling forms
that are lengthier and less recognizable by native speakers who are familiar with Standard
Arabic. These spelling forms may tend to be mocked or rejected, as shown by comments on
Darija Wikipedia, and on social media. Examples include: gl s (miigtama ‘ — etymology:
asiaw), and UYL (barlaman — etymology: Gl ).

Practical wisdom therefore dictates using the phonetic spelling system only when confu-
sion of meaning is likely or demonstrably possible, through the existence of two or more
commonly used words that share the same etymological spelling. This approach is perhaps
more suited to the Darija Wikipedia, as it is an experimental approach, and is constantly
evolving as the encyclopedia develops. This form of writing reduces the effort required for
someone who is not used to writing Standard Arabic to understand what is written, and at
the same time requires less adaptation effort than phonetic writing so that a person with
a high level of command of Standard Arabic can understand and follow what is written. It
remains an open question whether this approach will result in a consistent and viable spelling
system of Moroccan Darija. Furthermore, since the Darija Wikipedia is still at its start, quan-
tity, variety and understandability of the content have currently a higher priority compared
with the consolidation of the spelling and grammar rules.

4.2. Phonology

The Darija Wikipedia project adopts Arabic script as a writing system to represent exist-
ing sounds. As for sounds that do not exist in Standard Arabic (like /g/) or that come from
Romance languages (like /p/ and /v/), variant letters of the Arabic alphabet were used, similar
to Persian and Urdu which rely on alphabet systems derived from the Arabic alphabet. The

° “The Army” (/-gi5) is a term commonly used to refer to AS FAR (Association sportive des Forces armées
royales), a football club based in Rabat.
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letter ba " with three dots at the bottom represents the sound /p/; the letter fa with three dots
above represents the sound /v/; and the letter kaf with three dots above represents the sound
/g/. Table 2 below shows the glyph forms used for these sounds.

Table 2. Selected representations of /p/, /g/ and /v/ in Darija Wikipedia

p/ | Igl | v/

- S <

It is worth noting that the interdentals existing in the Arabic language — i.e. the letters
& (), B (2), 2 (d) — are not widely used in Darija, except in some dialects in North-Eastern
Morocco (Behnstedt & Benabbou 2005: 17). In the scope of Moroccan Darija Wikipedia,
most of the written text is in the so-called “Moroccan Koine”, spoken in big cities and very
present online. Thus, interdentals are often absent and are represented by the corresponding
apico-alveolar consonants, respectively < (7), o= (d), = (d). There is however no restriction
on using other varieties of Moroccan Darija on Wikipedia, so long as the text is understand-
able to everyone.

The project makes use of ¢ (hamza) placed over | (alif) to represent the sound sequence
/’al or 3 (waw) for the sequence /’u/, or under ! (" alif) for /’i/.

For example, instead of writing & s_s| Ciirippa) or W_S sl (Citkranya), the letter 3 is used
to represent the sound i instead of sl which can be read as aw. The same applies to the sound
sequence /’i/, the letter | is used alone to represent this sound, instead of using the letter ya’
as well as in Arabic to write Wl (Cizalya) or Ll Cibirya), for instance. Table 3 provides
a summary of this aspect.

Table 3. Selected representations of the sequences /’a/, /’u/ and /’i/ in Darija Wikipedia

/’a/ /’u/ /’i/
Ul aray Lo urappa o3 ibawn
‘tea’ ‘Europe’ ‘beans’

As for the hamza at the end of words of Arabic origins, it shall not be written if its pro-
nunciation in Darija is common without hamza, for example: W sma ‘sky’, W@ feqha ‘reli-
gious scholars’, W ma ‘water’.

The hamza can be written in exceptional cases if the word is not used at all by speakers
without a hamza, and it may not be understood or cause confusion if the hamza is not written,
and it does not have an equivalent in Darija, such as L= fada’ ‘space, outer space’.

There are words that are acceptable in common usage, even though they have equivalents
without a samza, because this equivalent is not very common. In this case, both forms are
acceptable. For example: ¢ > guz’ ‘part’ and 5 X gzii ‘part’ and their corresponding plural
forms ¢ 3l "agza’ “parts’ and <3 X gzuwwat ‘parts’.
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When it comes to the use of 3 (ta marbiita), its use is recommended due to the morpho-
logical roles that it plays, making it difficult to abandon. An example is when it shows that
the word is feminine, or it distinguishes between the plural and the feminine in some cases
(3= = fisherwoman, '2ts= = fishermen) - both pronounced siyydda, or it is pronounced
and/or becomes a < (ta mabsiita), in case of a pronoun or genitive, as in:

Lo odes  smiyt I-blasa = %ady Cuew smiyya d [-blasa ‘the name of the location/place’

(sible mdintt = Wi mdina dyali ‘my city’

4.3. Verb conjugation

We have developed a simplified conjugation table (Table 4) designed to be easily com-
prehensible for the average user, avoiding unnecessary linguistic complexities. This conju-
gation system mainly relies on clustering and grouping verbs by their correspondence to
a Wikimedia template (see templates in the Section 5.2) based on their conjugation patterns.
Groups within the same verb cluster share the same method of conjugation in the perfect
(past) form, and either display only minor differences in other patterns, or have the same
dictionary form but differing conjugation patterns. Furthermore, verbs within the same group
share conjugation patterns in the imperfect forms (present and future), in addition to the per-
fect form, as they belong to the same cluster. In other words, each group has a Wikimedia
template, whereby inputting the root letters of a verb results in a pre-constructed table of
conjugation for that verb as output. It does not follow from this that these clusters correspond
to linguistically meaningful verb categories. These clusters are:

Cluster 1 — Regular verbs, without ’alif in the last or penultimate position, are grouped
into one group, which is group 1.

Cluster 2 — Verbs without ’alif at the end, including verbs with 2 letters (» hezz ‘to
carry’, b~ hett ‘to put down’, 32 dezz ‘to shear’) and verbs with 4 letters or
more that have ’alif in the penultimate position. There is no 3-letter verb in
this cluster (given that the stress is ignored). This cluster contains two groups:
Group 2 and Group 2*.

Cluster 3 — Verbs with ’alif in the penultimate position (in the middle for verbs with
3 letters) and do not follow the rule of cluster 2 in the past form. This cluster
has three groups 3, 4 and 5.

Cluster 4 — Verbs with ’alif at the end, regardless of the number of letters. There are
4 groups here, group 6 to 9, but two of them are very rare (Group 6 and
Group 9).
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Table 4. Suggested conjugation table for Darija, clustering verbs in different groups
Cluster Group Description Example verbs
<8 hreb ‘escape’
Verbs without ‘alif at the end or penultimate, ﬁ ql;l lk‘laﬂ: ¢
including verbs with 3, 4, 5 or 6 letters. E.g. & ne’Z‘;ej “ump’
- L“‘ > ~ 3 s
Cluster 1 Group 1 uUAi ana }7813’ I esc‘aped . << S kerkeb ‘roll’
<8 Ul "ang kanhreb ‘1 am escaping , O e,
. do . , Jesius ste ‘mel “use
&S S U gna kerkebt ‘1 rolled L. L ,
PRI . - Jexius feste ‘mel ‘be used
S SIS Ul 'ana kankerkeb ‘1 am rolling o A
< sba sawb ‘make
G slaitsawb ‘be made’
Verbs with 2 letters without ‘alif at the end,
others with 3 or 4 letters with ‘alif in the pe-
nultimate position, all ending with a shadda. S kebb ‘pour’
E.g. 3 hezz ‘carry’
Group 2 cus il ‘and kebbit ‘1 poured’ 3 gadd ‘adjust’
S8 Wang kankebb ‘1 am pouring’ s tgadd ‘be adjusted’
<8 Ul “ana qaddit ‘1 adjusted’
Cluster 2 MalS Ul 'gna kangadd ‘1 am adjusting’
Verbs with 4 letters with ‘a/if in the penulti- | J& fgal ‘get slow/heavy’
mate position (which follow the verb tem- z\se ‘wag ‘get bent’
plate J=5). E.g. IS kbar ‘get big’
Group 2* <& Ul 'and tqalit ‘1 got heavy’ bea sgar ‘get small®
JalS Ul'ana kantgal ‘1 am getting heavy’ Olews sman “get fat’
Cualse U'ana ‘wagit ‘1 got bent’ sk pwal “get tall’
)\ S Ul and kan ‘wag ‘1 am getting bent’ st gsar ‘get short’
Verbs with 3 or 4 letters, with ‘alif in the pe-
nultimate position, keep ‘alif in the present <A haf ‘be afraid’
tense, and is absent the past form of the 1st Jw sal ‘owe’
and 2nd person singular (not following the ok ban ‘appear’
Group 3 | rule of group 2). E.g. ¢Witha“ ‘be sold’
<sa Ul'and hefi ‘1 got afraid’ N tdar ‘be done’
<SS U ana kanhaf ‘1 am getting afraid’ A3 thad ‘be taken’
< W'and bent ‘1 appeared’ JSs tkal “be eaten’
Cluster 3 oS Uana kanban ‘1 am appearing’
Verbs with 3 letters, with a ‘a/if in the mid-
dle, becoming waw in the present tense and P i
. . J& gal ‘say
is absent in the past form of the 1st and 2nd . A,
person singular. E.g e mat “die
1 S| - B8 & £3¢ “pass’
Group 4 <R Uana gelt 1 said’ = ﬁ_t pass
PR ., Ju bal ‘pee
Js88 Uana kangil ‘1 am saying S kin be’
& Ul 'and mett 1 died’ ©
8 Ul "gna kanmiit ‘1 am dying’
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Verbs with 3 letters, with a ‘alif in the mid-
dle, becoming ya’ in the present tense, and is
absent in the past form of the 1st and 2nd per- e¢bba ‘sell’
Group 5 | SO0 singular. E.g. Jhdar ‘do’
p s Ul and be ¢ °1 sold’ cile ‘af “be disgusted’
&8 ana kanbi* ‘T am selling’ Jus sal “flow’
<, U gna dert ‘1 did’
RS Ul *gna kandir ‘1 am doing’
Verbs with 3 letters with ‘alif at the end,
whose position changes to the beginning of
the }/erb.:in’ the_ pr_es‘ent te’nse. E.g. S ki ‘eat’
Group 6 < Ul gng kit ‘1 ate 152 hdd ‘take’
JSUS WWana kanakel ‘1 am eating’ -
<l U gna hdit ‘1 took”
1S U "ang kanahed ‘1 am taking’
s ga ‘come’
Verbs with ‘alif at the end, changing into ya' Ia dda “get’
in the present tense. E.g. 14 §ra ‘buy’
ube Ul gna it ‘1 gave’ e g “give’
Group 7 qe o = pm ek AT L s
=S Ul'and kan ‘1 ‘T am giving 52 miza bet
<ua Ul “gna git ‘T came’ YWausl *gnstald “install’
S Ul ana kangt ‘T am coming’ \Sxi 5 S kizmanika ‘com-
Cluster 4 municate’
oy e i 8 pga remain
Verbs with ‘alif at the end, keeping ‘alif in 2§03 toil
the present tense. E.g. 4¢
e, o e ) bra heal
<uad Ul *gna sqit ‘1 toiled e
Group 8 e e oy o, lga find
LS Ul ana kansqga ‘1 am toiling N e =
R , B3 flgga meet
< » Ul ana brit ‘1 healed |2 roter
13\S W *and kanbra ‘1 am healing’ <5 tesrd be bought
’ Wi fsefta be crazy
Verbs with ‘alif at the end, changing into
waw in the present tense. E.g.
Group 9 Cuie U gna fit ‘I forgave’ le /g forgive
p s3S Uana kan fi ‘I am forgiving’ La hiba crawl
Cws Ul 'gna hbit ‘1 crawled’
38Ul ang kanhbi ‘1 am crawling’

In determining the letter count of verbs, we disregarded the shadda (doubling), where
a letter beneath it is considered as one letter, not two.

For verbs starting or ending with a ¢/@’ or a nin, no distinct linguistic or template rule
exists, but due to assimilation, these verbs interact with prefixes or suffixes such as:

o ¥neggez ‘to jump’ + oS kan-
o Nifldga ‘to meet” + S kar-
o & fat ‘to pass’ + S-1
e (Lban ‘toappear’ +L-na

=> ¥ kannegqgez ‘I jump’
=> JSU karrlaga ‘you meet’
=> i fetti ‘you passed’

=> & benna ‘we appeared’
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Consequently, the 7@ or nitn must assimilate with a similar letter. For instance, for the
verb O\S kan ‘to be’, it is more correct to write US kunnd ‘we were’ rather than Wi,

4.4. Pronouns

The pronouns are used to designate someone or something. We distinguish four different
types: personal, possessive, objective and demonstrative pronouns.

Table 5. Personal pronouns

& hiyya »huwwa | SSnff‘you | Sntg ‘you | WY Cang ‘T’
‘she’ ‘he’ (f. sing) (m. sing)’
Lsa hiima ‘they’ Wi ptigma ‘you (pl) Us fna ‘we’

Table 6. Possessive prepositional phrases

W dyalha S dyali ‘his’ Ao dyalek <\ dyalt ‘mine’
‘hers’ ‘yours (sing)’
#eW dyalhum ‘theirs’® oS dyalkum Ul dyalna
‘yours (pl)’ ‘ours’

When pronouns are linked to feminine nouns, the /@ marbiita becomes ta mabsiita and
is pronounced with the following suffixes (see Table 7). In general, ta@ marbiita in a noun is
pronounced when the noun is the first (or not last) in a construct state.

Table 7. Possessive pronouns

W- -ha ‘her’ s~ -1 ‘his’ - _k ‘your (sing)’ @- -1 ‘my’
a8~ -hum ‘their’ &S~ -kum ‘your (pl)’ G- -na ‘our’
Table 8. Objective pronouns
- -ha ‘her’ o- -h ‘him’ & -k ‘you (sing)’ &> -ni ‘me’
a- -hum ‘them’ &S~ -kum ‘you (pl)’ U- -na ‘us’

Table 9. Demonstrative pronouns

s\ (hadi) @\ (hadr) lala (hada) & (had) ‘this’
‘these’ ‘this’ (f. sing) ‘this’ (m sing)

& sala(haditk) ebola (hadik) A (hadak)
‘those’ ‘that’ (f sing) ‘that’ (m sing)
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4.5. Annexation particles

Table 10. Annexation particles in Darija

gl mta“ el neg el 2d Jdw dyal

The word 2 d is the contraction of '°Ju dyal, while g% nta ‘ and gl mta ‘ are regional
variations of g 7 ‘. All these words are considered synonymous (meaning “of” or used to
express possessiveness) and should be written separately from the next word.

4.6. Prepositions

Prepositions establish relationships between nouns or pronouns and other words in a sen-
tence, indicating direction, time, place, and spatial relationships. Each preposition may be
used in different contexts. In Wikipedia, Darija prepositions, presented in Table 11 are writ-
ten separately from the words following them, similar to connectors'!.

Table 11. Prepositions

Jdus/de tal/htal | =¥/ bhal/fhal b m‘a JI- (= men
‘until’ ‘like’ ‘with’ ‘to’ ‘from’
Sk LS/ kifina/kima | Jel e la/] S @b
‘like’ ‘like’ ‘on, about’ ‘in’ ‘with’

5. Technical aspects

All Wikimedia projects run on a free and open license software called MediaWiki'2, used
also by tens of thousands of websites, and thousands of organizations and companies (Barrett
2008: 4). To oftload the processing power from Wikimedia servers, scripts with special privileges,
called the bot flag, are run by users on their local computers, or on Wikimedia servers dedi-
cated to such tools (such as Toolforge). Bots edit Wikimedia pages as if they were human editors.

10" There are several hypotheses for the origin and etymology of this word. It might originate from the Andalusi
dialect brought by the Moriscos, being formed by the fusion of the Latin word di or de with the Arabic definite
article (J'), similarly as del in Spanish (Ouhalla 2015). Heath (2015 & 2020, p. 218) considers Ju> (dyal) a back-
formation from w2 (dyalii ‘his’) and W\ (dyalha, dyala ‘hers’), which he in turn derives from Vulgar Latin *di
ellu and *di ella, from Classical de + illum, illa.

! The prepositions listed can have other meanings or usages, depending on context.

12 https://w.wiki/VtJ.
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5.1. Bots

A bot is a script that automates repetitive and time-consuming tasks on the Internet. It is
used to automate routine Wikipedia tasks (MediaWiki 2010), allowing human editors to
focus on complex content creation activities. Darija Wikipedia uses bots to support, not
replace, editors, preserving cultural authenticity (<wl % tamgrabit). The bot policy limits
bot-created articles to 30% of total content, which are tracked for human oversight. This
ensures quality and local cultural relevance.' 14

There are currently 8 bots on Darija Wikipedia:

® Menobot — The first bot approved by the community, working on format and tech-
nical adjustments, such as removing extra spaces.

o MediaWiki default and MediaWiki message delivery — Used by the Wikimedia
Foundation and affiliates to write announcements on talk pages, or on the commus-
nity page — ieleall 2 4sls (saha d jjma ‘a).

e DarijaBot — Handles tasks such as creating articles, managing categories and tem-
plates, generating statistics, and maintaining pages. So far it has created over 3,500
articles. !> 16

e PGVBot — Standardizes Darija characters for the letters P, G, and V by replacing
various Unicode alternatives with the community-approved defaults and redirecting
to them.

e Sa7bot — Fact-checking and spelling correction bot, correcting mainly dates of birth
and death, and other factoids.

o InternetArchiveBot — Maintains web references used in articles, archives urls, and
maintains reference tags.

o AmgharBot— A bot with administrator privilege. It can perform administrative tasks
(such as protecting and deleting pages).

5.2. Namespaces

Wikipedia content is divided into namespaces — 48w <¥\ss (majalat smiyatiya), each
serving a specific content type and handled differently by the MediaWiki software. On Sep-
tember 25, 2021, the Darija Wikipedia community renamed many namespaces from the
Standard Arabic defaults and introduced two new namespaces along with their correspond-
ing talk pages (Darija Wikipedia 2025a)!”. Table 12 presents the main existing namespaces
in ary Wikipedia.

13 Bot Policy — Discussion Page — Moroccan Darija Wikipedia - https://w.wiki/AiZW.

4 Content Policy — Mass Content — Moroccan Darija Wikipedia - https://w.wiki/AiZZ.
15

User “DarijaBot” contributions — Moroccan Darija Wikipedia — https://w.wiki/AiZi.

¢ List of articles created by DarijaBot — https://w.wiki/Bhgx.
;

The full description of namespaces in Darija Wikipedia can be found here: https://w.wiki/CM5W.
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Table 12. Darija Wikipedia main namespaces

Darija Wikipedia namespace English Wikipedia equivalent
(SYe) (oot Main (articles)
tesnif iiuai Category
mitdil Jya s Template
miidiil 5250 Module
wasah ¢\ Draft
wikipidyd baSss Wikipedia
m ‘awna 4 s\za Help
hdaymr > User
SIST i File
gisariya 4 lud Portal
midyawiki sSasise MediaWiki
has o= Special
midyd Ly Media
SULTr 8 s TimedText
B Sl Jl dibian Y las
(oo b2y 9 05 Slaa 6 Slae :Jlay) Talk namespaces
majalat smiyatiya dyal I-mdakra (e.g. Talk, Wikipedia Talk, etc)
(bhal: mdakra, mdakra d wikipidya, ... )

6. Strategies and activities

6.1. Herkat or editing campaigns

The community uses editing campaigns, locally known as <SS~ (herkar),' to develop
content systematically around selected themes. Initially, these campaigns aimed to create
a snowball effect by exploring a central theme and its related topics but faced challenges
with diluted focus, such as straying from historical monuments to unrelated subjects like
movies. To address this, the campaigns adopted a list-based approach, prioritizing specific

18 Plural of <A (herka), which means in the history of Morocco a military campaign led by the Sultan or
other State notables for political, military, or financial purposes.
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articles for development. Themes are chosen based on context, current events (e.g., football
tournaments), or comprehensive subjects like Morocco’s territorial organization, covering
topics such as communes (municipalities), douars (villages), and national team players in
FIFA World Cups.

Campaigns also consider reader trends, like increased interest in Moroccan scientist
Kamal Oudrhiri during September—November due to his inclusion in school textbooks (see
figure 1). Consequently, the community has decided to extract the topics mentioned in these
textbooks, such as Moroccan dynasties, biographies, and geographical locations, to enhance
the articles surrounding them'.

25000
20000
15000
10000

5000

g f dues - 2021-10-01 - 2025-03-31 - 115 813 pageviews

Figure 1: Number of pageviews for Kamal Oudrhiri’s Moroccan Darija Wikipedia page

6.2. Contests

As part of the effort to extend the topic coverage in Wikipedia, editing contests with
prizes are organized. Contests have proven to be powerful tools for adding new content to
Wikipedia. On Moroccan Darija Wikipedia, several contests have been organized so far:

e WikiForHumanRights 20212 featured Darija as one of the 4 languages of the con-
test and resulted in 18 new articles written by contestants?! (Wikimedia Morocco
2021).

19 More details can be found here: https://w.wiki/Bj8m.
20 WikiForHumanRights 2021 in Morocco — https://w.wiki/37Xd.

2l How can editing contests support smaller Wikipedias? (Arctic Knot Conference 2021) — https://youtu.be/
SxcTLnMCwkA.
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e Wikimedia Morocco contest 2023,>> which ran over 45 days and resulted in 34
new and 19 improved articles, with 7 participants (Wikimedia Morocco 2023).

e Wikipedia Darija Birthday Contest July 2024,2 where 19 editors participated,
resulting in 16 new and 39 improved articles, over 8 days?*.

e Wikipedia Darija Contest August 2024,2° which stretched over 2 weeks, had 52
participants and resulted in 52 new and 82 edited articles?.

6.3. Outreach

Raising awareness about the Darija Wikipedia is manifested in several ways. Besides
a small Facebook page?’ dedicated to this Wiki (with ca. 900 followers), there is also a pod-
cast?®, where longer articles from the encyclopedia are read and recorded. This recording
tradition comes from the fact that Darija itself is considered to be more oral. Since Wikipedia
is a written encyclopedia, editors are obliged to create “written” articles. To combine both
approaches, the community works actively in providing the so-called spoken articles — <¥&a
e sans (magqalat mesmii ‘a) — as well. These are audio recordings where a volunteer reads the
content of an article and uploads the audio file alongside the written version. As of April
2025, there were over 564 spoken articles in Moroccan Darija Wikipedia®.

Both the podcasting and audio recording alternatives are also a direct answer to the argu-
ment stating that Darija is mainly an oral language that should not be written, as these tools
provide oral encyclopedic content to any person wishing to listen to it.

7. Challenges

7.1. Implementation/Respect of existing processes (e.g. new words)

Despite the community’s efforts to establish standards and processes for language devel-
opment within the project, these guidelines are often little implemented, particularly by new
editors who may be unaware of their existence. As a result, variations in writing styles persist
within the Darija Wikipedia. In response to this challenge, bots (particularly DarijaBot and
PGVBot) have been employed for spelling corrections.’® Additionally, several resources

22 Wikipedia Morocco Contest 2023 — Moroccan Darija Wikipedia — https://w.wiki/6¢R8.

2 Darija Wikipedia contest of July 2024 — https://w.wiki/AjGM.

24 Dashboard of Darija Wikipedia contest of July 2024 — https:/tinyurl.com/yc7rzv2;.

%5 Darija Wikipedia contest of August 2024 — https://w.wiki/AwEr.

26 Dashboard of Darija Wikipedia contest of August 2024 — https://tinyurl.com/3hb9jthe.

27 Moroccan Darija Facebook Page — https://www.facebook.com/wikipedia.darija.

28 Wikipedia b Darija — Podcast on Spotify — https://open.spotify.com/show/7JiFdAWCBz7BPA2KsZzEATu.

2 List of spoken articles in Moroccan Darija (ie. articles having an audio recording) — https://w.wiki/9Xxm.

30 Both bots operate through a deterministic system, using key-value data (either python dictionaries or json

files), replacing the dictionary key (current value) with the dictionary value (target value). The keys and values
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have been created to facilitate the introduction of new users into the project for a better
understanding of its mode of operation and procedures. These resources include welcoming
messages containing essential links, an FAQ page, and a contact page, all designed to en-
hance newcomers’ understanding and engagement with the project.

7.2. Community sustainability

Like many small and relatively new communities, the Moroccan Darija Wikipedia relies
on a limited number of volunteers, making its sustainability vulnerable to fluctuations in their
availability. Since editing is unpaid and done in free time, activity levels directly impact the
project. Contributors often leave due to burnout (Konieczny 2018) or shifts in motivation,
such as seeking social status, impact, belonging, or skill development (Baytiyeh & Pfaffman
2010: 132). This pattern has led to the closure of several Wikimedia projects, including 13
Wikipedias, due to prolonged community inactivity.3!

By April 2025, there were 4 human administrators in the Darija Wikipedia (Darija Wiki-
pedia 2025b), and 12 active editors®? in the Wiki, which are not alarming numbers. However,
the community is aware of this strong dependency on a small number of people, therefore
more efforts are expected in outreach, to retain new volunteers who can ensure the continuity
of the project even if the current active community members move on to other tasks and
interests in their lives.

7.3. Vandalism

English Wikipedia defines vandalism as “editing (or other behavior) deliberately intended
to obstruct or defeat the project’s purpose” (English Wikipedia 2025b). This is particularly
relevant for Darija Wikipedia, because it does not only impact the content, but also language
and spelling. It can sometimes be difficult to decide what counts as vandalism vs what is
essentially a difference in opinion or mere misunderstanding, unless a clear behavior
emerges, such as emptying a whole page.

Wikipedia encourages editors to assume good faith and provides technical tools to fight
vandalism. For example, confirmed users can revert edits with a single click. Also, adminis-
trators have additional privileges: they can revert multiple edits, protect pages from unau-
thorized editing, and block users by time, page, or IP range.

In addition to these tools, strategies and community-based rules are under development
to limit the impact of vandalism, such as daily patrols and discussing ambiguous situations
case by case.

can take the form of a character, a word, a sentence or a regular expression (a sequence of characters that specifies
a match pattern in text) — https://w.wiki/3jKQ

31 Closed and read-only Wikis - https://w.wiki/BbrK
32 An active editor in Darija Wikipedia is defined as an editor making at least 5 edits per month
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8. Observations and findings

8.1. Vandalism statistics

To gain a general understanding of vandalism on Darija Wikipedia, statistics were col-
lected on reverted disruptive edits and deleted pages created by both anonymous users (IPs)
and registered users. They are presented in the figures below: Mapping disruptive edits made
by anonymous users (Figure 2), disruptive edits made by all users, including the registered
ones (Figure 3), devices used for disruptive edits (mobile vs others, Figure 4), comparison in
number and size of vandalism (between anonymous and registered users, Figure 5), and the
size of disruptive edits (Figure 6).

Note that: (1) The data was limited to the main namespace (articles), as a deeper analysis
of vandalism and disruptive behavior falls outside the scope of this paper, (2) Defining van-
dalism can be subjective, as it depends on the editor's intent, which can only be inferred from
behavior, not confirmed, and (3) The deletion logs can have missing data points, especially
the page creator’s usernames. The change type for reverted edits is also sometimes unknown,
likely because some of these edits have been hidden by an administrator.

small edit

unknown
emptying page

page creation

removal of some content
addition of content

Figure 2: Mapping of different types of disruptive edits by anonymous users
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page creation

unknown

emptying page small edit

addition of content
removal of some content

Fig 3. Mapping of different types of disruptive edits by all users

Non-mobile

Mobile

Figure 4: Percentage of disruptive edits made from a mobile device vs other devices for all users.
Anonymous and account specific disruptive edits show a similar trend
(68.6% and 64.5% respectively)
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Distribution of Change Sizes (bin=10)
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Figure 5: While disruptive edits by registered users are centered around 0 bytes and are smaller in
size, anonymous disruptive edits tend to be larger and lean towards the negative (removal of content)
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Figure 6: The majority of disruptive edits are small edits (close to 0 bytes added or removed)

8.2. Spelling tendencies

To understand word choice and spelling preferences of users, we collected the words used
in the bare text of the creation edit of each page in the main namespace (articles). This
amounted to almost 80,000 unique words and spellings from 6,806 non-bot articles (out of
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a total of 10,312 articles at the time the data was collected, October 20, 2024).3% All statistics
in this section refer to the first version of each article in the Darija Wikipedia, not the current
public-facing version of these articles. The purpose was to understand the “naive” and “spon-
taneous” language-related choices of editors, not tainted by later corrections, additions or
improvements made by experienced and more active users. Articles created by bots (3,506)
were excluded from this investigation, as they usually represent the typographic and spelling
choices of a specific user (the bot operator), which given their high number, would skew the
statistics. There are however some caveats with this approach, as the first edit may contain
spelling mistakes, and it may also contain irrelevant or faulty content either added intention-
ally or due to a misunderstanding of how Wikipedia operates. These would likely become
statistically insignificant as the dataset becomes larger. Furthermore, the dataset does not
contain any contextual information, such as the full sentence, topic, and date of page creation,
which can offer better insight into the reasons for the word and spelling choices, and the
relationship to a given community spelling rule (which may not have existed when the word
was used in the article). Finally, experienced and very active users are highly represented in
the dataset, in comparison to less active users who made less contributions, and therefore
a deeper analysis would require normalizing the data and using more advanced statistical
methods to get better insights. But this is out of scope for this paper, which is restricted to
a plain descriptive approach. The approach employed herein is indeed descriptive or indica-
tive (showing examples of spelling tendencies in the Wiki), but not prescriptive (giving
definite and final results regarding spelling tendencies in the Wiki).

The dataset consists of words embedded in a python dictionary that contains basic statis-
tics about each word, namely the editors who wrote that word in an article and how often
they did so. From this now-generated dataset, we tried to extract more insights related to
letter usage, as well as word spelling frequency and their relationship with spelling rules that
have been obtained through community consensus. To give an approximate idea about actual
spelling preferences, we also indicated the number of unique editors who employed one
spelling form or another®*.

Below are the general statistics for the dataset:

Number of unique spelling forms: 79,529

Total number of words in raw first edits: 454,903
Number of unique characters: 1,492

Number of unique Arabic-like characters: 69
Total number of unique editors: 1893¢

33 Darija Wikipedia statistics of unique words. Link to the Google Sheet: https://tinyurl.com/j8r2698s.

3 For more details on how the data was collected, see the code on Github: https:/tinyurl.com/phtfwr8b.

35 Includes Arabic characters as well as other characters for Darija-specific sounds, such as /g/ <, /v/ <, /p/
< and emphatic /z/ 3.

36 This refers to the total number of unique editors who wrote an article, not total number of editors who
contributed to Darija Wikipedia in general, as the dataset is restricted only to the first edit of each article, i.e. only

article creators whose articles have not been deleted. Editors who only made changes in articles, but never created
a new one, would not be included.
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8.3.1. Letter-level spelling tendencies

From the raw dataset of words, we extracted the number of unique editors and the total
uses of letters in these words. The “total uses” here is defined as the total number of times
a letter was used in all words by all editors. For example, if we have the word <l
(I-megrib) used 10 times by userl, and 3 times by user2, and the word iS| < (merraks) used
5 times by user3 and 8 times by userl, we obtain the “total uses” of the letter » (mim) as
follows: 10+3+5+8 = 26. If a letter is used more than once in the same word (for example
the word 2= m ‘emmer has the letter » twice), it will be counted as in- word frequency mul-
tiplied by the frequency of the word (i.e. for the word = the frequency for the letter » will
be multiplied by 2). The full statistics of the frequency of usage of all characters can be found
in a Google sheet linked below?”. The statistics for Darija letters are detailed in Appendix 2.

Our main goal from this exercise is to understand specific letter choices, in regards to the
letters for /g/, /p/ and /v/ (which have no equivalent in Standard Arabic), as well as the Stand-
ard Arabic dental fricative letters <& (£), & (z), > (d) whose Darija pronunciations are com-
monly equivalent to < (7), o= (d), 2 (d) respectively. To explore these topics, we extracted
the target words that contain these specific letters or spelling forms, then compared them, in
terms of frequency, with their alternatives.

8.3.1.1./g/, /p/ and /v/
/g/ characters®
We collected the following statistics for the usage of various representations of /g/ (pro-

nounced as in English gap) in the first version of each article:

Table 13. Occurrence of different representations of /g/ in Darija Wikipedia

Letter UTF-32 Unique editors Total instances
i u+000006ad 49 3,473
S u+00000763 38 1,740
S u+000006af 22 781
z u+00000686 7 19
£ u+000006b4 1 1
S u+0000063b 1 1

37 Frequency of arywiki Arabic-like letters (sheet 1) and all characters (sheet 2). Link to the Google Sheet:
https://tinyurl.com/4rdck7se.

3% As noted by al-Midlaw1 al-Mnabbhi 2019, the sound /g/ in Darija has multiple sources, such as g & (e.g.
qal J& => gal JX ‘he said’), g z (e.g. gles s> => gles LK ‘he sat down’), or may come directly from a foreign
word (e.g. gawr 538 “foreigner’, from Ottoman gavur; (538 gidiin “steering wheel’, from French guidon).
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Interestingly, even though the letter (4 is used in Algeria and Tunisia as an equivalent to
the phoneme /g/,*° in the Moroccan Darija Wikipedia in all 19 instances of its usage it repre-
sented the phoneme /v/ (see section for V below). In addition to that, many editors use the
letters & (k), z (&), or ¢ (g) to represent this phoneme, as is common in Standard Arabic. For
example, the word form ¢\S for ga ‘ (meaning “all”’), was introduced by 21 different editors,
47 times, in a variety of forms (e.g. base form or attached to a particle or suffix)*’. Table 14
below shows the statistics of different spelling varieties of this word:

Table 14. Occurrence of different representations of the word ga * in Darija Wikipedia

Base form Character Unique editors | Total instances

gls (00000643+u) 4 21 47
e& (u+000006ad) & 18 157
& (00000763+u) < 13 70
e& (u+000006af) S 8 14
gle (ut+0000063a) ¢ 2 4
gl (u+0000062c) = 1 5

Total 45 297

/p/ characters
We found the following statistics for the usage of various representations of /p/ in the
first version of each article:

Table 15. Occurrence of different representations of /p/ in Darija Wikipedia

Letter UTF-32 Unique editors | Total instances
Q@ u+0000067¢ 55 4,253
Q@ u+0000067b 0 0

We note the absence of the character 2 (UTF-32: u+0000067b) in the first versions of
Darija Wikipedia articles. This character was also rare in later revisions, and all of its instan-
ces had been replaced by the more common < (UTF-32: u+0000067¢) using PGVBot.

39 https://w.wiki/BhPT.

40 The statistics in the table indeed represent aggregated counts for different usage forms of the same.
spelling. For example, the statistics for glS: ,¢\S8 LelS 21S etc were all aggregated and represented by their
base form ¢S in the table. See the code of the script for more details: https:/tinyurl.com/5b3fk7nc.
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v/ characters
We found the following statistics for the usage of various representations of /v/ in the
first version of each article:

Table 16. Occurrence of different representations of /v/ in Darija Wikipedia

Letter UTF-32 Unique editors | Total instances
o u+000006a4 41 1,912
S u+000006a8 6 19

We note the low frequency of alternative P and V characters, in comparison to the main
character for each that has been adopted in Darija Wikipedia by consensus. This could be
due to their availability in Lexilogos Arabic keyboard*' which is one of the most commonly
used external keyboards, and one of the recommended ones in Wikipedia help pages, to use
for writing in Darija Wikipedia.*> For the same reason, the character & (UTF-32:
u+000006ad) appears more frequently in the first edit, in comparison to alternatives like <<
(UTF-32: u+00000763) and the Farsi S (UTF-32: u+000006af), as well as the Farsi tch z
(UTF-32: u+00000686), or even the much less frequent << (UTF-32: u+0000063b). The char-
acter = (UTF-32: u+00000763) is in fact, as already noted, the one that has been adopted by
consensus, and all other forms of /g/ should be converted to it in subsequent edits. The com-
mon practice in Standard Arabic of using available letters like < (), < (f), or & (k) to repre-
sent /v/, /p/ and /g/ respectively, seems to continue among some editors (at least at page
creation). This variety may reflect the types of input systems available for writing in Darija
Wikipedia and their options and limitations, or conscious choices by some editors.

8.3.1.2. Dental fricatives letters

Table 17 below shows the statistics of the usage of dental fricative letters in Darija Wiki-
pedia on the creation of articles.

Table 17. Occurrence of dental fricative letters in Darija Wikipedia

Letter | Unique editors | Total instances
(G 126 2,706
(d)> 90 1,478
()& 84 917

The use of these letters is therefore by no means marginal, even though many editors
replace them with non-fricative letters, in line with common pronunciation of Koine Darija.

41 https://www.lexilogos.com/clavier/araby.htm.
42 Wikipedia tools page: https://w.wiki/BhkM.
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Letter > (d)

To get a better idea about the distribution of usage, and similarly to the word /ga‘/, we
surveyed the usage distributions of the three most common words, with a dental fricative, in
Darija Wikipedia’s first page revisions, whose Darija equivalent can be written with its non-
-fricative equivalent.** These were the forms of hada ‘this’, dheb ‘gold’ and dker ‘male’, as
shown in Table 18,

Table 18. Comparison of occurrence of use vs non-use of the dental fricative letter > (d)
for hada ‘this’, dheb ‘gold’ and dker ‘male’

Base form Character Unique editors | Total instances
lala (hada) (d)» 94 2,413
13 (hda) (d) 2 42 203
Total 106 2,616
<) (dhb) (d) 2 27 61
<22 (dhb) (d) 21 93
Total 38 154
53 (dkr) (d)2 26 91
5 (dkr) (d)» 16 80
Total 34 171

Many editors seem to prefer using the non-fricative 2 (d) instead of the dental fricative
3 (d), but there is also an overlap, with some editors sometimes using one form or another.
Noting that many uses of 2 may come from incomplete translations of Standard Arabic artic-
les into Darija (for example using the Content Translation Tool*’). Nonetheless, the usage of
the dental fricative letter 2 (d) in written Darija remains significant.

Letter < (t)

The statistics for < (¢) vs < (£) are generally close among unique editors, but the < (#) has
a significant advantage in terms of number of instances, which reflects the preferences of the
most active users.

43 The word ¢ alladr for instance was excluded, since neither it nor ¢ alladr are used in Darija, and it has
alternative equivalents that do not include the letter 2 (d).

4 For example, hadihi or hadi »>, haditk £\, lihada 138, etc are all included in the statistics and aggregated
with their corresponding form with (d) 2or (d) 2. For a full list of the forms, check Set 2 in the list “spelling_var-
iants” in the code https://tinyurl.com/5b3fk7nc.

45 A tool which assists editors in translating existing Wikipedia articles from one language to another, and can

involve automated translations generated by Al (See: https://w.wiki/CM6Y). As of April 2025, the automated
translation using MinT does not work very well for Darija (see Phabricator ticket: https://w.wiki/CM6Z).
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Table 19. Comparison of occurrence of use vs non-use of the dental fricative letter < (t)
for tani ‘second’, hit ‘because and kter ‘more’

Base form | Character | Unique editors | Total instances
5 (tan) < (1) 47 617
< (tan1) < (2) 46 181
Total 67 798
< (hit) < (7) 53 560
< (hit) (@) 36 106
Total 67 666
S (ktr) < (7) 52 550
S (ktr) (1) 43 206
Total 77 756

Letter & (z)

In the case of the letter L (z), it seems that the editors’ preference tilts stronger towards
a more etymological rather than a phonetic spelling, in comparison to other dental fricative
letters, at least for the most common words.

Table 20. Comparison of occurrence of use vs non-use of the dental fricative letter & (z)
for nidam ‘system, order’, hfed ‘he learned’ and nadariya ‘theory’

Base form Character | Unique editors | Total instances
pUki (nzam) L(2) 32 81
b (ndam) o= (d) 18 74
Total 40 155
Lis (hfz) L(2) 30 102
o=dx (hfd) o= (d) 15 70
Total 40 172
4k (nzrya) L(2) 11 27
4 pai (ndrya) o= (d) 9 42
Total 17 69
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8.3.2. Word-level spelling tendencies

Below is an analysis of spelling forms and their relationship to Wikipedia spelling rules.
Additionally, we will investigate spelling tendencies within the most used words in the first
revision of each non-bot article in Darija Wikipedia.*®

Rule 1: Prepositions of possession

As detailed in section 4, rule 1 in 2! & (3US (kennas I-qwa ‘d) deals with prepositions of
possession (equivalent to English “of”). The rule does not account for the particle < (t),
whose usage is not addressed, but which shows up in the data.

Following, we explore the usage distributions of prepositions of possession in the first
revisions of the Wiki. There are two groups of these prepositions: Ju2 (dyal) and its reduced
form 2 (d) (attached or separate from the next word — but not with a suffixed pronoun), and
gla(mta’) /gl (nta’) /¢l (ta*) and their reduced form < (t) (attached or separate). To ensure
that the attached prepositions were not actually words that started with the letters 2 (d) or
< (t), the data had to be cleaned up manually.

By a significant margin, the first group is more represented in the dataset (see Table 21).
This may be reflective of the regional and dialectal backgrounds of the editors who are active
on the Wiki and may also reflect socio-economic and/or linguistic realities in Morocco and
among the Moroccan diaspora (for instance, access to the Internet, urban vs rural dialects,
etc.). Furthermore, a big number of editors prefer to attach the prepositions 2 (d) and < (t) to
the next word, even though the rule clearly states that prepositions should be written sepa-
rately.

Table 21. Occurrence of different prepositions of possession in Darija Wikipedia

Base form Un.ique Total instances
editors

(dyal) Ju» 137 6,349
(d)= 83 3,064

2 (d) (att.) 57 1,353

(ta’) g 17 172

(nta’) g 8 27
)« 8 18

< (1) (att.) 7 82

(mta’) gl 2 6
Total 148 11,071

4 See the list of the most used 100 words and spelling forms in the Appendix 3
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Rule 2: Connectors

Rule 2 lists some prepositions and connectors, and examples of their usage, and suggests
that they should be written separately from the next word. These prepositions are among the
most common words in Darija Wikipedia, as shown in Appendix 3, listing the 100 words
with the highest usage frequency. Here below, we present three tables (22, 23 and 24) with
raw comparisons of various prepositions that are etymologically related and/or functionally
equivalent and may reflect dialectal varieties or personal preferences.

Table 22. Occurrence of connectors k7 vs kif ‘as’/‘like’ in Darija Wikipedia

Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
&S (ki) 34 144
«as (kif) 23 66
Total 43 210

Both prepositions e (‘1) ‘on” and J=: (bhal) ‘like’ are used significantly more than
their equivalent alternative spellings or closely related forms. Other aspects that could have
been investigated include the attachment and separateness of the prepositions <= (b), < (f)
and J (1), as well as the assimilation and attachment/detachment of (= and Je. The same
could be said about i (htd) / i~ (htd) / U (ta), all meaning ‘until’. Due to the limited scope
of this paper and insufficient time resources, the answers to these questions were not pursued,
but they could be part of another paper that focuses on the linguistic aspects of the Wiki and
spelling preferences (see Section 9).

Table 23. Occurrence of the synonymous connectors bhal vs fhal in Darija Wikipedia

Base form Unique editors Total instances
Jlas (bhal) 78 1,126
Jad (fhal) 12 21

Total 81 1,147

Table 24. Occurrence of difference representations of 7@ ‘on’ in Darija Wikipedia

Word Unique editors | Total instances
<= (‘1a) 108 3,343

Se (‘12) 16 270

d= (D 13 33

Total 110 3646




84 ANASS SEDRATI & MOUNIR AFIFI & REDA BENKHADRA LXVII (1)

Rule 3: ‘and’ / ‘or’

Rule 3 concerns the accepted forms for ‘and’ and ‘or’. This is a crucial issue, since some
editors use the word form sl which can be pronounced as u by some (meaning ‘and’) and "aw
by others (meaning ‘or’). Therefore, sl ('aw) is not accepted, and is systematically replaced
by either 3/s (w/ii/o/u) ‘and’ or ¥s (welld) ‘or’. Some editors also use ¥3 and ¥l which
are accepted in practice, despite not being addressed by rule 3. The rule also specifies
that these particles should be separated from the next word. Following, we investigate the
usage distributions of these forms. Not included are the forms where %/ are attached to the
next word, since they are too numerous (estimated between 5,000 and 6,000 unique word
forms).

Note that ¥ (wl@) could also represent the verb wella@ ‘to become, and ¥ sl Cawla) could
be the Standard Arabic term for ‘awwala ‘first of all’, which can sometimes be used in Darija.
This shows the limitations of this comparative approach, especially using a dataset of words
without their original context. The results showcase the limited effectiveness of enforcing
spelling rules in changing writing habits of editors.

Table 25. Occurrence of different representations of the words meaning ‘and’ and ‘or’

in Darija Wikipedia
Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
s(w; 1) 122 3,882
Y5 (wela) 71 3,177
s (Caw) 50 601
Yl Cawla) 32 180
3(osu) 30 1,104
Y3 (uld) 12 642
Total 137 9,586

Rule 4: The ta marbiita

Rule 4 deals with the t@ marbita (3) and recommends its usage for words of Arabic ety-
mology, even in noun groups (for example, (sl ddse mahlabat lhiisin, not Ol Culsa
mahlabat lhiisin). Some editors prefer to replace it with *alif at the end of the word (L). Table
26 presents a general comparison of the usage statistics of the 5 most used words that have
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a form with ta marbiita*’, whereas in Table 27, we compare the usage of ta marbiita with ta

mabsiita in noun groups*®.

Table 26. Comparison of usage of @ marbiita vs ’alif in the 5 most used words with ta@ marbiita in

Darija Wikipedia
Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
i 104 5,510
L 18 80
Total 105 5,590

Table 27. Comparison of usage of t@ marbiita vs ta mabsiita in noun groups

Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
i 87 2,476
e 10 28
Total 89 2,504

Rule 5: Definite/Indefinite forms
In rule 5, two possible ways to write the definite form are prescribed:
e J! (al) for the solar letters and J (1) for the lunar letters®,
e only a shadda™ on the first letter for solar letters and J (/) for lunar letters.

Given that this is an encouraged not a mandatory rule, many users fall back on the Stan-
dard Arabic rule of adding J (al) in both cases of solar and lunar letters. Table 28 shows the
statistics for the spelling of the definite form for lunar letters, whereas Table 29 presents
the distribution of shadda vs al for solar letters.

47 These words are 4 mdina city, 3_:S kbira (big, f.), 1> diila or dawla ‘state’, 44\S k@yna ‘existing’ A saxa
megmu ‘a ‘group’ and their various word form occurrences. Excluded from the statistics was 335 wehda ‘one’,
which is among the top 100 most frequently used words, but its *alif spelling form las s (wehda) can be interpreted
as s + 5w+ hda meaning ‘and next to’.

4 For example, Laanl )l ciivsa vs Ll jlall 23 mding ddar Ibida “the city of Casablanca’. Surveyed were 4153
diila or dawla ‘state’, 4= se30 megmu ‘a ‘group’, 2u3 mdina ‘city’, and their various word form occurrences. To
make the comparison fairer, the forms with ta marbiita had their definite word forms removed from the investiga-
tion, since the definite form would never occur for the first noun in a noun cluster (e.g. Lanl lll A3 not Abadl
Lyl ylall), Nonetheless, given the lack of context, it remains uncertain if the spelling forms with ta marbiita are the
first word in a noun cluster or not.

4 The solar or sun or shamsi letters are letters that, when they occur at the beginning of a noun, eclipse the
pronunciation of the /am J in the definite particle al- J (equivalent to the in English). The moon or lunar or qgamari
letters are the opposite, where the dl- J is pronounced fully. See An-Nassir 1985: 79.

30 The shadda 54 is a diacritic symbol which indicates doubling of a consonant and is represented with <. For
example, | (bra) ‘to get healed, and )2: (berra) ‘outside’.
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Table 28. Occurrence of the two ways of representing definite form for lunar letters

Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
J(al) 77 601
J 59 3,032
Total 97 3,633

Table 29. Occurrence of using shadda vs J' (al) for solar letters

Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
Jd@al) 76 1,350
shadda 15 4,246
Total 79 5,596

Rule 6: The hamza

Rule number 6 deals with the character = (hamza) at the end of words. Following we

investigate the usage distributions of words that can be written with or without hamza in
Darija.

Table 30. Comparison of use vs non-use of the ~amza character when it is at the end of a word

Base form | Unique editors | Total instances
with ¢ 47 161
without ¢ 43 810
Total 61 971

Forms of Imegrib ‘Morocco’

As shown in Table 31, orthographic variation is so widespread when writing that Darija
Wikipedia editors use four distinct spellings of the word Imegrib ‘Morocco’.

Table 31. Occurrence of the four main representations of the word ‘Morocco’ in Darija Wikipedia

Base form Unique editors Total instances
Gyl 48 209
i 34 1,020
il 18 67
il 13 30
Total 65 1,326
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The variety of spellings of Imegrib ‘Morocco’ in Darija highlights the two main spelling
tendencies in the Wiki (and in written Darija in general), namely the etymological vs pho-
netic spelling. The etymological spelling (using al- and without the explicit vowel s instead
of kasra), seems to have a non-negligible advantage in terms of choice made by unique edi-
tors, while the phonetic spelling seems to be more widespread in terms of number of in-
stances, reflecting the personal choices of more active editors, as opposed to casual and less
active editors; though there is also some overlap that could be indicative of either uncertainty
or hesitancy on the part of some editors, evolution of preferences over time, or simply
a desire for variation and experimentation. This is a general observation that can be drawn
more or less from the various examples and statistics for all rules and spelling forms inves-
tigated, and it merits deeper and wider investigation in the Wiki itself, as well as comparison
with other sources of written Darija, such as printed literature, blogs and social media.

8.4. Trends

Since the launch of Darija Wikipedia in July 2020, the project has attracted dozens of
contributors. From then until April 2025, there has been an average of 67 contributors par-
ticipating each month. Peaks are particularly observed during editing contests (such as in
April-June 2023 and July-August 2024), as shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7: Number of editors of Darija Wikipedia per month — August 2020 - March 2025°!
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Figure 8 presents page views of Darija Wikipedia in 2024-2025. While variating from
one month to another, they still show a slight but consistent increase on average. The peak
activity in some periods may be due to the contests that have been organized and attracted
many occasional editors.

1 Wikimedia Statistics - https://w.wiki/CM6b
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Figure 8: Pageviews per month (Darija Wikipedia) — January 2024 — March 20252
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In terms of gender content gap,>* Darija Wikipedia (ary), although having fewer articles
than the well-established versions, has a similar ratio to French (fr) and English (en) (nearly
19.3%) and performs much better than the versions in Arabic (ar) and Egyptian (arz). Figure
9 below, as well as Appendix 1 detail this information in different forms.

Figure 9: Gender gap by language editions of Wikipedia (All time, as of 2025-04-14)
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Source: humanikidata.org powered by Wikidata, CC BY-SA 3.0

2 Wikimedia Siteviews Analysis (Moroccan Darija) — https://pageviews.wmcloud.org/siteviews/?plat-
form=all-access&source=pageviews&agent=user&start=2024-01&end=2024-09&sites=ary.wikipedia.org

33 Gender content gap refers to the difference in coverage of topics about women vs men. https://w.wiki/DsZ7



LXVIL (1)  Standardizing Darija: Collaborative approaches in the Moroccan Darija Wikipedia 89

9. Opportunities

Darija Wikipedia is certainly one of the biggest structured datasets in Darija online, and
most probably the largest open one®*. In this regard, it can be considered for several imple-
mentations in artificial intelligence (Al). One can, for example, cite its use in NLP (presented
at AMLD Africa 2021°%), named-entity recognition (Moussa & Mourhir 2023), chatbots
(Shang et al. 2024), or the growing interest by the private sector in potential applications,
such as Sawalni (Ask Me)*.

Being mainly a spoken language, Darija can also benefit from systems enhancing speech
synthesis (text to speech) and speech recognition (speech to text). Besides making this Wiki-
pedia version more popular, this could also free volunteers from manually recording articles,
who might then use this time to create more content on other subjects. Automatization is
already a reality in this Wiki, where bots are used to perform many tasks, including writing
some articles, but there is always a potential to develop even more, especially with the active
support of Wikimedia Morocco User group.

As a relatively small Wikipedia, the Darija version provides an opportunity to become
a reference for other Wikis that are in a similar situation. Although Wikipedias are independ-
ent from each other, there are many common aspects that can be developed in one that can
then be successfully deployed in others. With the presence of several technically skilled vol-
unteers in the team, Darija Wikipedia can pave the way for other small and minority language
communities, by developing standard generic templates and modules that can be used later
for other languages as well, since Wikis follow generally the same structure. The Moroccan
Darija Wikipedia can therefore capitalize on these arguments to bring even more volunteers
on board and become a reference in its category.

Finally, research is also an important area providing several opportunities for Darija
Wikipedia. On the one hand, collaboration with researchers and experts will raise awareness
and promote research about Darija in general in academia, and on another, it will enrich
content about this subject and improve the overall quality of the encyclopedia. One concrete
example of research work that can be applied in the Darija Wikipedia is application of graph
theory to understand connections between different stakeholders of Wikipedia (readers,
users, administrators, etc.), in addition to analyzing interactions between users on talk pages,
and their effects on editor productivity and retention.

10. Conclusion

Today, four years after its launching, the Moroccan Darija Wikipedia has over 10,500
articles, 4 administrators and an average of 250,000 monthly pageviews. These numbers

54 https://w.wiki/CM6i

35 Moroccan Darija Wikipedia: Basics of Natural Language Processing for a Low-Resource Language —
AMLD Africa 2021 — https://appliedmldays.org/events/amld-africa-202 1/workshops/moroccan-darija-wikipedia-
basics-of-natural-language-processing-for-a-low-resource-language

3¢ Sawalni, the first Al chatbot 100% in Darija — https://sawalni.com/
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were reached through efforts of different volunteers collaborating online with the support of
the Wikimedia Morocco User Group.

After providing a short background introduction to Wikimedia and its pillars, a descrip-
tion of the process of the Wikipedia Darija creation was presented. It was then followed by
diving into that community and its governance, by detailing the different levels and types of
users, and explaining how standardization and policies are created between existing editors.
Examples of phonology and verbs conjugation were used to provide concrete cases commu-
nity works on.

A particularity of the Darija Wikipedia among other smaller wikis is its technical aspects,
that are used on a big scale. In that regard, the 8 bots operating on ary.wikipedia.org were
explained, as well as interface translation, and the various types of namespaces active in this
version.

Operationally, strategies used by Wikimedia Morocco to promote Darija Wikipedia
(campaigns, contests and outreach) were explained, before detailing challenges still to be
addressed, either in terms of processes, of community sustainability or vandalism. The latter
aspect was further analyzed, with statistics mapping its different types, devices used, and
size. Interesting findings from these statistics were that most disruptive edits (67.8%) come
from mobile devices, and that anonymous accounts tend to have larger vandalism, leaning
more towards removing content. Spelling variations among editors were also explored,
showing a wide variety, but also some strong tendencies, which do not always conform to
general community consensus.

Finally, the paper is concluded by investigating opportunities for future work, to further
develop the Darija Wikipedia, and produce more research around it. Ideas for next steps
would be to work on Al applications, advance in standardization, develop tools to explore
spelling and grammar, enhance speech synthesis and speech recognition, as well as develop-
ing guidelines to become a reference for similar Wikis.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Statistics of articles about males and females on selected Wikipedia versions

LANGUAGE
foter LANGUAGE. Total femalen P:er:::: maled P::el:t ge(:::‘:r: v 2 Ot:::::::ders
Kabyle Wikipedia 675 98 14.519% 577 85481% 0
Arabic Wikipedia 541226 89010 16.446% 451786 83475% 430 0.079%
Egyptian Arabic Wikipedia 846 262 142 780 16.872% 702796 83.047% 686 0.081%
Moroccan Arabic Wikipedia 1507 292 19.376% 1213 80.491% 2 0.133%
English Wikipedia 2060 228 413 796 20.085% 1643542 79.775% 2890 0.140%
French Wikipedia 732 349 148 423 20.267% 582 831 79.584% 1095 0.150%

Maltese Wikipedia 2108 481 22.818% 1625 77.087% 2 0.095%
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Appendix 2. Occurrence of the letters used in ary Wikipedia
(Tra:::ctlt‘:;tion) E(;lllt((])l:: Total uses (Trai:ctlt:;tion) S(;lllt((l)l:: Total uses

1 s (y; 1) 182 | 199,232 29 16) 127 9,720
2 L) 182 | 109,652 30 & (h) 126 2,706
3 (@) 181 257,815 31 s (1) 120 3,141
4 o (n) 181 | 105,730 32 £ () 104 3,016
5 10)) 180 | 200,779 33 3(d) 90 1,478
6 & (m) 180 121,839 34 L(z) 84 917
7 < (b) 179 | 82,318 35 3(0;u) 77 4,066
8 A(d) 179 82,023 36 1(a) 76 2,080
9 5(w; ) 178 | 137,273 37 < () 55 4,253
10 > (h) 178 | 40,628 38 A (g) 49 3,473
11 < (t) 176 85,149 39 (V) 41 1,912
12 O] 175 | 59,050 40 (g 38 1,740
13 < () 175 49,394 41 S (N/A) 22 781
14 z (®) 174 | 29,295 42 | S(N/A) 8 11
15 5 (a;t) 173 80,935 43 z (N/A) 7 19
16 4 (k) 171 60,811 44 3 (N/A) 6 19
17 £ () 170 | 60,455 45 T(N/A) 2 4
18 3(q) 164 | 43,109 46 2 (N/A) 2 4
19 5(2) 161 16,968 47 5(N/A) 2 3
20 z (h) 159 | 34,349 48 | X(N/A) 1 1
21 & (3) 157 | 29,294 49 3(N/A) 1 1
22 L (1) 157 | 28,643 50 | G (N/A) 1 1
23 i(Ca) 155 20,754 51 < (N/A) 1 1
24 u=(s) 155 19,167 52 d(N/A) 1 1
25 £ (8) 151 12,749 53 L (N/A) 1 1
26 ¢ (h) 143 | 23,982 54 5 (N/A) 1 1
27 o= (d) 137 10,059 55 5(N/A) 1 1
28 ¢ (3) 134 6,648 56 s (N/A) 1 1
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Appendix 3. List of the 100 most used words and spelling forms

wora | U | ot wora | e | o
1 ) 142 3,137 28 RN 68 290
2 Jua 128 2,894 29 s 67 2,939
3 ELy 127 1,986 30 o 64 693
4 ) 123 1,535 31 - 63 2,079
5 B) 122 3,882 32 J< 63 226
6 = 110 1,978 33 Jad 62 544
7 e 108 3,343 34 s 62 515
8 s 106 4,799 35 sdic 58 616
9 sl 98 1,575 36 YETA 58 542
10 aal g 89 2,670 37 J 56 1,267
11 i 88 4,558 38 Laie 56 570
12 sl 87 1,069 39 die 56 391
13 ala 85 1,554 40 B 56 338
14 VS 85 975 41 ol 55 663
15 a 83 3,064 42 lele 55 278
16 o< 83 1,351 43 e 54 394
17 & 80 691 44 e 54 355
18 Lo 79 2,664 45 s 53 508
19 A 79 1,571 46 oS 53 220
20 Jlss 78 1,066 47 dasa 52 545
21 g 75 711 48 Jl 52 484
22 2 75 630 49 Yy 52 167
23 O 74 788 50 de 51 357
24 Ll 72 1,159 51 S 50 601
25 Y 71 3,177 52 R 50 346
26 L 71 2,182 53 e 49 325
27 calg 71 847 54 'Y 49 162
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55 BIS 48 539 78 G 44 124
56 Cua 48 498 79 Qe 43 512
57 a9 yra 48 315 80 il 43 260
58 FYIPY 48 276 81 5 43 239
59 Ol 48 248 82 (R 43 234
60 A 48 247 83 A 43 147
61 |yl 48 209 84 o 43 100
62 FEES 47 440 85 (,]Ld\ 43 97
63 Y 47 232 86 gHt] 42 294
64 | 47 105 87 g;d\.é 42 268
65 L 46 463 88 s 42 243
66 o 3 46 186 89 O 42 233
67 Baa g 45 320 90 YETILY 41 1,773
68 5 S 45 244 91 L 52 41 348
69 s 45 153 92 CRulS 41 341
70 ol 44 2,912 93 g_.:m 41 293
71 4l 44 1,537 94 Ly 8 41 268
72 ‘;4 44 433 95 g_au 41 244
73 il 44 395 96 e 41 241
74 Ja 44 296 97 rpe 41 224
75 adl 44 246 98 ic gana 41 221
76 r,@.ll.ga 44 245 99 L 41 199
77 TN 44 207 100 PRIV 41 193
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Abstract: The main aim of this paper is to analyse the notion of polycentricity (Blommaert 2005; 2010) and
its application to Moroccan Arabic as a possible polycentric language. I understand polycentricity in the
sense that any environment in which human beings gather and communicate is by definition polycentric and
may therefore contain more than one identifiable centre of power (Blommaert 2005). A second objective is
to explore how the digitalisation of Moroccan society and the increased use of social media and digital plat-
forms are central to the phenomenon of polycentricity in Moroccan Arabic. In order to do so, I will examine
a corpus of uses in various social media and digital platforms as a highly revealing manifestation of polycen-
tricity and heteroglossia in Moroccan Arabic. The analysis reveals how practices and voicing are not subject
to constraints or a single norm that defines what is ‘irregular’ or plain, thereby creating a rather complex
polycentric system in Moroccan Arabic that affects both the language itself as linguistic system and its patterns
of use.

Keywords: Moroccan Arabic, polycentricity, digitalisation, (de)normalisation and heteroglossic linguistic
practices

1. Introduction

The advent of digital platforms, including social media, instant messaging, and online
communities, has transformed language dynamics in Moroccan society, giving rise to
novel modes of expression and communication styles using Moroccan local languages.
This new model of communication has particularly favoured the use of Moroccan Arabic
(hereinafter MA) and Amazigh in both private and public media. This is partly attribut-
able to the privatisation of broadcast media and telecommunications, and has affected the
way Moroccan society conceives mother tongues as both a language and a resource. This
paper focuses especially on MA, the use of which has expanded over the last decade on

LP LXVII (1), 2025. © The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en/).
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national TV channels and mediated computer communication, and which is now used
intensively on social media such as Facebook, YouTube, TikTok, Instagram and other
virtual platforms. These dynamics trigger linguistic, social, political and identitarian
changes that need to be explored and analysed through research that looks beyond the
large-scale of social and linguistic elements and a micro gap related to individual inter-
actions, speech patterns and communicative dynamics and by addressing the focus on
complexity, diversity, multiplicity and polycentricity in multilingual Morocco. The main
aim of this paper is therefore to analyse how the digitalisation of Moroccan society and
the increased use of social media and digital platforms are central to the phenomenon of
polycentricity in MA. I investigate how the creation of polycentricity in MA could play
a role in the (de)normalisation and (de)centralisation (Milroy 2001) of this variety in
a new Moroccan language market and regime. My interest lies essentially in the concep-
tualisation of polycentricity in sociolinguistic and digital terms applied to MA. My anal-
ysis is based on a language corpus taken from various social media and digital platforms
that includes influencer profiles as a highly revealing manifestation of polycentricity in
MA. My analysis follows the concept of polycentricity (Blommaert et al 2005; Blom-
maert 2010) and its application to MA. A further objective is to consider the potential
utility of the concepts of scale and discourses in digital media in relation to both, the
polycentric character of MA and subsequently its multi-layered repositioning in the so-
ciolinguistic regime. In this sense, polymedia analysis (Madianou 2015) provides an in-
sightful tool and method for understanding and interpreting today’s digital interaction,
considering digital media not as isolated platforms but rather as an interconnected mul-
timodal (Kress 2010) and polycentric environment. For the purpose of this article, MA
represents not just a linguistic variety or local language but also a semiotic resource with
several uses: (i) to communicate and build a translocal and transnational linguistic com-
munity; (ii) as a commodity in material, virtual and transnational markets; and (iii) as
a tool for creative identities and subjectivities performance (Hachimi 2016).

This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 describes the theoretical background of
the notion of language as a resource connecting scale and sociolinguistic regime. Section
3 focuses on polycentricity and complexity applied to the context of Morocco and MA.
Section 4 discusses digital platforms as spaces for interaction and communication in
digital environment. Section 5 offers quantitative data related to the use of the internet
and social media in Morocco. Section 6 provides an overview of the research methodol-
ogy and the data collection process. Section 7 is dedicated to the analysis with a special
focus on polycentricity in MA associated with heteroglossic repertoires and its role in
the development of complex linguistic practices and norms. The article ends with a series
of conclusions in Section 8.

2. Theoretical starting points: Language as a resource and digitalisation

Language is a political and social force and is therefore managed, regulated, regiment-
ed and policed (cf. Blommaert 1999; Kroskrity 2000; Heller 2010; Costa 2019). Chang-
ing the position of a language or language variety in a specific sociolinguistic regime
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involves the repositioning of this variety within a language hierarchy, usage domains, and
user profiles, and thus has ideological, sociopolitical and economic implications. In this
sense, the idea of repositioning evokes a particular social and political conceptualisation
of language in the sense that it is considered a resource and cultural capital (Bourdieu
1982; Heller 2006; Blommaert 2007a). As Pietikdinen (2010: 81) argued, “this view of
language moves away from the notion that languages are whole, bounded, complete
entities and leans toward a more heteroglossic understanding that speakers draw on lin-
guistic and semiotic resources.” Heller (2010: 350) pointed out that “the emergence of
the idea of language as resource, and of the new forms of its production and circulation
in current market conditions, does challenge dominant ideologies of language in important
ways [...] we can draw on Bakhtinian notions of heteroglossia, Foucauldian ideas of
discourse, and Bordieuan ideas of markets to reimagine language as communicative re-
sources socially constructed in uneven, unequal distributed social spaces.” In addition,
and as Blommaert (2010: 155) argued, languages are also placed resources, that is, a giv-
en language may be perfectly functional and valuable in certain positions but may become
dysfunctional elsewhere. Furthermore, languages are structured in ways that make sense
not only in a specific social and ideological context, but also in particular chronotopes.
Sociolinguistic dynamics of change also create differences in the values of languages
because several functions are reallocated to them as accommodated resources. However,
the social value of a language is a social construct that involves a series of historical
conditions, and hence historical power relations and hierarchies between languages are
strongly bound to social, political and economic factors. Indeed, the study of MA provides
an insight into the longitudinal processes of change in the role and function of this va-
riety, as well as its current values in Moroccan society and its sociolinguistic regime
(Moustaoui 2023).

The relocation of MA as a new linguistic resource has led to a repositioning of this
variety within the Moroccan sociolinguistic order (Moustaoui 2016). This repositioning
marks a decisive shift in the power relations established by the state’s sociolinguistic,
political and economic regime, but also in the historical relations of dominance and
subordination between languages, known historically as diglossia, in the Moroccan lin-
guistic market (Ennaji 2011) with Modern Standard Arabic (hereinafter MSA) being the
high variety and MA the low variety. Consequently, MA as a language variety and a re-
source is used not only over a large territory, spaces and sites, but also by diverse and
polycentric communities with considerable linguistic variation and several centres.

3. Polycentricity and complexity in MA practices

Blommaert et al. (2005) described the situation of a language with several interacting
centres, each with their own codified norms by using the term polycentricity and they
considered it as a theoretical metaphor based on the idea that linguistic practices are
shaped by various sociolinguistic norms, authorities or centres. A centre is thereby defined
not by its physical materiality, but by the way community connectivity is organized.
Blommaert et al. (2005) have associated these normative centres with particular places
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in the urban space, such as schools, mosques or local shops. Blommaert (2010) also
points out that every environment in which human beings meet and communicate with
each other is almost by definition polycentric. Consequently, all language practices, in
the case of both standard and non-standard languages, are polycentric in nature. Blom-
maert (2010: 40-41) also points out that “polycentricity is a key feature of interactional
regimes in human environments: even though many interaction events look ‘stable’ and
monocentric (e.g. exams, wedding ceremonies), there are as a rule multiple — though
never unlimited — batteries of norms to which one can orient [...]. This multiplicity has
been previously captured under terms such as ‘polyphony’ or ‘multivocality’.” Howev-
er, languages unite through their use, and they separate through the development of
linguistic norms and orders of indexicality and linguistic variability that the same speak-
ers can identify. As Blommaert (2007b: 117) argued, “Indexical order, thus, is the
metapragmatic organising principle behind what is widely understood as the ‘pragmat-
ics’ of language.”

In a particular kind of polycentric environment, people have a range of overlapping
navigating points in which they can choose from the various varieties, accents, registers,
and discourses that can be found and inscribed on the physical and virtual linguistic
landscape. To investigate this multi-layered and polycentric character of MA, a concep-
tual move of this article is the consideration of MA as a space of spaces, linked not just
to a single geographical place, but rather to a ranking of registers classified in terms of
value or adequacy that are constructed situationally in interaction and that emerge in
multiple, differentiated contexts. Polycentric environments like MA also involve multiple
scales, each ascribing different values and functions to this variety. For the purpose of
this article, scale can be helpful in seeing how the process of repositioning MA is ac-
companied by processes of hierarchical ordering: shifts in scale trigger shifts in value
and function (Blommaert 2007b: 126) in which different discourses and their significations
are networked together. Yet, in a polycentric environment such as MA, any extension of
the use of a language into areas where it was not previously used (education, the media,
literature, the institutional domain, the linguistic landscape, etc) leads us to reflect on the
relationship of this language with the other varieties present in the linguistic market. This
also raises important questions regarding language policy, planning and management:
i) How does polycentricity in MA relate to heteroglossic language practices and the
construction of local subjectivities and new forms of belonging? ii) How does this phe-
nomenon work in digital social networks? iii) How the speakers mobilise distinct resourc-
es from their polycentric language repertoires?

In a polycentric MA context, where the logics and regimes of different regions,
trans-local communities, domains and contexts overlap, people have needs and opportu-
nities, or desires to use several genres, registers, and accents in their everyday lives. This
is increasingly related to economic, cultural, and sociolinguistic features, generating a lan-
guage commodity. In the Moroccan context, the strengths that influence the cultural and
linguistic needs of MA linguistic communities are linked not only to subjectivities and so-
cio-political identities such as digitalization and the emergence of social media and dig-
ital communication. The resulting kind of contemporary polycentric environments present
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new challenges to MA in digital social media and the digital polycentricity and linguis-
tic practices they have applied to date.

The other interrelated shift is how the transformation from oral to written form cre-
ated new contexts and spaces, especially within the media, indicating the modern value
of MA as a resource and its fit with the requirements of the modern information society
(Michalski 2019). In this sense, these spatial scales move MA from its traditional, geo-
graphic and institutional places into new, often hybrid spaces, in which semiotic practic-
es are created, linked to Morocco’s new economy (Moustaoui 2019), activism (Suarez
Collado & Moustaoui 2023), urban music (Boum, 2012; Moreno Almedia, 2017) and
popular music (Hachimi 2022). Within this scale, at least two changes are taking place:
(1) from local to global and (ii) from the use of mainly one variety or register to polycen-
tric and hybrid practices, thereby guaranteeing what Heller (2003) calls the ‘commodifi-
cation of languages’. This commodification has created new values for MA in social
media.

4. Digital language communities of practice

Digital platforms are spaces of performance, creativity, linguistic innovation and di-
versity, where communities of practice and speakers experiment with new styles and
functions of language and express different forms of belonging and identities, attitudes,
and opinions. Digital platforms are also considered spaces of linguistic contact and ne-
gotiation in which several users interact and communicate with other linguistic commu-
nities and ideologies and they navigate within linguistic norms and pressures that they
may contest or renegotiate. In addition, by substituting physical interaction for a digital
alternative, several platforms have introduced a novel avenue for building a sense of
community and regimes of communication, transcending established political and admin-
istrative boundaries (Quercia et al. 2012; Takhteyev et al. 2012) in order to diffuse opin-
ions, information and ideas across space. This has led to the emergence of a new type
of geospatial information that defies the conventions of authoritative or volunteered ge-
ographic information and introduces a new virtual order of interaction. In this sense,
Danesi (2017) examined the nuanced impact of digital communication on interpersonal
relationships and language usage, shedding light on how digital interactions influence
language patterns and shape communication dynamics. Within these new dynamics, var-
ious connected virtual communities are formed around issues related to a specific virtual
space such as the polycentric one. This process generates a large polycentric structure,
which comprises not only speakers from a specific state within its established legal or
political norms and borders but also other communities, people and speakers outside and
under the jurisdiction of a particular state (Androutsopoulos & Vold Lexander 2021). In
a rapidly changing linguistic, virtual and human landscape, the projection of linguistic
practices onto the virtual space thus spans multiple zones, sites, contexts and semiotic
cartographies.

So, my aim in this paper is to identify the spatial distribution of global Moroccan
communities in social media and the manner in which MA is regimented, used and
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capitalised within and from its digital polycentric environment. In this sense, the notion
of ‘digital polycentricity’ (Androutsopoulos & Vold Lexander 2021) will help us to ex-
amine how participants use digital media and choose a range of varieties, registers, ac-
cents and discursive practices that are related to their multiple forms of belonging and
subjectivities.

5. Digital platforms and multilingualism in Morocco

The use of the internet in Morocco is increasing steadily, with 34.47 million users in
January 2024, reflecting a penetration rate of 90.7%, according to the Digital 2024:
Morocco report. Social media are also widely used, with 21.30 million users, 55.7% of
the population and a total of 51.36 million cellular mobile connections were active in
Morocco in early 2024. A notable demographic trend shows that the majority of social
media users are men (58.3%), while women make up 41.7%. The same report notes that
the number of social media users in Morocco is equivalent to 55.7 percent of the total
population and 61.5 percent of the total internet user base used at least one social media
platform (Datareportal 2024).

The growing use of the internet and social media in Morocco, driven by mobile
connectivity, provides young users with considerable opportunities and highlights the
importance of digital media as a key avenue for engaging Moroccan consumers. In ad-
dition, the rise of the internet, along with the country’s complex multilingual landscape,
has significantly transformed the way information is constructed and consumed, particu-
larly through digital and social media. Young Moroccans — the most digitally literate
segment of the population — are at the forefront of this transformation, actively engaging
with various digital platforms using local languages (Zaid & Ibahrine 2011).

This has amplified the role of digital media in shaping public opinion and spreading
information, making it a critical factor in the broader social and political dynamics of
Moroccan society and serving as a means “to counter the hegemonic discourse of tradi-
tional media” (El-Issawi 2016: 6). Furthermore, Morocco’s local multilingualism adds an
additional layer of complexity to the digital landscape. Traditionally, news, information
and media were available principally in MSA and French, the languages of power and
education in Morocco. However, the proliferation of new media technologies has brought
about a process of language democratisation, resulting in an increased use of MA or
Darija' and Amazigh. This linguistic shift in the digital space not only reflects Morocco’s
social and cultural plurality but also has significant implications for accessibility and
inclusivity. As more digital platform outlets offer content in MA and Amazigh, populations
who may not be as fluent in MSA or French now have greater access to news and in-
formation. This is particularly important for rural and less literate segments of the pop-
ulation, as well as for the Amazigh-speaking community, which has historically been
marginalised in terms of its linguistic representation in the media (Lafkioui 2024). Fur-
thermore, the spread of digital networks and social media allows Moroccan diaspora

! Moroccan Arabic is also called Darija.
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communities to stay connected with information from home, wherever they may be.
Digital platforms also foster spaces for political discourse and social mobilisation, espe-
cially among younger generations who are more adept at using these tools in which the
local languages are relocated and capitalised. This trend underscores the growing role of
digital technologies in defining the public sphere in contemporary Moroccan society. In
the digital area in particular, MA has gained significant traction in the media landscape,
reflecting a greater leaning towards embracing the linguistic realities of everyday com-
munication in Morocco. One of the key reasons for MA’s growing presence in digital
platforms is its ability to connect with a broader audience on a more personal and relat-
able level. By using MA as a lingua franca, media outlets and content creators can
communicate directly with Moroccans, breaking down the barriers created by the more
formal and less commonly spoken MSA or the often elite-driven use of French. In ad-
dition, a number of intellectuals and media figures have also emerged as proponents of
MA in digital platforms. So, the growing presence of MA in the media reflects its prac-
tical role as a language of mass communication and social cohesion and as a potential
semiotic resource. By gaining traction, MA not only empowers a broader spectrum of
Moroccan society but also challenges traditional linguistic hierarchies that have long
shaped the country’s media and intellectual landscape.

6. The present study

In recent years, I have observed and participated in several social media. In particular,
I have observed the accounts of a number of influencers that have a notable presence in
the Moroccan public sphere and on digital platforms. Furthermore, I have noted how the
social and linguistic context has influenced the way Moroccan influencers build and
consolidate their social media presence.

This study employs two methodological tools: polymedia analysis and digital obser-
vation. As I argued previously, my analysis touches on two critical concepts in sociolin-
guistics: complexity and polycentricity. The ongoing diversification of interpersonal media
is effectively theorised with the concept of polymedia (Madianou & Miller 2013). To this
purpose, I will conduct a polymedia analysis — an insightful tool and method for under-
standing and interpreting today’s digital interactions that considers digital media not as
isolated platforms but as an interconnected polycentric environment. Polymedia analysis
also refers to the diverse media choices available for communication, from text to video
and voice, and how individuals use these to manage social/digital interaction and rela-
tionships. As Madianou and Miller (2013: 170) state: “It is an ‘integrated structure’
within which each individual medium is defined in relational terms in the context of all
other media.” This methodology will help us analyse how MA linguistic communities
use the collective landscape of tools to fit their specific communicative needs, often
combining various semiotic artefacts to create meaningful ways of connecting and inter-
acting in the digital space. Polymedia analysis also implies a shift in agency and respon-
sibility for users, highlighting how linguistic choices within this environment can reflect
social relationships, cultural norms, and individual ideologies. This methodology is espe-
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cially relevant for exploring how Moroccan linguistic communities balance complex so-
cial interactions using MA and its various accents and registers by blending various
platforms to communicate appropriately across different contexts and spaces, including
transnational ones. Lastly, a polymedia analysis also focuses our attention on how MA
usage patterns and linguistic choices shape communicative norms and expectations in
a particular kind of polycentric environment. As for the digital observation, it should be
noted that social media are considered a research site of data collection method for the
study combined with a content analysis of the profiles of numerous Moroccan influencers.
This approach considers social media as a particular type of hybrid site, replete with
videos, texts, visual artefacts and/or connections between speakers, communities and en-
tities. For the purpose of this study, I have examined the profiles of five influencers: two
women and three men, whose details are given in Table 1.

Table 1. Influencer profile information

Influencer’s Name Sex and age Digital platform Profession
Hicham Chaibi Male https://www.tiktok.co | Creator content in MA
32 m/@hicham_chaibi93
Mayssa Salama Ennaji Female https://www.facebook. President of
54 com/elMayssa (@NeoMoroccans
ThinkTank
Said Abarnous Male https://www.facebook. Artist
49 com/Abarnouss
Choumicha Chafay Female https://vm.tiktok.com/ Chef, TV presenter
53 ZGe2b4Dor/ and content creator
Ahmed Asid Male https://www.tiktok.co | Amazigh and political
63 m/(@ahmed.aassid activist. Professor of
Philosophy

I chose a diversified linguistic corpus composed of a number of videos representing
examples of spoken MA in terms of registers and subvarieties. It should also be noted
that some of the examples also contain words from other linguistic varieties, namely
MSA, Amazigh or French. I have decided to choose a phonetic spelling for the MA script
that is more in line with the pronunciation and linguistic realisation of the speakers.?

7. Results

7.1. MA as individual talent and accent

The first example is from TikTok. It is a video posted by the Moroccan influencer
Hicham Chaibi, who lives in Spain. The video reports an act of racism he and his friends
experienced in the centre of Madrid. The video received 44,000 views and 115 comments.

? The audios are available under this link: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1vC3ffJ3RVDgxol ON-
noTUBHQDcYthgiP7.
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Most of the comments are written in Arabizi, an informal writing method that uses
Latin characters and numbers to represent Arabic sounds. The title of the video, which
is written in MA, reads “what happened to me with racism and the police” and features
a police sticker and a Spanish flag (Figure 1 and Example 1).

“
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Figure 1. Title of the video posted on TikTok®
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asma‘ asma ‘' had l-laqgta iiq ‘at It ana f had I-blad hadi. haraz ka-ntmassa ana "u d-dar-
11 f wahad I-bldsa smitha alparte byeha, bhal ila gulti I-mdina [-qadima [ kaza, ga hiyya
dak s-s1, ‘andhum zayad dak $-st nadi. “u had I-blasa f I-lil ka-tkin ‘amra fiha d-diskitekat,
n-nas ka-ykiunii sarbin harzin ka-ntmassaw dozna min wahad z-zanqa, tkrwazind m‘a
hamsa dyal d-drart m ‘ahum doarriya. (...) wahad $-swiva huwwa d-darri sahabhda huwwa
vimst ‘and d-dorrt gal-lih ‘las ka-tsaf [T f sahabti? hna ‘arfin dik I-blasa Swiya fiha z-zka.
(...) mnin wsalt ‘ondi ana huwwa bda ka-yguwwat hadik I-1tba ‘las ka-tsuf It f sahabti.
ana bgit nbarrad 'u golt-lih la ana ma-sufis lik f sahabtok wulla walia. wahad $-Swiva
‘u ana nsifu ka-ytliq It wahad d-darba hnaya, zab llah ma zZabhas It f ‘int ana m'a
drabni "u ana nazhal. ta gelt dik I-l 'tba was ta ana zZay mahsi taht batii zay qata * homstas
al-kiliimetr msaftent refiilt, ana rah ‘ayas m‘ah ‘a disiv andya rah matshal hadr ga mastanaf.
(...)‘a hollitii ‘a zokitii wahad s-Swiya u-tlahit ‘Ith "u ana na ‘tth wahad I-krosé safi ‘u hiyya
tnid tommak, tbalblat. d-drari m'a kull ST hazzi l-qraT dyal z-zzaz wahad ‘ukkaz
l-qra v bdaw kay mon hda uzhi paq paq. kda-nasma*“ ‘a d-darri gal-Ii dik I-lTha ‘allaq.

[Listen, listen — this incident (scene) happened to me here in this country. I was out walk-
ing with my friend in a place called la Parte Vieja, kind of like the Old Medina in Casa-

3 https://www.tiktok.com/@hicham_chaibi93/video/7293279855792098593
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blanca, but there it’s even wilder and more intense. At night this area is packed, full of
nightclubs, drunk people out on the streets. We were walking and passed through an alley,
ran into five guys with a girl. After a bit, the girl’s boyfriend goes up to my friend and
says, “Why are you looking at my girlfriend?”” You know that place has a reputation, a bit
rough. When I got there, he started shouting that same thing: “Why are you looking at my
girlfriend?” I wanted to cool things down, so I told him, “No, I didn’t look at your girlfriend
or anything.” A moment later, I see him throw a punch at me here -thank God it didn’t
land in my eye. He hit me, and I lost it. I thought to myself: “Man, I came here high,
under the boat, I crossed the strait during 15 kilometers, my nerves are fried, I’ve been
living off nothing but dessert for a while, I’'m exhausted.” So, I let him swing a little, then
I lunged at him and gave him a hook. That’s when everything blew up. His friends all
grabbed glass bottles and one of those bottle sticks, and they started swinging right by my
face, bang, bang. I could only hear my buddy saying that line: “Comment on it.”]

In this video, Hicham Chaibi speaks the Darija variety from Casablanca, which is also
his native variety. Casablanca is Morocco’s largest city and economic centre, where mo-
dernity and cultural diversity are the norm. The city’s accent has become a symbol of
these positive qualities and is commonly perceived as representative of open-mindedness
and connectedness to the world of modernity. In Moroccan communication culture, the
Casablanca accent is associated with cosmopolitan lifestyle and Moroccan youth who are
exposed to international influences and contacts and are aware of global trends. The
identity of these young, cosmopolitan groups is marked by modernity, yet at the same
time retains a connection to the country’s roots and customs, giving it an authentic and
unique character. The accent also reflects this cultural balance: while retaining the basis
of MA, it integrates many words and expressions from other languages, especially French,
as seen in the example:

(1

LI PR I-krose Fr. le crochet ‘the punch’

. Gk Sl d-diskitekat Fr. les discotéques ‘the discotheques’
B L)l S thrwazina Fr. se croiser ‘to cross’

= skl bato Fr. bateau ‘ship’

= s refuli Fr. refouler ‘to expel’

Indeed, the way Casablanca speaks symbolises the evolution of a city that is at the same
time a translocal and super urban space. The youthful and pragmatic nature of the accent
has proved to be highly influential, spreading all over Morocco through music, film, and
the media and it is becoming a reference for the outward-looking lifestyle that Casablanca
represents. In addition, communication using this variety and its accent is perceived as
direct and pragmatic. Indeed, the Casablanca variety of MA is characterised by its focus
on common expressions and clarity, as well as its uninhibited and distinctive style:

)
= ikl sla had I-lagta ‘this incident’
e il el dak $-51 ‘andhum zayed  ‘what they have is cool’

SOl e Ay sl Al blasa swiya fiha z-zka ‘a place with a lot of racket’
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= Lgallaaly aSle ‘a zokitii wahad §-swiva ‘1 made him stop’
n ety JJK gal-It dik I-1tha ‘he told me the plan’

This facilitates localised and situated communication in the digital space, based on
immediacy and closeness to speakers using an accent that conveys a strong sense of
belonging to Casablanca and its large language speech community. The Casablanca va-
riety is also perceived as ‘cool’ due to its connections with other global settings, reflect-
ing progress and new opportunities. In this example, we can see how the use of MA as
a linguistic practice is an action that rejects any essentialist conception in the representa-
tion of MA, in terms of both its spelling as we can see in figure 1 and voicing. In this
sense, language processing based on this example is seen as an individual talent (Heller
2010), in line with Duchéne and Heller’s (2012) vision of language as a word of work
and as a wordforce (parole d’oeuvre). This cultural model and linguistic ideology also
see language as a resource that serves the pragmatic nature of communication imposed
by the new local, regional, national or globalised economy. Finally, Hicham’s use of
a recognizable Casablanca accent that reinforces the image of modernity that appeals to
the younger generation, thereby enabling him to attract more followers and secure more
views of the posts and videos he shares on his profile.

7.2. MA and the linguistic expertise

The second example is a video posted by the journalist and president of @NeoMo-
roccans think-tank Mayssa Salama Ennaji on her Facebook page. In recent years, Mayssa
has built up a reputation in traditional and social media as a young journalist and
think-tanker who opposes the government of Akhnouch. She is especially noted for her
oratory skills, both in MSA and MA, attracting considerable attention from outside Mo-
rocco and earning her a large social media following.

Example 2

i) el Ca Lilaly ¢ gl 2Sla J) S8 JK5 (il Ll GlelS aSannas (3L Vsl €5 sandl) la aglad
Uil ol 4de < pSunay L (S A obadl) 3 jag e Ay 4d i ¢ ) M i) sl ae slelis
o Aol g e s n ol o Aol g e s A )l a1 e 5 pagils hLA s o 5 jungilS Lia 5 ALIS
Az e Ay e () (e @l 81 (s Alae Gl A s el G i 5 Al e Aol o plie 5 Ay ) DRl
sl Rile my A jlaall s () (8 43320 slen dn 52 ) Jea s A Jlaall §158 DUl o g 1A iny 5 il
Joe o ey Auband) L cppanldll elala Y fudke | jaall Jls il 4 g Lile s oan s Jalall Jba s A
OUaillay oy gnll Ao (S5 pimgilile agale ig pmgilS Lalia (pl g jaa A giall slaliall (L (il & gala ASSL)
fAa el J) s sl e i) ol (ke A sial mlBY) Jlos ilgall o 5 e 5 5 55 lenad) 5 81N Ll
e J) e saleili ola Tagl (gala 585 (aiSay L (S Lo Y palliandil ol J 80 W) agililae o 5 puingd ¥ L3
sl JS15 A5 G IS5 ) 5 55 eima I Cm (i 25 e Coslad Cainy Ul slad (S5 (ppida s s )

) ) ) ) mmall J) 4 dlal 5 g

fa-tab‘an had I-vidyo "awwalan dorti bas nmassikum kamlin bi-I-hér "u bas ngil Sukran
[-sakinat I-‘tyin "u ‘aholna f al-gihat I-ganubiya It tfa‘lu m‘a I-vidyo [-’ahir dyalt Ili
zbadt fth gér nqita min bhar d al-fasad It kayin tomma u’ maskit ‘anhu. (...) rah hiyat-
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na kamla v’ hna ka-nhadrii ‘la had I-mandtaq. (...) ta-nhadri ‘ala ahannis arb‘a 'u ‘asrin
sa‘a ‘ala arb‘a u asvin sd‘a, ‘la -gala’ arb‘a 'u ‘asrin sa‘a ‘la arb'a 'u ‘25rin sd‘a,
hatta horzat magallat zén afritk sammatni ra’s harbat mi ‘aradat ahannis. ya ‘ni I-farag f
al-blad farag al-mu‘arada iisel I-darazat sammaw mudawwena hiva ra’s harbat al-
mil ‘arada. ya ‘ni ma-tgulis It nas dyal d-dahil wa-hdri ‘lina. nuwbat n-nas dyal s-sahra.
las? li’anna hadak [-fasdin tomma s-siyasa dyalhum hiya ‘azl s-sakina. (...) haditk n-nas
dyal I-mandtaq I-ganiubiva ma zilin. hnd ma ka-nhadris ‘lthum. ma ta-nhadriis ‘la - Tyin
u tantan ‘u 2ssa z-zag ‘u s-smara wa-geri wa-geri ma-I-gihat dyal I-"aqalim [-ganiubiya.
‘las hadik n-nas t'azzIli hatta I-dik d-daraga? hawfan la nhadri ‘ala mi ‘anathum ila
igul-lok infisaliyin. la ma yimkons, ma yimkans It hrug dwa ‘la haqqii infisali. ma yimkans
tkiln hadi tuhmat Zah ta-t allqiha I-‘ibad llah. hna wataniyin ‘u kayn fasad. ana bgit
nzawab ‘la St ba'din hit llt madrar "u It wakal d-daqq v Ui wakal I-‘asa "u Illi wasla
lih I-I-‘adam.

[So of course, I made this video first to greet you all, and to say thank you to the peo-
ple of Laayoune and our kinsfolks in the southern regions who reacted to my last video —
where I only touched on a single drop from the ocean of corruption that exists there and
is being silenced. During all our lives, we’ve been talking about these regions. We talk
about Akhannouch 24/7, about high prices 24/7, to the point where Jeune Afrique mag-
azine called me the “spearhead of the opposition to Akhannouch.” That means the polit-
ical void in the country, the void of opposition, reached the point where they called
a blogger the spearhead of the opposition. So don’t say to me, “people from the interior,
speak about us.” Now it’s the turn of the Saharan people. Why? Because those corrupt
ones over there, their policy is to isolate the population. Those people in the southern
regions are isolated. We don’t talk about them. We don’t talk about Laayoune, Tan-Tan,
Assa-Zag, Samara, and so on from the southern provinces. Why have those people been
isolated to that extent? Out of fear that if we talk about their suffering, they’ll accuse us
of being separatists. No, that’s impossible. That can’t be a ready-made accusation to hang
on people. We are patriots, and there is corruption.]

The first aspect to note in this example is the level of MA used, which navigates
between two scales, MSA and urban MA, the last associated with the cities of Rabat and
Sale in particular as we can see in these examples:

4

= Y ‘awwalan “first’

Ol Al sakinat I- Tyiin ‘the population of Laayoune’
P A DS maskit ‘anhu ‘the silenced’

A ledlig) A farag al-mu ‘arada ‘the opposition vacuum’

which reflect a normative character of the use of lexicon and manifests a far more na-
tional and less regional or local character of the variety used. On the other hand, it should
be noted that linguistic expertise is a fundamental element in the treatment of language
and patterns of language use.
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To a certain degree, this indicates that there could be a process of linguistic levelling,
manifested in Mayssa’s use of typical MSA expressions such as:

(&)

B ooladeg tuhmat gah ‘false accusation’
Al A e ) ra’s harbat al-mii‘arada  ‘opposition leader’
= b hawfan ‘fearing’

This tendency to linguistic levelling is used to bring MA closer to MSA. Indeed,
as a content creator in Arabic, Mayssa adopts these traits and linguistic features close
to MSA which reflect authenticity and an ideological stance indicates her alignment
with the language of intellectuals in Morocco (Irvine & Gal 2000) and a cultural res-
onance of her voice as a Moroccan intellectual woman (Hachimi 2017). This kind of
practice not only generates a sense of differentiation but also strengthens the creation
of a register with norms and a sense of identity and belonging among her followers,
who identify with the shared linguistic practices, choices and a single cultural model;
in other words, the implicit ways in which the knowledge of society’s language is
created, organised, and managed at various stages. The other aspect in this example
is the notion of stance or positionality from which Mayssa produces her discourse.
Despite being physically located in the southern city of Layoune, Mayssa is attempting
to connect and interact with a large audience located all over the country because as
she said her posted video has feedback from various people situted in different regions.
This positionality creates a spatiotemporal and translocal scale that connects her with
many other communities throughout Morocco. As she points out in the video, she has
received comments asking why she does not condemn the corruption that exists in
other regions of Morocco. This information demonstrates the ability of digital commu-
nication to overcome physical barriers and attract followers from various territories, not
only because of the quality or relevance of the content, but also because of the way
people communicate and connect with their audience and the sense of proximity it
generates.

7.3. Heteroglossia in action and MA

The third example is a video posted by the journalist and humourist Said Abarnous
on his Facebook page. He defines himself as a digital creator, journalist and artist. Said
Abarnous is originally from the city of Al Hoceima in the Rif region. He has a univer-
sity degree in linguistics and communication, and his PhD thesis was dedicated to the
history of theatre in the Riffian variety of Amazigh. In his posts and videos, this uses
several languages, first and foremost, MA, MSA, and Riffian and occasionally French.
However, as 1 was analyzing the content of his accounts on Facebook, YouTube and
Instagram, I noted that most of his posts and videos were in MA. Said is also famous
for his videos and posts on Algerian politics, the country’s president and relations with
Morocco. The transcript below (Example 3) is from the video featuring the Algerian
national football team and its poor performance during the latest edition of the Aftrican
Cup of Nations (2024).
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Example 3

hay g5l L.,S)-‘-‘“"“ el Jlay Walad s gl aad g djhﬂ\@ud&gw\]b kﬁ)“)“‘“ A || ?ka; ?M‘
il ie geiae Lo o il Qi all e &l e U Gl o Jaladll ad g JEI sy el lis Jls AR
) g lie 45 oK) cua Glla 3 A AT oSgla il ) G Lo Ul e 3 a8 Le ) ey
Ol | slalay a5 o i Ul GaiSay Le 8 pma gl il (ol pe eliaill jUa) o uzalally Y
o iy saie Lo iy yoy Jala L (50le 5Y1§JY}QA¢E¢¢L¢ Ll i 13 482030 (e i 5 glalas
3ol idaa & 4y g edlS TS Canlall Jo A )Y g ABDe Laic il o Gl KOS 5 alad ol
OY delus b Gl 55 e (il Lo (il oalalls i S ol I8 o AT Gniiaa’y (35 580 3L8 (4
3l e JhdSs 550 G juadS pluall g el IS el ¢l ued Y ol Y 5 Ll ke gola

s-salamu ‘alaykum. al-muntahab al-gaza i bi-I-'ams yusazzil natizat t-ta‘adul wahad
[-wahad. tamaman bhal I-muntahab al-misri. darii dik d-dahla dyal hna wa 'vin ‘u fa-t-tali
wqa ‘ t-ta ‘adul. bazzaf ta“ al-hiit ma-I-gaza 'ir gaza riyin ma ‘azbathums n-natiza, 'u mazal
ma lgaws St tafsirat. ana daba f itar anni n'awankum a-hitt hawti lezarzalyé zabt ltkum
Swiya mta“ l-"asbab. ‘awwalan balmadi [ ‘itar t-tadamun m‘a l-masriyin ‘u [-muntahab
nta ' masr gallok ma yimkons ana narboh u’ humma yit'adli. I-masriyin ta'adliu u’ falti
man az-zandaqd idan hatta iyyand gadr naflot mon al-"angald 'u gadi nzibha ta‘adul
‘u maridna ma ‘ondi bas. (...) tommatd man yadhabu ‘ab‘ad ‘u ka-ygillik bi'anna
l-gadiva ‘andhda ‘alaqa m‘a I-"ardiya dyal I-mal‘ab. kifas? ka-t‘orfii bi'anna taqarir
sahafiya, qada man qanat $-Suriiq ‘u sahafiyin ahrin gali bi’anna [-kaf nabbhat balmadr
bas ma yibqas yimst yiziir [-mal ‘ab daba w-sd‘a, li’anna hadi ‘asr iyyam wulla talt iyyam
wulld hams iyyam, balmadi kan ka-yimst m'a s-sbah ka-ydrab dira ka-ytall ‘la I-mal ‘ab
u m'a d-dhur u m'a l-‘asor, yo ‘ni kan ka-yimst daba w-sa ‘a.

[Peace be upon you. Yesterday, the Algerian national team recorded a 1-1 draw, exactly
like the Egyptian national team. They made that big entrance of “we’re strong,” and in
the end, it was a draw. Many brothers from Algeria, Algerians, weren’t happy with the
result and still haven’t found clear explanations. Now, in the spirit of helping you, my
Algerian brothers, I’ve brought you a few reasons. First, Belmadi, out of solidarity with
the Egyptians and their national team, said to himself: “I can’t win while they draw. The
Egyptians drew and escaped trouble, so I’ll also escape the trap and bring home a draw
— and no harm done.” Then there are those who go further and say the matter has to do
with the pitch conditions. How so? You know that according to press reports — even from
El Chourouk channel and other journalists — CAF warned Belmadi not to keep visiting
the stadium constantly. Because for ten days, or maybe three or five days, Belmadi had
been going there morning, noon, and afternoon, making the rounds and checking out
the field.]

The most striking feature of this example is how the use of MA makes conversations
immediate and authentic, demonstrating how the language is adapted to Morocco’s foot-

ball culture.

4 All French words are transcribed the way they sound in Moroccan Arabic and are in bold.
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In this sense, MA includes a repertoire of expressions and specific jargon that allows
speakers to communicate experiences and emotions immediately with different degrees
of humour such as:

(6)

s b e Lolicas ye maridnda ma ‘ondii bas ‘the sick person gets better’

o A e glé Bl mon az-zandaqad idan hatta ‘they were saved and I too
Y& (g cilis gale By Tyyana gadr naflot mon al-"angala was saved from the stumble’

B Jalad s nzibha ta ‘adul ‘I draw a tie’

o LaJwdad dwn sy dari dik d-dshla dyal hna ‘they started at the beginning
el s wa ‘rin by “we’re strong™’

This football jargon, common in sports media, uses slang, expressions, and informal
grammatical structures. Said’s choice of register reflects a level of social inclusion: by
using MA with its idiomatic nuances and jargon, he constructs a collective identity that
not only celebrates the sport but also underpins a sense of belonging. This creates a space
for exchange in which speakers and followers can express both their knowledge and their
sense of humour, all in a register and discourse that is familiar and accessible to most
Moroccans. Secondly, the video is a parody of the Algerian national team’s elimination
from the African Cup of Nations, and attempts to satirise the Algerian coach’s explana-
tions and excuses. This type of content has great potential to resonate with followers and
communities, as it connects with common emotions and expectations surrounding football
in Morocco. Said employs comical exaggeration, referring to absurd factors or unusual
excuses to justify the result. This type of humour frequently resorts to the use of gestures,
expressions and an exaggerated tone, and plays with Darija slang and idioms to add
greater authenticity and proximity. Significantly, in this parody, MA acts as a potential
resource that guarantees a kind of collective catharsis, allowing followers to share and
laugh at the disappointment, while exploring the exaggerated reasons. This is also an
example of heteroglossia in action: MA becomes a tool for expressing multiple voices
within a playful and open context such as a football parody. Heteroglossia emerges in
the ability of the language to incorporate and interweave various norms, registers, accents,
jargons and cultural nuances within a single act of communication, reflecting its polycen-
tric and diverse character. In this specific context, the heteroglossic and polycentric char-
acter of MA not only adds to the humorous content but also allows for a communication
that escapes the control of normativity as a purist and monoglossic ideology.

7.4. MA between neutrality and switching & mixing

The fourth example is a video posted by the famous Moroccan chef Choumicha on
her TikTok page. The video is the preparation of a pasta recipe with salmon and vege-
tables. The video was viewed by more than 17,000 people, shared by more than 6,000
and had 290 comments, mostly written in MA with Arabic script and a Latin transcription,
as well as a number of comments in French. In her TikTok profile, Choumicha defines
herself as a TV presenter of cultural programmes.
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Example 4

Sl s onie (Kl Gganally e il oS U saludly 3 pmatia 5f ) paleadly At L g jleall a5 < | A 5e
bl 5 538 55 el 28 aaly Gugaall @l 500§ Ul ey W5 il oSl ey Lo L el
281K Jls Agad) (oo sSailS (5 3 i dmy (e eduund 5 i i 520 30 Jo R s g 55l Gl g (pre sl
2 e 5 Aalall axe iy Al s Lall o) poil L) Jha s jaile saail€ el il ubsad) SIS sl
e sanilS g dlal gl o gl Aall o sasall i gl g L A3 Ly i suladS aa gdas, Jd 1Yl Bl s 518
o ge b n gl Upo (ae il (a geal Loily | (a geal (oo 5l (2ale Ui o)) agd (B I 300 @l
Joo 75 aSaie 68 0l ¢l Jbo Lall Ja 4558 Lo 53 55 ol ¢ 5303 anle Uiia dey (e Gl dne U )2 a3l
Ll 5 u0lS g ol JL (3 el (28 ) ezlaall Jlaa (3 el 5 50l mlaall Qs (3 sal) aSaie V) L) ) HaY)
Y5 aalll do sl zlaall Jus S ¢ g el Glie (e Ul Cun (3 5l dasios ale Ul 4 5 8Ll Juo Galudl Qb
Aasl) Capad (gale s)mugcbhiéﬂu}jﬁbdl db)b&\defdabéuﬁ faclla galds landl Jlo
Al elly 5alas e S oad e ganall Jho LS Ll giumi e S ad sl hl&bﬂ\ \Y}\u&lﬂ\ﬂd\m@mbgl
58l (5 S0 shanmilS aay (o mseal G Y 1 G5l o (3l ) b S I Al Dl S easdl o
oS o3y Bl S ailS ¢ pleg il Qo Aypd 5 i€ AN Gy ool dia gl Ll Ay T daga 4y kil
e el Jua Gilda Ca Ll 33 sale L ila il il G guaad L] (LS 1as1S 5 LS el sSall el 2 jilall

D San glag sl Yl sdae candl Jl sl Lggle (i

ana kunt tlobtha ger ba-s-somo walakm mnin zabuha It tfaza't ballz f ha ba d l—mukaw—
winat wulld ba'd I-hudar It zadii dak s-somo wahad n-nakha ra’i‘a: boro hizzii "u [-bas-
bas. Softi m‘aya dorna dak [-bordo m'a Swiya dyal z-zobda hatta tShor u t‘assal, mon
ba'd hokkina hizzii, ka-nhakkith f zZ-Ziha dyal [-hakkaka [-glida, ka-nhakkii [-basbas. Bo-
n-nisba I-léepat ka-nahdi tanzara dyal I-ma ka-ndir lii I-ma hatta ka-yigla ‘u ndivic m ‘ah
l-malha "u man ba'd ka-nzidii [-kravata awla le-farfel. nhallthum ka-ytibi tagriban tlata
arba * al-wuqt al-muhaddad ‘la I-‘ulba aw ‘la I-bwata, "u ka-nhiyydihum. dak $-st lli bqa
lhum rah hna gadr nkammlih f ldsos. Ba-n-nisba lasos Saftii m ‘dya darna [-boro hatta
tah m'a dik z-zbida, dorna m ‘aha l-basbas v mon ba'd dafna ‘lih hizza, gadr nzidii daba
swiya dyal I-ma dyal s-sliq, sufu ‘andkum ziiz dyal I-ihtiyarat imma ila ‘sndkum [-maraq
dyal d-dzaz ka-ddirvii I-maraq dyal d-dzaz, ila ma kans I-maraq dyal d-dzaz matwaffor
ka-ddirii I-ma dyal s-sliq dyal [-magaroniya. ana gadr nasto ‘mal l-maraq hit ana mon
‘ussaq l-maraq sawa’'an kan dyal d-dzaz awlda dyal I-lhom awld dyal s-samak. nhalliw
hakda ger yigli gadr nrozza“ lih I-kammiya dyal I-maqgaroniya lli ana baga nhaddar, gadr
ndif kammiya [T hassant dyal l-papiyo ‘awla l-kravata, nhorrkiha “u ndifii liha kammiya
dyal s-somo, nharrki mazyan nhalliw dak n-nakha dyal lfyme awla dyal d-duhhan Ili
kayn fo I-hut ttloq fo I-maraq awla f lasos. man ba ‘d ka-ndifu lakrem fie§ I-gisda t-tariva
mithimma Ziddan ba-n-nisba [-had l-wusfa hadr. "u fo [- ahir ka-ndiri Swiya dyal I-fromaz,
ka-nhorrki bas yallah ka-tsrab I-maqaroniva dak [-mikawwindat kullha "u ka-tabda ka-
than lind lasos annaha ka-tohtar. safi daba gadi nnazzalhd f tabaq dyal t-tagdim, gadi
nrass ‘ltha swiyva dyal I-zubn mabsur awulla l-fromaz mahkik.

[Recently, I tried some pasta cooked with salmon, or more precisely prepared with
salmon. I had ordered it just with salmon, but when they brought it to me, I was surprised
to find some added ingredients, some vegetables that gave the salmon a wonderful flavor:
leek, carrot, and fennel. So, as you saw with me, we sautéed the leek with a bit of
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butter until it softened and caramelized. Then we grated the carrot — using the coarse
side of the grater — and also grated the fennel. For the pasta: we take a pot of water,
bring it to a boil, add salt, and then add farfalle or penne. We let them cook about
three-quarters of the time indicated on the package, then remove them. The rest of the
cooking will be completed in the sauce. For the sauce, we started with the leek sautéed
in butter, added the fennel, then the carrot. After that, we pour in some of the pasta
cooking water. You have two options here: either use chicken stock if you have it, or if
not, just use the pasta cooking water. I'm going to use stock, because I'm a big fan of
it — whether chicken, beef, or fish. We let it simmer a little, then add back the amount
of pasta we want to prepare. We stir it in, then add the salmon pieces. We mix well so
that the smoky, fish flavor blends into the stock or sauce. After that, we add fresh cream
— very important for this recipe. Finally, we add some grated cheese, stir so that the
pasta absorbs all the flavors, and the sauce begins to thicken. That’s it — now we trans-
fer it to a serving dish, sprinkle some more grated cheese on top.]

What is striking in this video is the level of neutrality of the MA used by Choumicha
in lexical, morphosyntactic and even phonetic terms in the sense that the register used
seems to be unrelated with any region or city. This feature also confers a degree of
homogeneity on MA that distances it from any ethnolinguistic or regional territoriality or
features. This video also clearly displays Choumicha’s ability to switch registers by cre-
ating a norm based on repeating expressions and words from different varieties: MA,
MSA and French:

(7)

. O9aladls 3_jumatia moathaddra ba-s-salamon ‘prepared with salmon’

n sl e Wl KU Gna kunt tlabtha gér ba-s-somoé ‘1 ordered it with salmon’

n G a S il ey 0 mon ba 'd ka-ndifi lakrém fré§  ‘then we add the fresh cream’

Akl sl l-qisda t-tariya ‘I draw a tie’
= gl AN gl gl LZubn mobsir awulla I-fromai  ‘grated cheese’
& Saa mahkitk ‘grated cheese’

In this example, we can see how the words ‘salmon’, ‘cheese’ and ‘cream’ are used
in both Arabic and French. This practice is attractive and distances itself from any purist
view of the language, eliminating boundaries and creating a unique style. It is a language
choice that can indicate a high social status in digital spaces. Nevertheless, this style
generates comments and even interpellations from the audience. Below are such examples
in MA:

(8)

LA S0 graiS e S (5 5K (S e Dila ja Ul 5 4yl 5080 ganiS g 40 deal)

al-hamdu li-llah wullit ka-nsma* l-qisda t-tariya “u ana farhana mast kif bakri ger ka-nsma ‘ha
ka-tsaddnt s-sahana

‘Thank God now that I listen to 1-qiSda t-tariya (créme fraiche) I get happy; before I listened
to it and I would get hot flushes’.
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la crem frech & = chomicha.
‘fresh cream @ = chomicha’.

The latter expression refers, in a humorous way, to Choumicha’s use of French when
speaking of fresh cream.

Switching between or mixing varieties and registers as in these examples reflects
a particular tone:

9)

o) 3 538 5 s iAal ) AgSll aal 5 gaall @l 5ol 5 ) uadd) ey

ba'd I-hudar T zadu dak s-somo wahad n-nakha ra’i‘a: boro hizzii 'u [-basbas
‘some vegetables that gave the salmon a very good flavour: leek, carrot and fennel’

It attempts to highlight a personal style that manifests a distinct and hybrid Moroccan
modern identity manifested through a cultural fusion in everyday life and in social rela-
tions, yet which is also relatable to diverse audiences and followers who are comfortable
with translanguaging, crossing and mixing languages. This is clear from the reactions to
the video in the comments. This form of expression enables Choumicha to engage with
a global digital culture and is also a way of asserting her distinct voice and discourse as
a Moroccan woman, within broader Arab-speaking digital spheres. In addition, switching
between languages allows Choumicha to communicate in a more precise, open and ex-
pressive manner. Certain concepts or emotions may be easier to convey in MA, while
others might be clearer or more widely understood if they are in MSA or French, e.g.
les pattes ‘the pasta’, fumé ‘kipper’. This flexibility enables users to communicate effi-
ciently, opting for the language that best conveys their intent and thereby accommodating
a particular style in a digital polycentric communication environment. Finally, this mod-
el of managing Moroccan languages has a strong implication for content creation, mar-
keting, and policy-making in the sense that content creators must strategically mix lan-
guages and also follow a multilingual content strategy which can expand potential new
markets and spaces.

7.5. MA and lugat al-mutaqqafin ‘the language of intellectuals’

The final example is a video posted by Ahmed Assid on his TikTok account. Assid
is an Amazigh activist, intellectual and High school teacher of philosophy. He is famous
for his discourse as an advocate of a secular society and as well as an individual rights
activist. In recent years, Ahmed Assid became even more prominent in the public media
sphere for criticising the re-Islamisation of Moroccan society and the degradation of
ethical principles. The video is titled: Why is it that a talent from Morocco is restricted
in his own country and is a shining success in other countries?
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um” ,

Figure 2: Title of the video posted on TikTok®

Example 5

A gmsall ) sl sl (5 on iS5 aS0milS o) 3o Y1 aaalialy Claaliall ol byl clatus Ly
Sl A sall (Rl (5SS W sl (e Lol o paadlly 5 A el e o sayhilS Lails J)gadl aal g
AL@Y.M\UACFLSLJUSXJ Uiega (5SS a5 5SS 5 o aall G 5ol Jla JRall ) 5SS Wl ¢ il
5 Bl et dsesile s cannd) Seaddl s i Al e V) g el 5 s A sl QLS Glagll z A AT
)u\u,sumdm\uu‘\_qmﬁmuu@uuu'Ww,dﬁswduu\,ﬁtswﬂsuu@
,.mudsuﬁ,du}xmd;u\hu@;@@htsugnwjm\@)m JL@.}).\S.\IS}XLIJ&-\GM\)JMAA_DIS
0SS Ll ¢ Tpally livie U1 a5 1n oS Ui llos il 5 5ln 85091 ) 530 ) 4plandlS aglanlS
e 4 ey 3y A sl o U (i salaaslS L Ll gl JATal 43 L gia IS 04 W graiilS Jikal) i Jse
3 22al) aal g il Jaaiils Bl ppaal) jagll A ) ALyl ala Jalall gaie LedalS Jy L) eliala
sraalS | saalS Jae aadie Lo (S5 aadicle 5 sl J) gpalia Lo adl e dupad) s sa DS (pia Gl
e Y aeily pseale A jadll s ¥ 5 (e el paiaall (Y )5 Jadl o 5 6T 5 A8 (5T paie Lo asly saliadS asy
M la e e plis it Uiald Lm0 s 5 ) gatndll o mjt US Y pb Las 515

.Jﬁd\:uuijﬁﬁﬁhgujéﬂ\

a-yitma stma s-sayyidat u-s-sada I-misahidat "u l-miasahidin [-"a izza’. ka-nhayytkum
‘u ka-nrohhab bikum f had I-vidyo i I-mawdii * dyalii wahad s-su’al da’iman ka-yitorhih
liya I-magarba "u ba-I-husiis §-Sabab. ‘alas [-magribt lomma ka-ykiin I-dahil, I-mawhiba
dyalii ma ka-tbans? lomma ka-ykim [-dahil dyal bladii | I-magrib "u ka-ykim moahgir
ka-ykiim muhammas. (...) walakin lomma ka-yihruz min al-balad I-"ayy balad ahar hariz
al-watan ka-tban l-mawhiba dyali "u ka-yinzah ‘'u ila gér dalik. Snii huwwa s-sabab?
s-sabab huwwa ma nusammih tahrir at-taqat. I-buldan n-nahida v I-buldan I-mitaqad-
dima ka-thras bazzaf ‘la annah tharrar at-taqa dyal I-fard mundu t-tafila. (...) wa li-hada
ma kaniis ka-yi‘tabrii anna hundka tilmid kasiil "u tilmid muztahid. had t-tund’iyat ma
‘ondhumsay. idan lomma t-tifl mundu t-tifila -mitbakkiva ka-yit ‘allom yiharrar t-tagat
dyalii ka-yikbar b-had at-torbiya I-mutaharrira lli ma ka-yigma® fiha hatta haza I-dahal
dyalii ba-I-"aks, kull ma ‘ondii ka-ya ‘tih, ka-ya tth [-bladi [-I-"usra dyali "u I-miztama*
dyalu. hna [o-1-"asaf hada huwwa [-‘atab lli ‘ondnd ba-d-dabt, lomma ka-tkin muyil
f t-tifl ka-nqom ‘iwha fih, ka-nradditha fih la-d-dahel. ‘aw annand ma ka-na tiwahs [- 1tar
‘aw [-muhit U7 yigdor yi‘abbar fih ‘la hadik t-tagat bal ka-yhalltha ‘andi [-dahel. hada
bi-l-idafa ila nisbat al-hadr al-madrast [-kabira Il ka-taz ‘ol annu wahad - ‘ddad da n-nas
mnin ka-yitlahii haraz l-madrasa ‘la annahu ma salhin l-wali 'u ma ‘andhum tokwin
‘u ma ‘andhum ‘amal ka-ydi‘u. ka-ydi i li- annahu ka-yi ‘taqdi "anna ma ‘andhum ayyi

5 https://www.tiktok.com/search/user?q=ahmed%20assid&t=1749219564573.



116 ADIL MOUSTAOUI SRHIR LPLXVII (1)

taga ‘aw ayyi Say’ li-fi'l wali li-’anna [-miztama " ibtida’an ma-I-"'usra ‘u-l-madrdsa
2llmithum bi-"annahum 1a Say’ annahum wali baynama humma 1@, kull fard f al-miuztama
illa wa-"ondii ST haza It yimkon yi‘ttha. hassna ger ngollbi ‘ltha "u n‘arfiuhd mundu
t-tifilla, ma ka-ndiras had l-mazhid.

[Ladies and gentlemen, dear viewers, greetings and welcome to this video. The topic
today is a question that Moroccans — especially young people — often ask me: Why is it
that when a Moroccan is inside the country, their talent doesn’t show? When they’re in
Morocco, they’re ignored, marginalized. But when they leave the country, go abroad,
suddenly their talent emerges, they succeed, and it’s a different story. What’s the reason?
The reason is what I call the releasing of talent. That’s why, in those places, they don’t
consider there to be a “lazy student” versus a “hard-working student.” These dualities
don’t exist. When a child, from early childhood, learns to free their potential, they grow
up with this liberated upbringing where nothing inside them is repressed. On the contra-
ry, everything they have to give, they give — to their country, their family, and their
society. Unfortunately, this is exactly the flaw we have: when a child shows an inclination,
we suppress it. We bury it inside them. Or we don’t give them the framework, the en-
vironment where they can express those energies — instead, they keep them bottled up.
On top of this, the high rate of school dropouts means many people get thrown out of
the education system with no skills, no training, no job — and they end up lost. They’re
lost because they’ve come to believe they have no potential, nothing to offer, since so-
ciety — starting with the family and school — taught them they are nothing, they’re
worthless. But in reality, every individual in society has something they can contribute.
What’s needed is simply to look for it and recognize it from childhood. And we don’t
make that effort.]

Assid begins the video in Amazigh in order to say hello Wiu Wi a-yitma stma ‘friends’
before switching to MSA to welcome:

(10)

) e cpaliall y calaalaal sabud) g calald)

s-sayyidat u-s-sada l-musahidat "u l-musahidin [-'a ‘izza’
‘ladies and gentlemen and dear viewers’

Starting the post in Amazigh is not just a communicative act but also a political one
in the sense that the speaker revealed his Amazigh linguistic and socio-cultural identity.
This practice situates Assid as a bi/multi-lingual speaker addressing a broad ethnolinguis-
tic and cultural communities that includes Amazigh, MSA and MA. Secondly, Assid’s
example shows us that the register he used in MA is that of an expert linguist, as he
chooses a variety that represents what is called the language of intellectuals. This notion
of ‘the language of the intellectuals’ implies in itself the presence of one or more stand-
ard linguistic references. In the case of MA, this is MSA and the prestigious Moroccan
linguistic varieties.
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(11)

Gl ja dsanile g )

s-sabab huwwa ma nusammih tahrir at-taqat
‘the motive is what we call releasing the talent’

3 Saal) 41 galal) dia Jalall Ll 13
idan lomma t-tifl mundu t-tifila I-mubakkira
‘then when the child from an early age’

This tendency in linguistic choices tends to shape vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar,
and even cultural norms within this frame, thereby exerting an element of attraction,
providing central standards or prestigious linguistic varieties. At the same, this practice
often holds a higher social or cultural status. Assid also adopts terms, expressions, or
a neutral accent that will raise his social prestige, which draws audiences from other
language backgrounds and other linguistic communities:

(12)

" ogae aaliy JeS i tilmid kasil Cu tilmid muztahid  ‘bad student or diligent student’
= by adalldy at-torbiva I-mutaharrira ‘liberating education’
ol gl A nisbat al-hadr al-madrast ‘the school dropout rate’

s Ll o Y I-’itar "aw l-mihit ‘the setting or environment’
ey la say’ ‘nothing’

Similarly, the fact that MSA is still the reference language, will lead to a clear reduc-
tion in the linguistic differentiations between MA varieties and accents. This linguistic
choice is related to a distinct economic and cultural social class, which affects the main
selection criteria for a variety that represents a large Arabic-speaking area inside and
outside Morocco.

8. Conclusion

In this paper I have re-conceptualised the notion of polycentricity from the physical
setting to complex digital media environments for the purpose of identifying ‘centres’,
that is, different patterns of language use and orientations for participants’ digital language
and practices. The examples analysed demonstrate a social and linguistic complexity in
the way the Moroccan digital linguistic community manages the various spoken forms,
varieties and accents of MA in digital media. The use of MA in a digital and polycentric
environment such as social media, where English and other dominant languages often
dominate, adds a layer of originality and authenticity that can be perceived as attractive
and genuine. This reshapes the assumption that each individual navigates purposefully
from a multitude of communicative options in their everyday media use. Rather than
simply being a matter of technological convenience, choices of different semiotic arte-
facts, including text and voice reflect relational, cultural, ideological and situational pref-
erences and the way these choices shape several communicative norms and expectations.
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These choices act as signs that index particular social relationships, identities, or emo-
tions. For instance, a post message might signal a casual or routine interaction, while
a video voice could imply a need for immediacy or intimacy. In all examples, one of the
norms employed is the conscious choice of the language variety, accent or register and
its representation in terms of both individual and collective identity. Through varying
combinations of communicative and linguistic practices, we have observed how the in-
fluencers manage resources to create an integrated style where MA as lingua franca plays
an essential role in connecting with their audience and building a Moroccan digital and
cultural identity.

If we look further at these examples, we can observe the diversity and polycentric
character of the MA language system, which in turn ensures that multiple voices are
heard and repositioned in the public and virtual space, thus generating language manage-
ment and policies that are more inclusive and open, from the bottom-up scale.

Another important aspect for consideration is whether and how MA in digital com-
munication is considered a distinct, independent and autonomous linguistic construction
in which people have active agency. This means that the choices available to individuals
for their own initiatives, visibilising their varieties or accents and mobilising them in the
digital space, correspond to linguistic repertoires they know and use in their everyday
interactions.

Furthermore, our polymedia analysis reveals that Morocco’s norm of mixed language
use on digital platforms is both a reflection of the nation’s linguistic diversity and a cre-
ative expression of its dynamic identity. Through the flexible use of MA, MSA, French
or Amazigh, Moroccans have crafted a distinct online language ecosystem that balances
cultural pride, social status, and accessibility. This digital and heteroglossic multilingual-
ism demonstrates the adaptability and resilience of Moroccan identity in the global dig-
ital era, affirming that language is not just a means of communication but a key element
of cultural connection, personal expression, and social interaction.

Finally, the absence of a standard variety and an orthographic homogenised norm, or
any national, state-imposed standard leaves MA a situation of free and open linguistic
communication, which is uncontrolled, unmanaged and unplanned by institutions. This
means that oral and written practices in MA are not subject to constraints or norms that
define what is ‘irregular’ or simply ‘wrong’ from a linguistic and normative point of view,
thereby creating polycentric, de (centralised) and de (normalised) environments for this
variety.
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1. Introduction!

Abdellah Tourabi, a Moroccan journalist and previously the editorial director of Mo-
roccan magazines TelQuel and Zamane, describes the journalistic language used in the
talk show he presents, broadcasted on the semi-public free-to-air channel 2M, Hadit"
ma‘a as-sahafa’ | Confidence de presse (‘Talking to the Press / Press confidences’), as
follows:

[...] c’est impossible de tenir toute une émission en darija pure, c’est impossible. C’est-a-dire
que darija c’est une langue qui se traite pas parfois a la fonction, qui se traite pas a décrire
des concepts... par exemple si je vais utiliser I’expression « huqiiq I-mar’a » ¢a n’existe pas
en darija. En effet, ¢a fait partie de la darija, je pense pas qu’il y a une frontiére qui sépare.
Alors, dans la presse il y a ce qu’on appelle la troisieme langue, «al-luga at-talita». La
troisiéme langue, c’est-a-dire un mélange entre darija et fusha, I’arabe classique. On essaie de
trouver une phase intermédiaire entre les deux.’

(Interview with Abdellah Tourabi, 2M journalist, February 22, 2018, Casablanca, in Pennisi
2025: 529).

From this brief excerpt, emerges the point that will be the central object of the pres-
ent study. Tourabi, in fact, defines journalistic language as “al-luga al-talita” ‘the third
language’, or a mixture of Fusha (Classical/Standard Arabic) and Darija, Moroccan Ar-
abic (MA). Tourabi understands the journalistic language, which is also used in the TV
program he presents, as an intermediary stage between Fusha and Darija, and points out
that the two cannot be clearly separated: in other words, there would be no clear bound-
aries that in journalistic language would delimit Darija from Fushd and vice versa. The
present study considers the expression (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic what Tourabi called the
intermediary stage between Fusha and Darija, and in particular the mixed language of
the formal journalistic register widespread in Morocco.

Specifically, this study aims to analyze the linguistic and stylistic characteristics* of
the Mixed Arabic used in the Moroccan media landscape, especially online, through

! The present article contributes to the ongoing research of the SABIRANET project (CUP
E63C24001920006; ID SOE2024 0000078), funded by the European Union — NextGenerationEU under Italy’s
National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR), Young Researcher 2024 — SoE line, administered by the
Italian Ministry of University and Research (MUR).

2 Transcriptions from oral data report the speeches as they are produced, including the superscript end
inflection, when occurring. The program name Hadit" ma ‘a as-sahafa, is transcribed here including the nun-
ation because it is pronounced the same way by the journalist Abdellah Tourabi during his talk-show.

3 ¢[...] it’s impossible to do a whole program in pure Darija, it’s impossible. This means that Darija is
a language that is not necessarily used to describe concepts... for example, if I use the expression “huqiq
I-mar’a”, it doesn’t exist in Darija. Indeed, it’s part of Darija, 1 don’t think there’s a border separating it.
Then, in the press there’s a so-called third language, “al-luga at-talita”. The third language, a mix between
Darija and Fusha, Classical Arabic. We try to find an intermediate phase between the two.” Emphasis added.
See the entire interview in Pennisi (2025: 525-538).

4 n the present study we differentiate “linguistic characteristics” — which refer to morphosyntactic items
— from “stylistic characteristics”, by which we mean, instead, the ways of being of discourse, borrowing
Fairclough’s analytical approach in analyzing social and ideological representations of discourse (Fairglough
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a comparative analysis of oral and written, premeditated and unpremeditated practices’.
A comparative analysis of linguistic practices in both oral and written communicative
modes allows us to move beyond the functionalist view of diglossia, which traditionally
sees Standard Arabic as a variety used only in written productions and separated from
colloquial varieties used only in ordinary oral communications, as originally pointed out
by Ferguson (1959). The functionalist perspective of diglossia marks most of the later
studies, albeit in terms of a linguistic continuum (Blanc 1960; Badawi 1973; Meiseles
1980; Walters 1996; Hudson 1992, 1994, 2002; Haeri 2000, 2003; Kaye 2001; Bousso-
fara-Omar 2006; Khalil 2018, 2022), and even ideologically in the linguistic representa-
tions of Arabic-speaking speakers (Brustad 2017).

The present study, therefore, aims to analyze the communicative strategies implement-
ed by speakers of Mixed Arabic in the context of premeditated and unpremeditated jour-
nalistic communication in Morocco. The oral data were analyzed taking into consideration
Youssi’s (1992) description of the variety of “Arabe Marocain Moderne”, i.e. Modern
Moroccan Arabic (MMA henceforth), as a reference model of the formal oral language
in Morocco. As for written Moroccan Arabic, the topic of transition from oral to written
Darija has been well researched (Aguadé 2006, 2012; Benitez-Fernandez 2008; Hoogland
2013, 2018; Brigui 2016; Kebede & Hinds 2016; Caubet 2017 a, 2017 b, 2018; Miller
2017; Pennisi 2025), especially in the context of the most famous Darija editorial pro-
ductions. This study makes one step further, since it approaches the issue of non-Standard
varieties of Arabic in Morocco through the perspective of “mixed styles” which Mejdell
(2006) used to describe the linguistic situation in Egypt, comparing both written and oral
productions. This comparative approach makes it possible to observe communicative
strategies, as well as the morphosyntactic and lexical features that have become conven-
tionalized in the formal oral journalistic register (Youssi 1992). These features, along with
their associated communicative strategies, tend to be reproduced and/or represented in
written texts as well, where they are now increasingly widespread, particularly in digital
communication.

Prior to presenting the results of the comparative analysis, this study contextualizes
the theoretical framework of linguistic variation in Arabic, with attention also to prag-
matic and stylistic aspects in both oral and written production. The study then outlines
the discourse analysis methodology and the description of selected corpus, before pre-
senting the results of the analysis.

2003:26-28). Through this perspective, in fact, it is possible to analyze the different registers and styles of
Arabic, taking into consideration both the strictly linguistic dimension (description and distribution of the
morphosyntactic features being examined) and the stylistic dimension (registers of Arabic) as well as its social
meaning (i.e. what and how a given linguistic and stylistic choice impacts and creates social meaning).
Moving beyond the almost always dichotomous distinction between standard Arabic and colloquial varieties,
Mixed Arabic is here considered not as a variety of Arabic, but a style that represents a way of being of
speech.

> While premeditated practices involve planned and structurally controlled language use, unpremeditated
practices rely on spontaneous and more fluid speech patterns (Eagleson 1958: 153-154).
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2. Theoretical contextualization

The concept of “Third Language” (al-luga al-talita) evoked earlier by the Moroccan
journalist’s words, can be situated within the framework of linguistic variation. It was
adopted by Arab writers in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly by the Egyptian playwright
Tawfiq al-Hakim (Avallone 2017). According to him, texts can be deliberately written in
a Third Language appearing uniform to the norms of Classical Arabic, but performed as
colloquial Arabic (Badawi 1985: 15-16). In other words, the written Third Language text
is bivalent, because it can be read as Classical Arabic, but performed as non-Standard/
colloquial Arabic as well. This sort of intermediary level, has long been described by
scholars, not only as al- ‘arabiyya al-wusta, but also as ESA, or Educated Spoken Arabic
(Mitchell 1986), which, however, was applied to only oral communication. As Badawi
states:

The very label itself, ESA, is variously applied to (a) spoken Arabic used by an educated Arab
while conversing with an Arab from a different country, (b) spoken Arabic used by educated
nationals of the same Arab country on subjects pertaining to their level of education and cul-
ture, and (c) the variety used by educated Arabic speakers coming from different Arab countries
or from the same country to communicate with one another. (Badawi 1985:16)

Before digital communication, written (and journalistic) texts in non-Standard forms
were linked only to sporadic ideologically and politically motivated editorial productions®
(Zack 2014). Nowadays, however, texts written in non-Standard Arabic are extremely pop-
ular online and thus enjoy greater visibility. These texts show “a new, variable, pluralistic,
multilayered concept of (one) Arabic in which boundaries are erased” (Mejdell 2022: 119).

In the case of Morocco, Youssi (1992: 23-25) described this intermediate register as
“Modern Moroccan Arabic”, which, according to him, represents the: “model of the
Standard variety of orality [...] the variety of formal situations of oral exchange [...] the
medium used on radio and television”. Building on this definition, it is possible to iden-
tify at least three registers of Arabic in Morocco: Classical Arabic and/or Modern Liter-
al Arabic for the communicative modality of the written language, Moroccan Arabic for
the informal oral modality, and MMA, the intermediate variety, for the formal oral mo-
dality. His approach reflects a traditional functionalist perspective, which does not con-
ceive of MMA as a written language. Today, however, digital Moroccan space is also
witnessing a growing use of non-Standard Arabic for writing not only informal, but also
formal texts.

Regarding the distinction between oral and written communication, the concept of
“permanence” (Sebba 2012) is relevant. Sebba states:

‘Permanence’, though the term is not completely satisfactory, is a factor which distinguishes
many written texts from spoken ones. Texts in spoken genres by their nature tend not to be

¢ See for example, among the most famous ones, the editorial production of Abi Naddara, lit. ‘the man
with glasses’, a satirical newspaper founded by Ya‘'qib Sant‘ (1839-1912), where Egyptian Arabic was used
in writing (Zack 2014). For more details in other countries see also Langone (2016) and Miller (2017).
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permanent, while texts in written genres, up to the age of the Internet, mainly had some degree
of permanence. [...] to fully understand language mixing in written texts we need to know not
only by whom and for whom they are produced, but how they are produced and how they
will be read. (Sebba 2012: 7-8)

The concept of “Permanence” from Sebba is, therefore, relevant for observing wheth-
er or not elements of oral practices are maintained in written practices in (Moroccan)
Mixed Arabic, and is therefore useful for interpreting pragmatic functions through a “con-
textual analysis” (van Dijk 2008), in which the communicative context of language mix-
ing is taken into account.

3. Methodology and corpus description

The comparative analysis was conducted taking into account what Adam, in the con-
text of journalistic texts, defines as the three levels of pragmatic organization:

Trois plans de ’organisation pragmatique peuvent étre distingués : la visée illocutoire (valeur
et force des actes de discours), la prise en charge énonciative des propositions et la représenta-
tion construite ou « monde » du texte.” (Adam 1997: 16)

These levels provide insight into how a text constructs meaning according to its
communicative intentionality and its enunciative configuration. In Adam’s model, the visée
illocutoire refers to the overarching communicative purpose of the text, i.e. what guides
the overall construction of the text, orienting the choice of discursive genres, linguistic
registers and rhetorical strategies. The second level analyzes the position of the speaker
with respect to the statements in the text (e.g., fully assuming an utterance, distancing
oneself, delegating responsibility to someone else), influencing the credibility, apparent
neutrality, or involvement of the text in relation to its content. The third level concerns
the semantic-discursive construction of the content, i.e. the world represented by the text,
presenting facts, actors, events, places, temporalities, causes, consequences, causal rela-
tions, implicit evaluations, and possible future scenarios.

These three aspects have been observed in the selected corpus of the present study to
distinguish how linguistic variation impacts the illocutionary force of speech acts in (pre-
meditated and unpremeditated) oral communication. This influence is mediated by different
communicative strategies — such as ‘grounding’ (Khalil 2000), i.e. the process by which
a text signals which information is central, new, or relevant and which information is in-
cidental, taken for granted or background — and rhetorical tactics, including repetition, we/
you polarization, and the use of religious or patriotic language (Mazraani 2008). Further-
more, the analysis shows how Mixed Arabic styles function as communicative tools to
enhance the effectiveness of discourse in (written and oral) premeditated text.

7 “Three levels of pragmatic organization can be distinguished: the illocutionary aim (value and force of
speech acts), the enunciative assumption of responsibility for propositions, and the constructed representation
or “world” of the text.’
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The corpus used in this study comprises three sub-corpora, each representing a dif-
ferent source of data. The first one includes the recording of the episode of the TV talk
show broadcasted on the channel 2M, Hadit" ma‘a as-sahafa, titled Wad ‘iyyat huqiig
al-"insan wa-I-hurriyyat bi-I-Magrib rifgat Mustafa al-Ramid, ‘The situation of human
rights and freedoms in Morocco, with Mustafa Ramid’.® The program is presented by
Abdellah Tourabi who interviews the main guest of the episode, with the support of two
other journalists, always different in each episode. The episode transcript represents the
oral corpus of the unpremeditated communication (one hour of recording).

The second one consists of the oral corpus of premeditated communication and covers
11 episodes of the podcast produced and disseminated on the multimodal information plat-
form Hawamis (hawamich.info), selected from the column, featuring cultural life ‘ala hamis
al-tagafa (lit. ‘On the margins of culture’). The total length of the episodes is about one
hour and thirty-five minutes. Hawamis podcasts are published alongside their corresponding
written articles or reports. The data collected in this section of the corpus is considered
premeditated because the narrative voice of the podcast episodes reads/interprets the corre-
sponding written articles. The written texts of the articles from which the narrative voice
records the podcasts were also analyzed and compared along with the premeditated oral data.

Finally, the third source was the corpus of written texts (premeditated communication).
It includes 76,026 words, or 346 articles selected by the online journal Goud from all
columns (three articles per month from January to December 2016).°

All data were previously analyzed quantitatively: the most frequent morphosyntactic
features clearly belonging to the repertoire of non-Standard Arabic were subsequently
analyzed in terms of their function and distribution across different textual and commu-
nicative contexts. The non-Standard Arabic features include: verbal morphology (the
occurrences of suffixal and prefixal conjugation of Darija’ repertoire), nominal negation
(occurrences of mast ‘it is not”) and verbal negation (occurrences of discontinuous nega-
tion ma- -§), possession and annexation through the use of the preposition dyal ‘of’, and
the use of the relative sentence introduced by the relative pronoun //7 (invariable pronoun
in Darija) in variation with alladi and its morphological variants (from Standard Arabic).
The following comparative analysis presents the MMA traits in their textual and discur-
sive context, in both oral and written modes of communication.

4. Analysis

4.1. Oral corpus: unpremeditated speech

The first part of the analysis concerns the unpremeditated oral texts from the talk
show Hadit ma‘a as-sahdfa. Journalist Abdellah Tourabi opens the broadcast as shown
in (1) and (2), below:

8 The episode is available on the official YouTube page of the 2M television network, at the following
link https://youtu.be/IN1yCo2XKyg?si=DKyqzFDiXy-OEFUJ (last accessed on 10/10/2023).

% See Pennisi (2025: 151-154).
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(1) musahidi-na I-kiram ‘ahl* wa-marhab® bi-kum ka-kull yawm ‘ahad ma‘a barnamig-kum I-hi-
warl Hadit"™ ma‘a s-sahafa. dayfu-na li-hada l-yawm huwa s-sayyid Mustafa r-Ramid, wazir
ad-dawla al-mukallaf bi-huqtiq 1-'insan, li-l-hadit ‘an wad‘iyyat huqiiq 1-'insan wa-l-hurriyat
bi-1-Magrib wa-kayfa tanwi huttat al-‘amal I-watanT fi magal ad-dimiiqratiyya wa-huquq 1-’insan
tarstha-ha wa-taqwiyata-ha wa-mada onsigam al-’aglabiyya l-huklimiyya wa-hal tu’attir al-
ihtilafat bayna mukawwinati-ha ‘ala ‘ada’ al-hukiima? ’idafat™ bi-tabi‘at’ 1-hal ’ila mawadi’
‘ubra. s-s1 r-Ramid marhba bi-k...

(min: 00:26-00:54)'°
Dear viewers, welcome, like every Sunday, to your talk-show Hadit" ma‘a as-sahafa. Our
guest today is Mr. Mustafa Ramid, Minister of State for Human Rights, to talk about the
situation of human rights and freedoms in Morocco and how human rights and fundamental
freedoms are respected in Morocco. How does the national action plan for democracy and
human rights intend to strengthen and reinforce them, and to what extent is the governmental
majority harmonious, and do the differences between its components affect the government?
Mr. Ramid, welcome...

(2) bidayyat™ qbal ma ndohli fo-t-tafasil, "a s-sT r-Ramid nta kontl muhami li-sanawat tawila,
konti "ayd™ wazir 1-‘adl wa-1-"an nta wazir d-dawla f-magal huqiq 1-'insan wakabt1 t-tatawwur
dyal l-hurriyyat w-huqiiq I-'insan f-1-Magrib, qbal ma ndahlu fo-t-tafasil dyal had l1-qadaya
dyal huqiiq 1-'insan w-l-hurriyyat f-1-Magrib su’al s-s1 r-Ramid Ii-k Sahsiyy* min hilal had
I-masar dyals-k f-magal l-hurriyyat w-huqiiq 1-'insan, was nta radi Sahsiyy™ ‘ala wad® huqiq
I-’insan haliyy* fi-1-Magrib? kifa§ ka-yban Ii-k l-wad‘?

(min: 01:13-01 :37)!
Before going into detail, Mr. Ramid, you were a lawyer for many years, you were also Min-
ister of Justice, and you are now Minister of State for Human Rights, responsible for the
development of freedoms and human rights in Morocco. Before going into the details of this
issue of human rights and freedoms in Morocco, a personal question, Mr. Ramid: based on
your career in the field of freedoms and human rights, are you personally satisfied with the
human rights situation in Morocco today? How do you see this situation?

These first two excerpts represent a type of unpremeditated speech, insofar as they
would not be explicitly read. Although Tourabi uses more or less the same introductory
formulas to begin his program and introduce guests with premeditated questions, his
speech act shows typical characteristics of unpremeditated communication, such as the
use of repetition'? (Eagleson 1958: 149-150). See especially the repetition of gbal ma
ndahlii fa-t-tafasil ‘Before going into the details’ in (2). The sentence is used by Tourabi
to introduce the first question for the guest. The question, however, is preceded by a di-
gression contextualizing the guest; therefore, the repetition of the above sentence echoes
the introduction of the question and serves, at the communicative level, to make the (oral)

10 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IN1yCo02XKyg&list=PL6tDa8neN6tHKHONy7Ta712SCO-Ap-
Nz6N&index=53 (Accessed 23-10-10). This study includes both longer excerpts and (glossed) shorter examples
drawn from them. Long excerpts are presented in regular font. Within these, terms and expressions in bold
indicate elements that are explicitly in Moroccan Arabic, while italics are used to mark interjections and bi-
valent words. By contrast, (glossed) shorter examples are consistently presented in italics.

" Ibidem.

12 Repetition, on the other hand, is regularly used as a means of persuasion, see in particular Johnstone
(1991).
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message clear and straightforward for the audience (the direct addressee, Mr. Ramid, and
the larger audience, in the studio and at home), alternating between different foreground
and background content (Khalil 2000: 121-126).

Linguistically, Tourabi uses a mixed style of Arabic. In excerpts (1) and (2), words
in bold represent occurrences of words and expressions pronounced by the journalist in
non-Standard Arabic. Phonetically, several words follow the typical Moroccan Arabic
pronunciation, such as, for example, the merger of interdental fricatives with dental oc-
clusives (Heath 1997: 206). Note in (1) the variation t ~ t (fu attir, and not tu attir ‘to
affect” in Standard Arabic), or the variation of d ~ d (hada and not hada ‘this’ in Stand-
ard Arabic). Note, too, the tendency to elide short vowels in open syllables (Versteegh
1997: 164-169), one of the typical features of Maghrebi Arabic (Aguad¢é 2018: 33). In-
deed, observe in (1) marhba (and not marhab™, ‘welcome’, in Standard Arabic), and in
(2) gbal (and not gabla, ‘before’, in Standard Arabic).

On the morphosyntactic level Tourabi’s speech act is characterized by the alternation
of Standard and non-Standard elements. See, for example, the systematic use of the
prefix conjugation, with or without the preverb ka-, as in (2) the verb ‘to enter’ ndahli,
Ist p.m. (nadhulu ‘[we] enter’ in Standard Arabic), and the verb ka-yban, ‘to appear’,
3rd s.m., in the sentence entirely constructed in Moroccan Arabic, given in (2-a), below:

2)
a) kifas ka-yban -k l-wad ‘71
how NPST-appear.PRS.3SG.M to-2SG.M  DEF-situation
‘How do you see this situation?’ (Lit. ‘How does the situation appear to you?’)

Another morphosyntactic construction in Moroccan Arabic repertoire is the analytic
annexation via the preposition dyal, as in (2b-c) given below:

)

b) t-tatawwur dyal [-hurriyyat
DEF-development of  DEF-freedoms
‘The development of freedoms’

c) f-t-tafasil dyal had l-gadaya  dyal huqiqg [-’insan
into-DEF-details of = DEM DEF-issues of  rights DEF-human.being
‘Into the details of this issue of human rights’

In (2-b) the analytic annexation is single, i.e. only the first term placed before the
preposition dyal ‘of’ (t-tatawwur ‘the development’, which is a noun defined by the
definite article), and the second term postposed after the preposition dyal I-hurriyyat (‘of
the freedoms’), are part of the annexation. In contrast, in (2-c), the analytic annexation

3 All examples listed in alphabetical order refer to the previously numbered excerpts and the sources
listed therein previously. Glossing rules follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules for interlinear morpheme-by-mor-
pheme glosses.
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consists of more elements, and in particular the last part of the chain, /-qadaya dyal
hugqiiq [-'insan, ‘the issue of human rights’, is constructed with a noun determined by
the definite article /-qadaya (‘the issues’) before the preposition dyal, and by an idafa
(synthetic annexation, used in both Standard Arabic and Darija), huqiiq I-’insan (‘human
rights’, lit. ‘rights of the human’), after the preposition dyal.

It should also be noted that the preposition dyal in Darija, also serves the function
of a possessive adjective when suffixed by personal pronouns as in (2-d) below:

()
d) I-masar dyala-k
DEF route of-2SG.M
“Your route.” (Lit. ‘the route of you’).

Other elements of the lexical and morphosyntactic repertoire of Darija also appear in
extracts (1) and (2), such as the suffix conjugation to express the past tense (see the
conjugation of kanti, ‘[you] were’), the use of interrogative pronouns, such as kifas, ‘how’,
already mentioned, and was, ‘do you/are you’, in (2-¢), below:

)

e) was nta radi Sahsiyy?
Q 2SG.M  satisfied.SG.M personally
‘Are you personally satisfied?’

Finally, on the lexical level, the Moroccan appellation s-s7, lit. ‘Sir, or Mr.’, a short-
ened form of al-sayyid, ‘Sir/Mister’ (in Standard Arabic), is used in this case by the
journalist as a formula of respect to address Mr. Ramid.

As shown in (1) and (2), therefore, morphosyntactic features of Moroccan Arabic
alternate and merge with constructions and expressions in Standard Arabic. All the
morphosyntactic and lexical features shown above are part of what Youssi (1992) called
MMA, and which in this study corresponds to (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic, i.c., a formal
oral register of non-Standard Arabic in Morocco. This register also represents what
Tourabi termed al-luga al-talita, i.e. a mixed style in which the contours of what is
traditionally called Standard Arabic are more fluid, and where morphosyntactic features
of the repertoires of non-Standard varieties, in this case Moroccan Arabic, are merged
with the Standard structures of the Arabic language. This is not simply the use of di-
alectal elements in Standard Arabic speech (such as dyalak, ‘your’ in the excerpt d, or
was, ‘are you?’, in the excerpt e), but Standard Arabic also becomes part of this third
language through the use of now bivalent terms and expressions (Mejdell 2006), such
as [-masar, ‘route’, (excerpt d) and Sahsiyy*,‘personally’, (excerpt e). Although the
practice observed in (1) and (2) reflects the uncodified norm prevalent even in the oral
practices of contemporary journalistic communication, it is interesting to note that there
is stylistic variation within this mixed style, where the alternation between the use of
expressions closer to the style of Standard Arabic and expressions closer to Moroccan
Arabic reflect a pragmatic strategy. In fact, returning to examples (1) and (2), Tourabi’s
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introductory speech is initially constructed, both phonetically and morpho-syntactically,
on an almost total adherence to the style of Standard Arabic. Instead, elements in
Moroccan Arabic mark passages to the focal points of the communicative functions of
his speech. In particular, note in (1) that at the end of his introduction to the topic of
the episode and the announcement of the guest, both in Standard Arabic, Abdellah
Tourabi welcomes his guest by switching to Moroccan Arabic, stating: s-si r-Ramid
marhba bi-k, ‘Mr. Ramid, welcome.” This abrupt switch to the Moroccan Arabic rep-
ertoire marks on the pragmatic level the performative act of “welcoming”, using the
colloquial register, Darija, which symbolically represents closeness and unity with Mo-
roccans and at the same time a direct, clear, and concise means of communication.'
This first shift in style allows the journalist’s speech as a whole to shift and focus
attention on the guest, Mr. Ramid. A second stylistic shift also occurs in (2), where
Tourabi directly addresses his guest by using Mixed Arabic. Note, in particular, the
final part of his speech, i.e. how the journalist structures the question for his guest.
Initially, Tourabi asks:

2
f) was nta radr sahsiyy™ ‘ala wad" huqig  I-insan
Q 2SGM  satisfied. SG.M  personally on situation rights =~ DEF-human.being

haliyy  fi- I-Magrib?
currently in DEF-Morocco
‘Are you personally satisfied with the human rights situation in Morocco today?’

In this first question, the journalist alternates morphosyntactic elements of Moroccan
Arabic with lexical choices in Standard Arabic, see in fact in (2-f) the interrogatives
and the personal pronoun in Moroccan Arabic and the rest of the sentence in Standard
Arabic."® Later, the journalist switches to Moroccan Arabic, more abruptly, as indicated
in example (2-a) above. Thus, on the pragmatic level, the reiteration of the question,
first in Mixed and more detailed Arabic, then in Moroccan Arabic, reflects a conscious
discursive strategy of the journalist aimed at making his communicative intention ex-
plicit, i.e. inviting his guest to answer explicitly, clearly and directly. Moreover, Tou-
rabi stated:

Dans mon émission, j’essaie méme de tirer 'invité vers darija, parce que vers darija il peut étre
plus clair, plus direct et loin de la langue de bois. L’arabe classique tel qu’il est pratiqué au Ma-

14 Caubet (2017a, 2017b, 2018), likewise, shows that the Darija used by Moroccan artists in their written
productions is considered a more effective linguistic tool allowing them to represent their communicative
intentions and artistic creations.

'S The lexical choices in Standard Arabic are bivalent in (2-f), insofar the lexical repertoire of Darija has
now acquired these kinds of expressions, which are common to the journalistic lexicon. Moreover, with the
exception of the first two elements of the sentence, the pronunciation of Tourabi in (2-f) reflects the phonet-
ics of standard Arabic, but as it is usual in Media Arabic, the case ending of each individual element of the
sentence is dropped. The exceptions in this case are Sahsiyy™, ‘personally’ and haliyy™, ‘currently’, where the
case ending of adverbs in -an (indefinite accusative) is in common use.
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roc, ¢’est beaucoup plus propice a la langue de bois, c’est-a-dire qu’on dit tout et on dit rien.'¢
(Interview with Abdellah Tourabi, 2M journalist, February 22, 2018, Casablanca)'’

The minister’s reply is also characterized by stylistic variation, as shown in the fol-
lowing long extracts:

(3) bi-smt llah ar-rahman ar-rahim, al-haqiqa anna l-masar I-huquqt li-l-bilad ’ida "anta "ahadta-hu
f-wahhod 1-mada zamani wasi' matal™ nqiali mon ’alf-wu-tsa‘-miya-wu-ts‘in matal 1-’al-
fayn-wu-tsa‘tas, sa-tara bi-’anna hunak wahhad l-masira'® tasda‘udiyya wa-’anna-hu hunak
muktasabat mutawaliyya, 'ida dholti f-t-tafasil wu-bditt ka-ddaqqaq f-l-waqa’'i* wa-l-mutayat
sa-tagid ya ‘ni 1-‘adid mon l-masakil wa-l-hilalat wa-li-dalik huwwa bi-§akl™ mulhas "aqul la-k
‘and ya ‘ni radi nisbiyy™ ‘ala l-masar l-huquqt f1 1-bilad wa-lakinna-n1 ‘ayd™ ya ‘ni gayr radi
‘ala katir mon at-tafasil....

[Tourabi: matal*™ ?]
matal*™ daksi kuls§i, masi kulst, wa-lakin 1-‘adid mimma yutrah mimma huwwa ma‘raf, ‘andi
matal™ l-mawda‘ dyal... ta’sis I-gam‘iyyat Ili fT katir min 1-’ahyan kayn gam‘iyyat ma ka-
ttwassal-§ bi-t-tawasil dyal-ha, ‘andi matal* $1 marrat ka-ykiin ba‘d t-tadahhulat ya ‘ni 1-’am-
niyya allatT tutir niqas™, ‘andi matalan ba‘d l-muwatinin alladin yaStakiin mon mada tawaffur
damanat I-muhakama 1-‘adila...

(min : 02:34-03:13)"
In the name of God, the merciful and the omnipotent... the truth is that the route of rights in
the country, if you take it in a broad time dimension, let’s say from the 1990s to 2019, you
will see that there are progressive steps and that there is increasing progress. If you get into
the details and start looking at the facts and figures, you’ll find plenty of problems and irreg-
ularities. To sum up, I can say that I’m relatively satisfied with the country’s human rights
progress, but I’'m also dissatisfied with several details...
[Tourabi: For instance?]
Like all this, not everything, but a large part of what is known and considered... I have, for
example, the question of associations which, in many neighborhoods, are not connected. I have,
for example, some security interventions that provoke debate. I sometimes have citizens com-
plaining about the lack of guarantees of fair trial...

(4) [...] 'id™ hnaya... ka-nqula da’im®, taht had I-‘unwan, huqiiq 1-'insan f-1-Magrib tataqadda-
m* tagaddum®™ mustamirr®™ wa-mudtarid®™ [sic], lakinna-h* tagaddum®" bati’*" wa-mudtarib. “id™,
‘and-na ya ‘ni 1-ganib, kama ka-nqiil da’im®, I-mamld’ min I-ka’s, w-‘and-na I-ganib ya ‘ni
I-farig min 1-ka’s, fa-alladi yurakkiz ‘ala 1-ganib I-mamli’, ka-yban Ii-h mzyan daksi, alladi
yurid" “an yandur ’ila l-'umir f-ganib-ha 1-farig, rah gadr ySuf ya ‘n7 fi-ha kayn /-masakil.

(min : 04:04-04:37)%*

1 “In my broadcast, I even try to draw the guest into Darija, because in Darija he can be clearer, more
direct and far from the “langue de bois. Classical Arabic, as it is spoken in Morocco, is much more conducive
to “langue de bois”, namely you say everything and you say nothing.’

17 See the entire interview in Pennisi (2025: 520-538).

'8 The usual phonetic realization of the indefinite article in Moroccan Arabic is wahd al-. All transcriptions
from oral texts reproduce dialogues as they were performed.

19 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IN1yCo2XKyg&list=PL6tDa8neN6tHKHONy7Ta712SCO-Ap-
Nz6N&index=53 (Accessed 23-10-10).

2 [bidem.



132 ROSA PENNISI LPLXVII (1)

[...] So we always say, under this formula, that human rights in Morocco are progressing
steadily and continuously, but this progress is slow and disturbed.

So we have, as I always say, the full half of the glass... and the empty half of the glass. To
those who focus on the (glass-half) full side, everything looks good; those who want to see
the facts on the (glass-half) empty side will see everything as a problem.

Unlike the journalist, the minister’s speech is characterized by a more extensive use
of colloquial style, or rather, a more pronounced stylistic variation. Note, for example,
not only the verbal morphology of the Darija repertoire (as in (3) ka-nguli, ‘[we] say’,
prefix conjugation, or dhalti, lit. ‘[you] entered’, suffix conjugation), or possession through
the preposition dyal (in (3) t-tawasil dyal-ha lit. ‘their connection’), but also nominal and
verbal negation, through the use, respectively, of masi kulst, lit. ‘it is not everything’,
and ma ka-ttwassal-s, lit. ‘[it]doesn’t get to’.

Moreover, the minister’s speech is built on a stylistic alternation which is most evident
insofar as, in addition to using the bivalent terms of the semantic field related to human
rights and politics (such as muktasabat, ‘progress’, tafasil, ‘details’, l-masar I-huqigqr,
‘Thuman] rights progress’, hugqiiq I-’insan, ‘human rights’, among others), he alternates
lexical and morphosyntactic choices that are part of Standard Arabic and Darija, respec-
tively. Note, for example, at the beginning of his speech in (3), sa-tara ‘[you] will see’,
a verb conjugated in the future tense in line with the verbal morphology of Standard
Arabic, i.e., the morpheme of the future sa- prefixed to the prefixal conjugation tard, 2nd
s.m., and the verbal root which is part of the lexical repertoire of Standard Arabic. In
contrast, in (4) he uses gadr ysif, ‘[he] will see’, which is a verbal root from the reper-
toire of Darija (Saf / ysiaf ‘to see’). Again, stylistic variation represents a precise com-
municative strategy, corroborated by the expressions used within his speech. Indeed,
looking at his performative act, it is evident that in both (3) and (4) the minister’s speech
tends to be extremely polarized: on the one hand, the lexical choices and morphosyntac-
tic constructions are rigidly tied to the norms of Standard Arabic. Note, for example, the
use of the basmala (bi-smi llah ar-rahman ar-rahim, ‘In the name of God, the merciful
and the omnipotent’) to emphasize his performative act, i.e. to formalize his speech in
compliance with Muslim precepts®!; moreover, unlike the journalist, he emphasizes certain
passages of his speech by systematically marking the case and mood endings, such as:

4
a) huqiq [-'insan haliyy™  f-I-Magrib tatagaddam” tagaddum-""  mustamirr-"
rights DEF-human.being in-DEF-Morocco progress.PL.NPST progress-ACC continuous-ACC

wa-mudtarid-"", lakinna-h" tagaddum-"" bati’-" wa-mudtarib

and-steady-ACC but-SG.M progress-NOM  slow-NOM  and-disturbed

‘Human rights in Morocco are progressing steadily and continuously, but this progress is slow

and disturbed.’

In (4-a) the key terms of his speech are uttered with the case endings (in superscript
characters). On the other hand, this sentence, entirely in Standard Arabic - and with the

I See for instance, the use of verses and extracts from the Coran in Geddafi’s political discourses (Maz-
raani 2008: 665).
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case ending -, precedes the last part of his speech in which the minister alternates idio-
matic expressions, lexical and morphosyntactic choices that are typically part of the
Darija repertoire. Note, in particular, his metaphorical discourse: the metaphor of the full
or empty glass is expressed in Standard Arabic (as illustrated in 4-b and 4-d below),
while the minister’s interpretation of the metaphor is expressed in Darija (as illustrated
in 4-¢ and 4-e¢ below):~

4
b) fa- alladi  yurakkiz ‘ala I-ganibl-mamlii’

and who focus.PRS.3SG.M  on DEF-side DEF.full
‘those who focus on the (glass-half) full side’ (in Standard Arabic entirely)

¢) ka-yban Ir-h mzyan dakst
appear.PRS.3SG.M  to-3SG.M good all.that
lit.‘everything appears to him good’.

d) alladi yurid* ‘an  yandur ila - 'umar  f-ganib-ha  Il-farig
who  want.PRS.3SG.M COMP see.PRS.3SG.M to  DEF-facts DEF-side-3PL DEF-empty
‘those who want to see the facts on the (glass-half) empty side’

e) gadi ysif yani  fi-ha kayn l-masakil
FUT see.PRS.3SG.M thatis in.3PL there.is = DEF-problems
‘he will see everything as a problem’.

On a pragmatic level, this mechanism serves a double purpose: the first concerns
communicating the purely semantic meaning of the message, i.e., the slow advancement
of human rights in Morocco can be interpreted positively and negatively; the second
purpose, on the other hand, concerns the communicative intention, (the illocutionary force
of his speech), i.e. what his speech intends to communicate. Alternating in his discourse
Standard Arabic and Darija allows the minister to symbolically reinforce the feeling of
closeness and empathy with his audience. Therefore, his communicative intention is lin-
guistically constructed through stylistic alternation, i.e. in (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic.

4.2. Oral corpus: premeditated speech

For practical reasons, the present analysis focuses on one episode of the Hawamis
podcast, entitled Magallat "Anfas tatanaffasu mugaddadan fi "Amrika... bahitina magariba
yuhayyiina tagribat Al-La ‘abi wa-rifdqi-hi (‘Anfas magazine breathes again in America...
Moroccan researchers breathe new life to the experience of Laabi and his companions’).?
As indicated earlier, the text of the podcast is published on hawamich.info in two versions,
namely version one through a written journalistic article (whose author is Imad Stitou), and

2 See https://hawamich.info/6468/ — :~:text = alall Al Dilimow 1 e 4d je 23 50 (e 3302 See
also Pennisi (2025: 350-361).
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version two through the reading of the same text (which is interpreted by Issam Belgana).

The incipit of the article/podcast is shown in Table 1,> presenting both versions:

Table 1. Incipit Podcast/Article Hawamich.info

Translation

Podcast

Article

After more than 50 years,
Anfas is back with a new
breath, a group of
researchers who decided
to revive the experience
of a magazine that
characterized Morocco’s
cultural and political
history before it was
halted due to the political
climate of the 1970s.

mon ba‘d ktar man
homsin sana ka-targa‘
mgallat ° Anfas b-nafas
gdid, magmii‘a man
1-bahitin qarrarti y ‘awdi
‘thya’ tagribat 1-magella
IIT tab‘at t-tarth at-taqafi
w-s-siyasi f-1-Magrib
gbal ma twaqqaf b-shab
I-munah s-siyasi llT ‘arfa
Magrib sab‘Iniyat l-qarn
I-madi.

oy "Ml Al 3 g i 50 e w3
shia) Bale) 1) 8 fialdl (e Ao sema cyaa
& bl s (AN g Ul Cuanda Alae A s

Ll () Al Glitaes o sie 40
ba‘da azyad min hamsin sana, ta‘idu
magallat “Anfas” bi-nafas gadid, magmu‘a
min al-bahitin qarrari i‘adat ihya’ tagribat
magalla taba‘at at-tarth at-taqafi wa-s-siyasi
fT al-Magrib qabla an tatawaqqaf, bi-sabab
al-munah as-siyasi alladi ‘arafa-hu Magrib
sab‘Inat al-qarn al-madi.

This article is published
on hawamich.info, written
by Imad Stitou and
played in the audio
version by Issam Belgana.
You can listen to all
episodes of the Hamawich
podcast on all podcast
platforms.

had l-maqal ka-ygi-kiim
‘ala Hawami$ point info,
mon ‘i‘dad ‘Imad Stittd
f-n-nusha l-masmii ‘a,
ka-yrafaq-kum ‘Isam
Belgana w-yomkan
li-kum tsom‘@i gami'
halaqat podcast Hawamis
‘ala kull minssat
l-podcast.

2023 5.18 HAWAMICH

sl dlac

[date of publication, platform, and the
author's name]

In 1966, in the Moroccan
capital Rabat, a group of
Moroccan poets who
called themselves
“linguistic fedayeen”
decided to launch

a unique experiment
through which they
intended to bring about
a cultural revolution in
a country just emerging
from colonialism. This
was the French-language
literary magazine Anfas,
which soon took on

a political dimension,
becoming indignant
against existing condi-
tions, the dominant
system, and colonial and
capitalist powers.

sanat "alf w-ts‘ami’a
w-sta w-stin f-1-‘asima
l-magribiyya ar-Ribat,
gadi yqrarii tulla mon
§-Su‘ard’ l-magariba It
tolqu ‘la nfas-hum
smiyya dyal “’al-fida’i-
yym al-lugawiyyin”,
qarrarl ta’sis togriba
farida man naw'-ha,
bgaw mon hilal-ha ’ihdat
tawra taqafiya f-balad 1t
ya allah hrag mon
l-sti'mar fa-kant
magellat * Anfas
l-’adabiyya ’an-natiqa
b-l-faransiyya lli
sur‘ana-ma hdat bu'd
siyasT sahit ‘al "awda’
l-qa’'ima wa-l-nidam
s-sa’'id w-didd 1-qiwa
l-isti ‘mariyya
w-ra’smaliyya.

A Bl Ay ) daala) B (1966 A
Cra 3 A4 5a% Gl " sl )l dpanis
Sl 3 A5 5 5 sl g8 193 lge 5
"u.uhi.'yi" Adae @ik Olaziu) e 3:\.“ GJE
@il Lo gle gﬂ\ A yally skl dpay)
Al 5 Aalal) g Lia 3Y) (e Unls Ll Loy
sanat alf wa-tis‘u mi’a wa-sitta wa-sittin, fi
al-‘asima al-Magribiyya ar-Ribat, sa-yuqar-
riru tulla min as-Su‘ard’ al-Magariba
mimman atlaq@i ‘ala nafsi-him tasmiyat
“al-fada’iyyIn al-lugawiyyin” ta’sis tagriba
farida min naw‘i-ha, aradii min hilali-ha
ihdat tawra taqafiyya fi balad harig li-t-
tawwi min al-isti‘'mar, fa-kanat magallat
“’Anfas” al-’adabiyya an-natiqa bi-l-faran-
siyya, allatl sur'an ma ’ahadat bu‘dan
siyasiyyan sahitan ‘ala al-awda’ al-qa’ima,
wa-n-nizam as-sa’id, wa-didda I-quwa
al-isti‘mariyya wa-r-ra’smaliyya.

3 Ibidem.
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Unlike unpremeditated communication, Hawamis’s podcast does not contain sponta-
neous speech (there are no repetitions and interjections, for example); rather, the podcast
follows the written text. However, the reading differs from the written text in some
lexical choices and morphosyntactic structures. In Table 1, the elements that differentiate
these choices in the podcast and the article are highlighted in bold, while the elements
highlighted in italics represent the loan words and/or non-Arabic terms pronounced in
foreign languages, but also the bivalent terms and expressions (Standard Arabic/ Darija)
that in the podcast are pronounced according to Moroccan Arabic practices or inserted
in non-Standard constructions. The most striking divergences between the two texts main-
ly concern morphosyntactic constructions, as for instance the realization of relative sen-
tences shown in Table 1, as indicated in the examples 5(a-b)-9(a-b) below.

Whereas in the written article the relative pronoun alladi (and its morphological var-
iants) is used consistently with the norms of Standard Arabic, in the podcast the only
relative used is /fi, i.e., the invariable relative of the Darija repertoire, established in
MMA (Youssi 1992: 265-273). The following examples show the variation between the
relative pronoun alladi (and its morphological variants) and the use of //7 in the written
and oral text:

Sa)

qarrarii i‘adat ihya’ tagribat magalla taba ‘at
decide.PRF.3PL.M repetition  giving.life experience ~ magazine mark.PRF.3SG.F
al-tarth al-taqaft wa-[-siyast fi-I-Magrib

DEF-history DEF-cultural and-DEF-political in-DEF-Morocco

‘[They]decided to revitalize the experience of a magazine [that] marked the cultural and polit-
ical history in Morocco’

5b)
qarrarii y‘awdi ‘thya’ tagribat  I-magella Iy tab‘at
decide.PRE3PLM repeat.NPST.3PL.M giving.life experience DEF-magazine REL mark.PRF3SG.F

t-tarth at-taqaft W-S-Siyast f-I-Magrib

DEF-history DEF-cultural and-DEF-political in-DEF-Morocco

‘[They]decided to revitalize the experience of a magazine that marked the cultural and politi-
cal history in Morocco’

6a)

al-munah al-siyasr alladt ‘arafa-hu al-Magrib
DEF-atmosphere DEF-political REL know.PRF.3SG.M-3SG.M  Morocco
‘The political atmosphere that Morocco has known’

6b)

l-munah S-S1ydasi I ‘arf-il I-Magrib
DEF-atmosphere DEF-political REL  know.PRF.3SG.M-3SG.M Morocco
‘The political atmosphere that Morocco has known’
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7a)

tulla  min al-su‘arda’ al-magariba mim-man atlaqii ‘ala  nafs-i-him
group of DEF-poets DEF-Moroccan.PLM among-REL  attach.PRE3PL.M on self-GEN-3PL.M
tasmiyat  “al-fadaiyyin al-lugawiyyin”

name DEF-Fedayeen.PLM DEF-linguistic.PL.M
‘A group of Moroccan poets who called themselves linguistic Fedayeen’

7b)

tulla  mon  $-Su‘ara’ l-magariba i plgu la  nfas-hum
group of DEF-poets DEF-Moroccan.PL.M REL attach.PRF3PLM on  self-3PL.M
smiyya  dyal  “al-fida’iyyin’ al-lugawiyyin”

name of DEF-Fedayeen.PL.M DEF-linguistic.PL.M
‘A group of Moroccan poets who called themselves linguistic Fedayeen’

8a)
fi balad harig li-t-tawwi min  al-isti ' mar
in country coming.out just out.of DEF-colonization

‘In a country just coming out of colonization’

8b)
f-balad lr ya-allah  hrag mon  I-sti ‘mar
in-country ~ REL just come.out. PRE3SG.M  from DEF-colonization

‘In a country that has just come out of colonization’

9a)
fa-kanat magallat “Anfas”[...] allati sur‘a@na-ma ahadat bu 'd-"

siyasiyy-"
and-be.PRE3SG.F magazine Anfas REL quickly take.PRF.3SG.F  dimension-ACC

political-ACC
‘So, Anfas was the magazine that quickly took on a political dimension’

9b)

fa-kant magellat  Anfas [...] lli  sur‘@na-ma hdat bu'd Siyast
and-be.PRF.3SG.F magazine Anfas REL quickly take.PRF.3SG.F dimension  political
‘So, Anfas was the magazine that quickly took on a political dimension’

Examples 5(a-b)-9(a-b) demonstrate the occurrences of the relative pronoun in Table
1 and highlight the divergences between the text of the written article and the podcast.
Specifically, the relative pronoun appears in both the written article and the podcast in
6a and 6b, and in 9a and 9b; on the other hand, the syntactic structure of the podcast
text in 5b and in 8b diverges from the text of the written article in 5a and 8a. Moreover,
in the written article in 7a, the indefinite relative man ‘whom’ occurs affixed to the
preposition min, lit. ‘from’, i.e. mimman ‘among whom’; whereas in the podcast the
corresponding syntactic structure is built with the specific (and invariable) relative /i
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in 7b. Such variation between written and oral texts (article/podcast), both premeditated,
shows and corroborates that in formal oral production the relative pronoun /7 is the
conventionally accepted and widespread form (Youssi 1992: 265-273). In particular, as
Youssi (1992) asserted, while the forms of the relative in MMA have been simplified
through the use of the invariable relative pronoun //7, the relative syntax has, on the
other hand, undergone a phenomenon of syntactic complexification, i.e. “dans bon nom-
bre d’occurrences de la relativation en MMA, il s’agit plutét d’emplois descriptifs ou
appositifs dont la suppression n’affectera en rien les éléments préexistants, constitutifs de
la proposition dite principale”* (Youssi 1992:270). He also adds : “Il semble méme que,
plus la situation est empreinte de formalisme, plus le locuteur recourt a la relativation
d’¢élément d’énoncés qui seraient autrement dans une relation prédicative par rapport au
syntagme nominal employé comme antécédent” (Youssi 1992 : 271). So, the example
8b%* corroborates Youssi’s (1992) assertions regarding the prevalence of the pronoun /7
in MMA.

Finally, it must be pointed out that the style represented by the podcast’s premeditat-
ed text thus tends to reproduce and conventionalize the formal and journalistic (oral)
register, namely (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic. Indeed, if one looks globally at the podcast’s
premeditated oral text, the morpho-syntactic traits described by Youssi (1992) and typical
of MMA for oral communication (including the relative sentences just observed) are
blended with lexical choices more in keeping with the lexicon of Standard Arabic. Ex-
amples 5(a-b)-9(a-b) clearly illustrate this phenomenon. The lexical choices in the podcast,
in fact, slavishly follow the lexicon used in the written article; extremely evident, for
example, is the use of expressions and collocations attested in Standard Arabic and not
usual in Darija, such as tulla man ‘a group of” in 7b, or sur ‘@na-ma ‘quickly’ in 9b that
would certainly have correspondents in more current uses in Moroccan Arabic, but not
necessarily less formal ones.

The uniqueness of the oral and premeditated text of the podcast lies precisely in its
mixed and bivalent nature: mixed because Standard and non-Standard syntactic and mor-
phological elements are mixed in the same text; bivalent because the lexicon (which also
includes the verbal roots of almost all the verbs used in the podcast that are conjugated
according to the Moroccan Arabic system) is derived from the shared repertoire (Stand-
ard and non-Standard) of Arabic.

2 “‘In many occurrences of relative sentences in AMM, these are rather descriptive or appositive uses
whose deletion will in no way affect the pre-existing elements making up the so-called main proposition’.

2 ‘It even seems that, the more formal the situation, the more the speaker relies on the relativization of
elements of statements that would otherwise be in a predicative relation to the nominal phrase used as an
antecedent’.

% Note that, in contrast, in example (5-b) the relative is used because unlike the text of the written arti-
cle, in the podcast the antecedent, /-magella ‘the magazine’ is determined by the definite article, and therefore
the use of the relative //7, would be grammatically required. Note, however, that in (5-h), on the other hand,
the antecedent f~balad ‘in a country’ is indefinite, and therefore the use of //i would not have been grammat-
ically required, but more importantly, as already mentioned, it represents a syntactic complexification, otherwise
replaceable by the active participle sarig, ‘coming out’, as used in parallel in the written article in (5-g).
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Moving beyond the dichotomous view of diglossia and its functionalist approach, the
textual types analyzed and compared in the present study show that it is not completely
possible to divide two distinct varieties of Arabic, but that the linguistic and stylistic
variations found in the (premeditated and unpremeditated) practices highlight the tenden-
cy to systematically use Mixed Arabic. The difficulty of classifying Arabic into different
varieties emerges more clearly when observing the practices of non-Standard written and
premeditated production, will be looked at in detail at in the next section.

4.3. Analysis of written production: premeditated written discourse

This section focuses on the use of (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic in premeditated journal-
istic writing on the online newspaper Goud. Many Goud journalists claim to express
themselves in Moroccan Arabic?’. However, when carefully analyzing their texts, what
emerges is actually (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic. Despite the fact that they claim to write
in Darija (a non-codified language for formal written purposes), their non-Standard texts
(written in Arabic characters) bring out more of the bivalent and mixed nature of Goud’s
articles, especially in terms of lexical choices. As already demonstrated on the oral data
in the previous section, the Goud’s texts written in (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic are also
characterized by an overt syntactic structuring borrowed from the repertoire of Moroccan
Arabic, and a lexical choice more closely adherent to Standard Arabic. In Opinions arti-
cles, however, stylistic variation is further emphasized by linguistic choices in order to
mark the illocutionary force of such argumentative texts.

See, in particular, the Opinions article by Mohamed Socrates® in which the former mili-
tant of the Feb. 20 movement criticizes the repression of Rif protesters by police forces in
2016. Table 2 below shows part of the incipit (on the right)*® and its translation on the left:

Table 2. Opinions article from Goud

Translation

Arabic source

Of course, we’re known, but even we, we
know you, one by one. We know you
from generation to generation, dating back
many centuries. |[...]

[...] We know that you know us, and that
all our movements are carried out
according to this mutual knowledge that
we have built up. So, as you’ve seen, and
as the world has seen, our movements
were peaceful, and you can’t use violence
with your acquainted people. we respect
the knowledge that [there is] between us,
but, unfortunately, it is you who have not
respected it.

¢ aaly aals aSed i Ua da (Sl ¢ sy pma ol Lok
[ Jos @ Alhy o oo Ui oS b i
é&@;@ﬁb\)ﬂhdd)&é\jhﬁﬂ?&\\ JLGLA[ N
b&)&é\aj\@);@bbﬂﬂ\ﬂ&@hﬂdwlﬁﬂ\
oda )muujcujb.d\@uﬂ\).\.\auu&aucm;uls
[.. ]wuyJUﬂSAUJMJ.um)J j‘mgd\u}d\
tab‘an nahnl ma‘riifin, wa-lakin hotta hna ka-n‘arfu-kum
wahd wahd, ka-n‘orfu-kum aba ‘an gadd wa-tila qurin [...]
[...] hna ‘arfin "anna-kum ka-ta‘rfuina wa-’ayyi taharruk
diyal-na rah ka-yatimm wifga had l-ma‘rifa l-musbiqa It
bayanat-na, lida fa-kama ra’ayt wa-ra’a al-‘alam taharrukat-na
kanat silmiyya, ma yimkin$ tadir al-'unf ma“ al-maarif,
wa-nahnu nahtarim hadihi al-ma‘rifa allati bayna-na, wa-lakin
li-l-asaf, ntiima 1l ma-ka-tahtarmii-ha-§ [...]

27 See for instance the interview to Ahmed Najim (Editorial Director of Goud) and to Mohamed Socrate
(Goud’s collaborator), in Pennisi (2025: 294-335).

2 https://www.goud.ma/250402- siiaa-U gl Eua- il g 2384-¢-(5/. See Pennisi 2020 concerning the
linguistic and stylistic expression of resistance in Goud’s media discourse.

¥ https://www.goud.ma/ 250402-}M-u)ﬁ&&-‘h—‘:\é-uzujé)ﬂsﬂ-‘-g\ii/.
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Socrates builds his speech by mixing expressions closer to Standard Arabic ( o832
o aak fab ‘an nahnii ma ‘rigfin ‘of course, we’re known’), with expressions closer to
Moroccan Arabic (oS 68 € Us s oSy wa-lakin hatta hna ka-n ‘arfi-kum ‘but even we,
we know you’), alternating between Standard and non-Standard linguistic features and
morphosyntactic structures. For instance, he alternates between prefix conjugation accord-
ing to the norms of Standard Arabic with conjugation norms typical of Moroccan Arabic,
as showed in example 10 below:

(10)

wa-nahnu  nahtarim  hadihi  al-ma ‘rifa allatr bayna-na, wa-lakin  li-l-asaf,
and-1.PLrespect.PRS.1PL this DEF-knowledge REL between-1.PL and-but for-DEF-sorrow
ntuma T ma ka-tohtarmii-ha-§

2.PL REL NEG NPST-respect-PRS.2PL-3SG.F-NEG

In example 10, Socrate uses nahtarim (‘we respect’), affirmative prefixal conjugation,
in Standard Arabic, versus negative prefixal conjugation, in Darija, such as ma-ka-
tahtarmii-ha-s (‘you don’t respect’), or again, the variable use of the relative pronoun,
such as allatr (‘that’), in Standard, versus lli (‘who’), in Darija, in the same sentence.

His entire article, as well as the underlying discourse it conveys, is structured on an
antithetical construction, which reflects morphosyntactic and stylistic variation, emphasiz-
ing, as shown in (10), the illocutionary force of his message. Indeed, in (10), Socrates
uses the personal pronoun ntima (‘you’)* in Darija topicalizing it, where in fact, ntima
is the antecedent of the relative. This syntactically marked construction through topical-
ization, as occurs in other language systems as well, is also stylistically marked: the first
part of the sentence (nahnu nahtarim) is in Standard Arabic, while the second part of
the sentence, which is syntactically marked, is in Moroccan Arabic (ntima Ili ma-ka-
tohtarmii-ha-s). The shift to Darija reflects a concern to forcefully express a message
that the author considers important and central to his discourse, namely, in his view, it
is the Power that has no respect for the Moroccan people. Expressing it in Darija allows
him to construct (allegorically) his closeness to and identification with the people, i.e.
with all those repressed demonstrators that the former militant of the February 20 move-
ment defends in his article. The illocutionary force of his message is based, therefore,
not only on a syntactically marked construction, but also linguistically marked on the
level of stylistic choices.

The stylistic mixing and alternation within his discourse makes his written text lin-
guistically and stylistically identifiable with (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic. Indeed, even the
constructions and expressions that in writing might visually appear to be in Standard are,
in fact, bivalent depending on how the reader reads them in their overall syntactic and
stylistic context.

Socrates’ premeditated text is functionally constructed as an argumentative text with
its communicative strategies designed to criticize repression, but also as a message of

% Note also the alternation of personal pronouns and deictics used as a political discourse strategy. For
more details, see La Rosa (2018), Maalej (2013), Pennycook (1994), Manetti (2015) and Holes (1993).
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solidarity and identification with the repressed Moroccan people. The Mixed Arabic of
his text thus allows him to express his message more incisively.

5. Conclusion

The analysis conducted in this study has demonstrated that (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic
is emerging as an increasingly stabilized register within Morocco’s formal and digital
media communication, both in oral and written forms. By comparing unpremeditated oral
texts (talk shows), premeditated oral texts (podcasts), and written texts (digital journal-
ism), the study reveals the stability of morphosyntactic and lexical features characteristic
of formal oral Darija — defined as MMA by Youssi (1992) — blended with structures
drawn from Standard Arabic, even in written productions. Notably, the variety of Mixed
Arabic employed in the online newspaper Goud mirrors, in written form, the mixed
linguistic practices observed in oral communication. One illustrative example is the use
of the relative pronoun //i: while variation between [li (Darija) and alladi (Standard
Arabic) was observed in the spontaneous oral speech of Minister Ramid and participating
journalists, all instances of relative clauses in the podcast (a premeditated oral text) were
constructed using //7. This systematic preference in the podcast may suggest an emerging
process of informal standardization of a journalistic-style formal register within (Moroc-
can) Mixed Arabic. The same stylistic features are observable in the written corpus, with
the exception of the Goud’s opinion articles, where texts, such as the one authored by
Socrate, exhibit similar stylistic variation and discursive strategies to those found in un-
premeditated oral speech. Rather than being isolated or informal phenomena, these dis-
cursive practices indicate that (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic is functioning as a de facto
vehicular language within the Moroccan journalistic sphere. This mixed style enables the
expression of authority, emotional engagement, and conceptual clarity. As demonstrated,
the stylization of such mixed forms serves specific pragmatic purposes: it facilitates mod-
ulation of register, marks thematic transitions, and fosters a sense of proximity and ac-
cessibility in communication with audiences.

These findings contribute to ongoing sociolinguistic and ideological discussions re-
garding the nature of linguistic variation in Arabic. While early models, such as Fergu-
son’s (1959) foundational diglossia framework, proposed a binary distinction between
“high” and “low” varieties, subsequent scholarship — particularly Badaw1’s (1973) strat-
ified model of Arabic levels, Meiseles’ (1980) continuum-based approaches, and Mejdell’s
(2006) work on mixed styles — has increasingly emphasized a more dynamic, gradated
understanding of variation, especially within spoken registers. Expanding on this line of
research, the present study proposes an extension of the diglossic continuum model
through the inclusion of written communicative practices — an area that has often received
limited attention in studies on diglossia. By adopting a comparative methodology that
spans unpremeditated and premeditated oral data as well as written digital media, this
study demonstrates how morphosyntactic features associated with formal spoken varieties
— such as those described by Youssi (1992) in his definition of MMA — are increasingly
being stylized and conventionalized in written journalistic discourse. Importantly, the
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systematic use of (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic in established and professional media outlets
— such as the digital newspaper Goud, the multimodal platform Hawamis, and the tele-
vision broadcaster 2M — suggests a form of informal or implicit legitimacy attributed to
these mixed practices. Although not formally codified, the consistent uses of such mixed
styles in high-visibility, formal communicative domains indicate their growing normative
status. In this regard, the study not only reinforces but also expands current understand-
ings of Arabic’s sociolinguistic landscape, by highlighting how mixed language practices
are contributing to a broader reconfiguration of the boundaries between Standard and
non-Standard varieties — not only in speech, but also in writing.

Nevertheless, the study was conducted using limited data. For instance, the corpus
analyzed is temporally limited (with only one year of written data) and geographically/
sociologically bounded (focused on a limited number of platforms and programs). Future
research could expand the dataset to encompass a broader range of sources, including
additional discourse genres such as social media interactions, sports commentary, and
institutional communication, in order to further assess the scope and variability of the
phenomenon. Furthermore, ethnographic research of the reception of such linguistic prac-
tices among Moroccan audiences would yield valuable insights into perceptions of legit-
imacy, acceptability, and the social indexicality of mixed forms.

Lastly, (Moroccan) Mixed Arabic emerges from this study not only as a descriptive
linguistic object, but also as an index of broader sociocultural transformations reshaping
the relationship between language, identity, and media in contemporary Maghreb societ-
ies. If the practices documented here reflect a wider trend, it may be argued that the
boundaries between Standard and colloquial Arabic are not merely being blurred, but are
actively being reconfigured through deliberate, contextually anchored communicative
practices — practices that merit full recognition in the study of modern and contemporary
Arabic.
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Abstract: The outputs of the contact due to the presence and interaction of multiple languages in Morocco
have been tackled by numerous sociolinguistic studies over the years (Ennaji 2002, Chekayri 2006, Caubet
2017b). This research attempts to illustrate the way this complex linguistic landscape affected the language
of oral and written Moroccan advertising, wherein the alternation of registers and the functional expansion of
the darija became more detectable.

To this end, in this study I aim to explore the correlation between language use and target audience, after
providing a general overview of the first advertising materials disseminated in Morocco since the beginning of
the 20" century. The discussion on linguistic innovations in this field will be accompanied by an analysis
of commercials that have been aired on 2M, Morocco’s most popular television channel, since the 1960s-70s.
This focus will allow us to emphasise the peculiarities of mostly oral advertising messages based on the target
audience they seem to address. Further, the second part of the paper will be devoted to the reflection on the
orthographic representation strategies used by speakers of Moroccan Arabic, by means of the analysis of bill-
boards, which represent the so-called ‘outdoor advertising’. Furthermore, such billboards, whose pictures have
been captured in various parts of Morocco, provide us with an opportunity to observe contact phenomena of
alternation, insertion, and code-mixing (Appel & Muysken 1987), and to evaluate their role in the effectiveness
of the advertising message, as well as to provide some observations in their orthographic treatment.

Keywords: Moroccan Arabic, multilingualism, advertising, orthography, target audience

1. Introduction

The juxtaposition of different languages in the Arab countries is a concrete and per-
sistent phenomenon which can be defined as “diglossia” when it pertains to the relation-
ship between classical Arabic and dialectal varieties of Arabic, and as “multilingualism”
when it involves additional languages, frequently of European origin or, in the context
of the Maghreb, also Berber varieties. As Morocco is one of the countries where it is

LP LXVII (1), 2025. © The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en/).
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inevitable to encounter a multitude of linguistic realities, this research aims at demon-
strating how the coexistence and the alternation of various linguistic codes are reflected,
both in written and oral forms, across all spheres of life, with a particular emphasis on
advertising. Given that language serves as a primary tool for establishing a relationship
between the advertiser and the advertisee, this study examines how Moroccan Arabic' is
employed in advertising communications across television, radio, and billboards. There-
fore, an initial overview of the role of Moroccan Arabic within the sociolinguistic land-
scape of Morocco, along with the early advertising tools that emerged in the country, is
followed by a contemplation on the nature of advertising communications broadcasted
through radio and television. The last section of the paper examines the strategies em-
ployed in the transliteration of darija, enabling an analysis of the various writing systems
that are adopted within this context. The study concludes with an examination of the
factors influencing the selection of one writing system over another, as well as an anal-
ysis of the interrelationship between content, language register, and the target audience,
in order to get a clearer understanding of how multilingual advertising communication is
handled in Morocco.

2. Methodology

This study emerges from the recognition that Moroccan Arabic, although traditionally
considered as a colloquial, and hence predominantly oral, variety of Arabic, is nowadays
being increasingly adopted in various contexts, both formal and informal. The initial
paragraphs of the study, indeed, provide a more descriptive analysis of the linguistic
choices of the audiovisual advertising, concentrating on a total of 34 advertisements from
Med Radio, 23 from Hit Radio, and 37 TV commercials from 2M. However, the func-
tional expansion of the darija is also particularly evident in the streets of Morocco, where
one can observe the frequent graphical representation of Moroccan Arabic on a variety
of advertising billboards. Thus, recognizing the diverse transliteration systems employed,
I began to capture billboards during my recent travels in Morocco. Consequently, this
research emerges from an examination and a reflection on the various strategies adopted
to write Moroccan Arabic, on the basis of 41 advertising billboards captured between
Meknés, Ksar El Kebir, Rabat, Casablanca and Mohammedia in February and then in
August/September 2024.

3. Moroccan linguistic panorama

Historical developments and contact between Arabs and indigenous populations, as
well as the social changes that followed the process of urbanization that has affected
North Africa in recent decades, contributed to the hybridization and further complication
of the Moroccan sociolinguistic profile. Thus, the employment of a particular termino-

! In this study, the term “Moroccan Arabic” is used interchangeably with “darija”.
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logical framework to elucidate the sociolinguistic context of Morocco presents a consid-
erable degree of complexity. Indeed, the phenomenon cannot merely be categorized as
simple diglossia, in which a colloquial variety coexists with what Ferguson (1959: 336)
calls ‘a super-posed variety’ i.e. Standard Arabic. The sociolinguistic panorama observed
in Morocco is significantly more heterogeneous and intricate, characterized by the con-
fluence of foreign languages, including French and, to a lesser degree, Spanish and En-
glish, alongside the nation’s official languages, Arabic and Berber. Terms such as ‘mul-
tilingualism’ (Ennaji 2005) and ‘transglossia’ (Durand 2018: 95) have recently been
adopted to describe the expansion of languages that are extraneous to the cultural heritage
of the community witnessing their spread. Indeed, this is a mainstream phenomenon that
leads people to mix more languages and varieties almost instinctively. Within this frame-
work, these languages enjoy different statuses and degrees of use. Moroccan Arabic and
Amazigh varieties have been mostly limited to daily communication and excluded, at
least until a few decades ago, from the intellectual and academic fields. On the con-
trary, Standard Arabic and French have served as languages of prestige, deemed appro-
priate for formal settings including educational and administrative functions.

Nonetheless, due to the emergence of technological innovations and the adoption of
new communication tools, a noticeable linguistic dynamism is currently evident, which
is reflected in the integration of informal registers in broader contexts and, occasionally,
in the combination and/or alternation of various languages, as is the case in everyday
exchanges. Morocco is presently navigating through diverse social and political dynamics
that markedly shape the evolution of its linguistic landscape. As a result, an ongoing
process of reconfiguration regarding the hierarchical positions and the ideologies linked
to the diverse languages that, for various reasons, constitute the Moroccan linguistic
landscape is currently taking place.

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the nature of this new sociolin-
guistic reality that characterises Morocco, the following paragraphs will outline the key
strategies adopted to promote the use of Moroccan Arabic in the private and public
sectors, with the aim of integrating it into various facets of the society.

3.1. The expansion of Moroccan Arabic

Moroccan Arabic, commonly referred to as darija®, serves as the primary language
for the majority of the Moroccan population and is generally learned as a second language
by Berber speakers. It is not only a means of everyday communication but also a crucial
element in the cultural identity and social interaction within Moroccan society. It can in
fact be considered as a lingua franca in Morocco, even though it has no legal status.
Indeed, the contemporary sociolinguistic reality in Morocco is facing an extension of the
use of the vernacular to different spheres. This phenomenon arises from a diverse array
of needs and objectives, and is manifested through various channels and mediums, each
tailored to meet specific communicative demands. The emergence of technology has un-

2 For an explanation of the origin of the term darija and its subsequent diffusion within Moroccans, see
Caubet (2017: 99-100).
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deniably played a pivotal role in reshaping national communication practices. However,
it is essential to recognise that even prior to the Independence (1956), Moroccan au-
dio-visual landscape was never characterised by monolingualism (Miller 2013: 92). Radio
broadcasting was introduced in Morocco in 1928 with the first public radio (Radio Ma-
roc), followed by many other radio stations that emerged during the Protectorate, and all
of them used to broadcast in different languages® (Miller 2013). Similarly, the first ad-
vertising messages were transmitted through different channels and languages, as we will
see below.

That being said, the use and alternation of different codes and languages has never
constituted a major novelty in the oral Moroccan audio-visual sector. What does, how-
ever, distinguish between the communicative practices of the first half of the 20" centu-
ry and those of the more recent decades is the expansion of Moroccan Arabic into
written context.

Until two decades ago, indeed, the role of the darija was essentially that of an oral
language, and the writing of it was very limited; the few examples of written production
in darija derived from old poetic traditions, such as malhiin and zajal*. We also know
that there existed so-called majdubiyat — poetic quatrains that were presumably produced
by the famous Sufi mystic Abderrahman El Majdoub (1506-1568). These poems were
composed and written down in a colloquial Arabic that was perfectly comprehensible
across the Maghreb, and even today separate proverbs keep circulating across the Great-
er Maghreb, that is from Morocco to Libya. More recently, Moroccan vernacular resur-
faced in dramatic compositions with Tayeb Saddiki and Ahmed Taieb El Alj, the first
two dramatists that wrote modern theatre in Moroccan Arabic during the second half of
the 20" century®. In this regard, it also worth mentioning that a new kind of poet started
emerging within the local, until very recent, predominantly oral poetic traditions:

The artist, in his/her attempt to reflect the new reality of a society that now extends far beyond
local tribal affairs increasingly begins experimenting — simultaneously endeavoring to attract
a more worldly new audience without alienating the older traditional one — creating different
kind of songs and, ultimately, poems. We thus now have a new generation of poetry within
the tradition: authored, written texts. Authors now write down their poetry in a copy book, or
kunnash (kunnas), and, therefore see themselves as part of the literary Arab tradition or, perhaps
more likely, part of the Magreb’s centuries-old literary and music tradition. (Gintsburg 2022:
209)

However, as I already mentioned, it was mostly in the last decades that the use of
written Moroccan Arabic experienced a significant shift, transcending its traditional
boundaries and permeating wider cultural spheres. Nowadays, this phenomenon manifests

3 See Jaidi (2000) for a detailed analysis of the audiovisual media diffusion in Morocco.

4 Forms of dialectal poetry particularly widespread in Morocco and Algeria, and to a lesser extent in
Tunisia a Libya since the 15th century. The term Malhiin can be applied to sung and recited oral traditions
(Gintsburg 2020: 206). See Pellat (1987: 247-257) for more details.

> On the role of darija in the theatre, see Amine & Carlson (2011).
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itself in an appropriation of written darija in diverse contexts®, such as social media and
advertising, but also poetry and novels, as Aguadé (2003: 253) points out:

In many novels written in Standard Literary Arabic, the authors use the dialect in all the dia-
logues, looking for more realism.

An example of alternation between Standard Arabic and darija can be observed in
Muhammad Berrada’s Lu$ba-t al-nisyan (The game of forgetting), one of the most im-
portant novels of Arabic literature. In Morocco, indeed, this novel was included in the
secondary education curriculum from 1995 to 2005 by decision of the Ministry of Edu-
cation. In the field of poetry, it is important to mention Ahmed Lemsyeh, one of the
founding fathers of contemporary Moroccan zajal, as well as Driss Mesnaoui (b. 1948),
who employs the dialect to convey what Standard Arabic cannot express’, and many
others®.

This evolution illustrates that the dialect is no longer intrinsically linked to notions
of educational deficiency or social stigma; rather, it has emerged as ‘a key element for
the definition of a new Moroccan identity, or “Moroccanness” (Caubet 2017b: 99).
In the following paragraphs we will explore the transformation of linguistic practices
within the field of advertising, examining the different forms and strategies through which
advertising messages have been issued over the years.

4. The origin of advertising in Morocco

The concept of advertising traces its origins to the medieval Latin verb advertere,
which means ‘to turn or direct something toward’. Thus, the etymological origin of the
term underscores the primary function of advertising: to capture and direct the attention
of the audience (Danesi 2015). In essence, advertising encompasses various forms of
public announcements aimed at informing potential customers about the availability, char-
acteristics, and pricing of specific goods or services. Advertisers use a variety of media
sources to reach customers effectively. Traditionally, advertisements were predominantly
disseminated through print media such as newspapers and magazines. Another way adopt-
ed to convey advertising messages involved the utilization of billboards and posters, the
so called ‘outdoor advertising’, which is still very widespread nowadays. However, with
the advent of technology, the spectrum of advertising has expanded significantly. Televi-
sion and radio remain powerful platforms providing audio-visual content that can engage
audiences on a deeper level. Moreover, in the last decades, direct mail has transformed

¢ For a comprehensive examination of the key orthographic features used by Moroccans when writing in
dialect, refer to Aguadé (2006).

7 For further information see the interview with Driss Mesnaoui conducted by Deborah Kapchan (Kapchan
2022).

8 For a more detailed study, refer to Moscoso et al. (2024).
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with the integration of personalised content, while social media platforms and websites
have emerged as vital channels for targeting advertising.

In a multilingual country such as Morocco, the introduction of innovative tools has
undeniably influenced the linguistic choices employed in the dissemination of various
advertising messages. Because of this, to fully comprehend the evolution that has occurred
within this domain, it is necessary to examine the historical context and origins of the
initial mediums utilized for broadcasting advertisements.

Until the end of the Middle Ages, in many countries, the primary strategy employed
for transmitting advertising communications was the oral repetition of information in
crowded public spaces, so that the message could reach as many people as possible. In
Morocco, this practice was very common among the merchants, and the figure of a bark-
er, called barrah’, was often employed to perform this function (Boutahri 2018: 2). The
utility of barkers can be attributed to the significant illiteracy rates among the population
to whom the information was addressed. Orality, indeed, served as a mechanism to ensure
that messages were accessible to everyone. For the same reason, government institutions
frequently employed the figure of the barrah as a means of conveying public announce-
ments and essential messages.

Alongside this figure, that persisted well after the Industrial Revolution, a new era of
possibilities emerged in the 19" century. Although the immediate impacts of this phe-
nomenon were predominantly experienced in Europe and North America, its influences
gradually permeated other regions, including North African countries. In Morocco, factors
such as trade dynamics and colonialism in the beginning of the 19™ century played
crucial roles in shaping the region’s adaptation to industrial practices. Therefore, the
introduction of newspapers at the conclusion of the 19" century marked an important
evolution in the landscape of advertising media, gradually leading to the decline of the
traditional role of the barrah. During the French Protectorate, indeed, this figure contin-
ued to operate predominantly within the rural regions of the country, highlighting the
importance of oral communication in less urbanized areas, even as modern advertising
methods began to take root (Boutahri 2018: 3).

As mentioned above, the latter half of the 19" century witnessed a series of initiatives
aimed at establishing newspapers in Morocco. The primary objective of these endeavours
was to persuade Moroccans of the advantages associated with the colonial occupation and
modernism, in view of the forthcoming invasion. Thus, on November 7, 1904, Morocco
saw the appearance of its first newspaper featuring advertisements, titled As-Sabah (el-Gan-
btrt 2010). This newspaper used the Arabic language in order to disseminate news about
France, as well as to promote French commercial products, through advertisement often
accompanied by illustrative imagery. The advertisements, indeed, were not solely focused
on promoting colonialism. During the early 1900s, there were also announces for medical
practices, oils, and other beauty products. This naturally fostered the establishment of
a communication network connecting Moroccan population with foreign producers.

Moreover, film, hotel and travel companies advertising posters were also quite prev-
alent, particularly during the period in which Morocco had the status of French Protec-

? Literally, ‘public crier’.
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torate'’. At that time “one of the oldest advertising materials were in the French news-
letters coming from France and distributed in Casablanca and Rabat streets. The
majority of those advertisements were offers of the hotels established by the colonizer in
Casablanca” (Attar 2017: 7). The aim of these practices was above all that of convincing
French people to move to Morocco.

Consequently, unlike the newspaper advertisements that targeted a Moroccan audience
and employed Arabic language to promote foreign products, the posters and the newslet-
ters distributed in the early 20" century predominantly used French as a means of ex-
pression, since they were directed at a French-speaking audience, in the form of an in-
vitation to visit Morocco. Actually, roughly one-third of the posters from this era
promoted the shipping line Compagnie de Navigation Paquet, which used to link Mar-
seille to Tangiers and Casablanca twice a month (Lebouq 1911), and were headed by the
sentence “Visitez le Maroc”.

The final years of the colonial rule in Morocco aligned with the emergence of the
initial radio and television stations. As will be discussed subsequently, these developments
contributed to significant transformations within various facets of the advertising industry,
including the linguistic strategies employed.

4.1. The advent of the radio in Morocco

The development of the audiovisual tools represented a significant advancement in
Morocco, as the high illiteracy rate meant that journalistic contents were only available
to a small portion of the population. For this reason, one could argue that a true mass
communication only emerged with the introduction of radio and television. However,
that’s not completely accurate either. In reality, the first radio station established in Mo-
rocco, named Radio Maroc, can be traced back to 1928, and it primarily broadcasted its
French-language programs to foreign residents living in the country. In the 1930s Radio
Maroc began offering programs in Arabic, and from 1947 onward, it expanded its broad-
casts to include both French and Arabic across two separate stations (Miller 2013: 92).
In the meantime, however, several new private radio stations began broadcasting in var-
ious Moroccan cities (Jaidi 2000), employing different languages for communication.
Then, following Independence, there was a notable Arabization process that entailed an
increased use of the Arabic language across various contexts, including on the radio. As
may be expected, this phenomenon did not result in the homogenization of the linguistic
landscape but instead emphasized the multilingual nature of Morocco. This has given rise
to the establishment of new radio stations that incorporated both French and Arabic
(Standard and/or Moroccan dialect), as well as Berber!!. Meanwhile, the use of Spanish
and English remained relatively limited. Nowadays, even with the proliferation of social
media and other technological devices, the radio remains a vital advertising medium for
Moroccans, because of its capacity to react to emerging trends. Among 39 radio stations

10 The French colonial rule in Morocco lasted from 1912 to 1956.

" For a more comprehensive overview of the different radio stations that arose after the Independence
and the language practices they adopted, refer to Miller (2013).
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currently operating in Morocco'?, Med Radio and Hit Radio stand out as the most pop-
ular in terms of listener numbers. These can also be accessed online, which is how I was
able to observe the typology and the linguistic nature of the advertisements broadcast.
According to an analysis of the languages most frequently used for advertising content
in Med Radio and Hit Radio, 1 could detect that, from a linguistic perspective, these two
differ in some respects and are similar in others. It is important to note, first of all, that
neither radio station chooses to adopt a linguistic homogenisation method. The three
languages that are the most frequently used in advertisements are French, Moroccan
Arabic and Standard Arabic. Linguistic alternations and instances of code-switching be-
tween these languages are not uncommon. However, while in Med Radio there is a prev-
alence of Arabic, both Moroccan and standard, the advertising phrases of Hit Radio
prominently feature a significant incorporation of French. Moreover, while advertisements
in darija are certainly present in Hit Radio, Standard Arabic is used only sporadically.
Anyway, the predominant style observed in both stations is a multilingualism, where
announces can blend up to three languages, that is French, darija and Standard Arabic.
The predominance of French in Hit Radio could be explained by the fact that this station,
launched in Morocco in 2006, is nowadays reaching audiences in twelve African nations
where French is spoken as a second language'.

Finally, English is represented by only a small number of lexical loanwords or ex-
pressions, and Berber remains completely outside the sphere of linguistic interaction.
What distinguishes the two radio stations is the disparity in the quantitative distribution
of these languages. Indeed, Med Radio’s commercials are more frequently produced in
darija or in a mixed Arabic, with frequent shifts between darija and Standard Arabic.
I registered only few advertisements that were produced entirely in Standard Arabic or
in French.

Thus, the multilingual advertising system is nothing more than an accurate reflection
of the sociolinguistic landscape in Morocco. Not surprisingly, French and Standard Ara-
bic, the languages of the administration and/or formal communication, are employed to
disseminate information regarding political debates, national and international events or
festivals organised under the direction of the monarchy or governmental authorities. On
the other hand, advertisements in Moroccan Arabic frequently incorporate French inser-
tions, particularly in the context of technical terminology, mirroring real-life linguistic
interactions. These lexical insertions, indeed, are not regarded as foreign terms; rather, they
are considered integral components of the Moroccan lexicon, worthy of inclusion in dia-
lectal communication.

4.2. The spread of the television

Morocco was among those Arab countries who were the first ones to launch television
broadcasting, even though the first television channel in Morocco had a rather short

12 Morocco has currently sixteen public and twenty three private radio stations.

13 Hit Radio broadcasts in Morocco, Central African Republic, Burkina Faso, Congo Brazzaville, Senegal,
Togo, Gabon, Ivory Coast, Burundi, Chad, Niger and Comoros.
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period of activity. The francophone channel TELMA, indeed, started broadcasting on
February 28, 1954 but, due to financial issues, ceased its activities a little over a year
later, in 1955. While the broadcasts on the channel were in French, there remained op-
portunities for public service announcements or advertisements endorsing commercial
businesses operating in Morocco.

After this first experience, the launch of a public television station in Morocco did
not occur until 1962. It was marked by a speech from King Hassan II during the Throne
Day celebrations on A/ Oula channel, known at that time as 7VM (Télévision marocaine).
During that period, Morocco initiated the policy of Arabisation, which resulted in the
predominance of Standard Arabic in both radio and television. However, this approach
did not last long, because as Hassa (2023: 263) points out:

In the early 1980s there was a gradual shift toward more bilingual Arabic and French media
as the vision of Morocco as a monolingual Arabic country seemed inadequate to allow Mo-
rocco to be competitive in the emerging global market.

This discourse, nonetheless, pertains more to television shows than to advertising.
Indeed, since advertising serves also as a medium for establishing specific cultural and
social connections with the audience, the use of Moroccan Arabic in TV commercials
has never been a novel concept. Consequently, since the 1960s, TV advertising, which
at that time were in black and white, have been predominantly delivered in the form of
dialogues or parodies in Moroccan Arabic. This did not imply a rejection of Standard
Arabic or French; rather, it was common for these commercials to feature an accompa-
nying illustration of the product that included a brief description in either Standard Ara-
bic or French, even when the language orally used was darija.

Furthermore, in the context of television advertisements for international clothing or
technology brands, automobiles, or financial institutions, the preference frequently leaned
toward French. This selection was undoubtedly influenced by social factors. It is note-
worthy, in fact, that French and Standard Arabic were mainly featured in commercials
targeting the middle or upper classes of the society, whereas Moroccan Arabic was the
most employed register for the promotion of food and hygiene products. This means that
the choice of the language depended heavily on the target audience.

The situation today has not changed much. The primary languages used in TV com-
mercials continue to be French, Standard Arabic and darija, with the latter being the most
dominant. However, it seems that the primary linguistic distinction between the oldest
advertisements and the contemporary ones lies in the way these languages are employed.
In modern advertisements, indeed, the occurrences of code-switching and code-mixing'*
are significantly more prevalent. Consequently, rather than producing different commer-
cials in different languages, it’s more likely to encounter multiple languages within the
same advertisement. Numerous written messages are also presented during the commer-
cials, maintaining a similar informal tone, as illustrated by examples (1) and (2).

4 For a better understanding of the code-switching and code-mixing model to which I refer, see Appel
& Muysken (1987: 118).
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(1) s 05 len sy
[bgitu smartfin zdid?]
‘Do you want a new smartphone?’

(2) i elibag yelun , Magix
[Maziks yrdi-k w-f hyat-ak yhanni-k]
‘Magix pleases you and eases your life’

As shown in the above examples, in TV commercials the darija is predominantly
represented through Arabic script, and this equally applies to linguistic insertions, which
are regarded as components of Moroccan Arabic. Moreover, it is evident that both in
auditory and visual advertisements, the majority of instances involving code-switching
occur when promoting technological products or highlighting innovations that were pre-
viously non-existent, such as telephone lines and Wi-Fi. On the other side, similar to the
trends observed in radio communications, a more formal linguistic style, characterised by
the intersection of darija and Standard Arabic, or by the use of French, emerges in the
advertisements of national or financial institutions, as well as in health awareness mes-
sages. Once again, it seems that Standard Arabic and French are being used to give
greater seriousness to the communication.

From this analysis, it can be said that the advertising communications presented on
television exhibit a linguistic behaviour that parallels that of radio, except that TV com-
mercials frequently incorporate brief written messages that compensate the oral content,
maintaining the same register as the spoken language used in the communication. The
subsequent sections will delve into the characteristics of written advertisements, empha-
sizing methods for effectively representing Moroccan Arabic in a written format.

5. Graphic representation of Moroccan Arabic
in the billboards

From the linguistic point of view, Moroccan billboards exhibit a considerable diver-
sity. The innovation in this context is not much caused by the introduction of written
darija, but rather by the various graphical representations through which it is expressed.
The absence of an official standardization of Arabic dialects, indeed, results in the use
and mixing of different spelling systems for their transliteration. This coincides with the
observations of Caubet (2018: 400), who noted that

more than fifteen years of experience in writing Darija, in Latin or Arabic script, have led to
a situation where most connected Moroccans have now acquired fluidity in reading and writing
Darija, through collective national effort”.

In the 41 billboards analysed for this study, darija emerges as the predominant lin-
guistic register. Only ten of these billboards lack any representation of Moroccan Arabic,
featuring French and Standard Arabic mainly for the promotion of foundations, fitness
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centres, automobiles, and insurance services. In numerous instances, instead, Standard
Arabic is juxtaposed with darija on billboards.

I was able to identify four systems that were used for transcribing darija, where the
predominant method was characterised by the use of Arabic letters, as is the case in
examples examples (3)-(5).

(3) ke a5 als S oS

[kart gist xallas w-tiri f Pay blasa bgiti]

‘Credit card, pay and withdraw wherever you want’
(4) &S, A &Sy i sl Ll

I-fibar dyal Poronz waslat | bab dar-kum)|

‘The Orange fiber has reached your door’

(5) clodtal 3iasy @l jla (g 55 a5 shady s shad dllaa onil) Gl
[[-bank a5-Sa$bi mSa-k xatwa b-xatwa hta tsri dar-ak w-thaqqaq Pahlam-ak)
‘The Popular Bank is with you step by step until you buy your house and your
dreams become reality’

Various strategies are implemented in these messages, aimed at providing a written
language as closely aligned as possible with the oral register. In (3), a common occurrence
in darija transliteration is observed, where the Persian character <S is employed to address
the lack of the g phoneme in Arabic. Indeed, this latter exists in various dialects of Arabic
and is not only associated with lexical borrowing, as in the above example, but can also arise
from a different realisation of the Arabic etymological ¢g. Staying on the subject of lexical
loans, their integration in a written text reveal that they are regarded as components of
Moroccan Arabic. For instance, the verb s ¢iri, which comes from the French refirer, and
the nouns L_\S kary, 4> blasa and 8 fibor, from carte, place and fibre, respectively,
are normally inserted within a communication in darija. Additionally, the presence of
emphatic ¢ and s in b )\S kart and 4=\ blasa highlights that these loans are transcribed
according to the pronunciation they acquired in Moroccan Arabic. Consequently, despite
the absence of a distinction between pharyngeal and non-pharyngeal phonemes in the
European languages, the word carte and placeare graphically adapted to the phonology of
Moroccan Arabic. In 4> blasa we can note also the replacement of p, absent in the
phonemic inventory of Classical Arabic, by b.

The will of preserving a language as colloquial as possible manifests not only at the
lexical level but also in the orthographic representation of Arabic prepositions. Thus, in

Example (3), the preposition - £~ ‘in’ is not separated by a space from the subsequent
lexeme, as its counterpart (<2 i is in Standard Arabic. Its vowel, which is hardly heard, is
not marked in writing. For the same reason, the Moroccan Arabic preposition /- ‘to’, written

as-, is directly linked to <& bab in (4). In the last example, the preposition mSa &= ‘with’,
followed by a second person suffix pronoun, marks the lengthening of a, as it happens in
darija.



156 SAMERA ABDELATI LP LXVII (1)

These examples appear to highlight a degree of inconsistency in the transliteration of
Moroccan Arabic. At times, the transliteration adheres to the conventions and rules od
Standard Arabic, while in other cases, it aims to reflect the authentic pronunciation of
Moroccan Arabic. Moreover, while lexical loans are adapted to the phonology of Moroc-
can Arabic in spoken contexts, a similar phenomenon occurs in the written form, which
demonstrates that also in written advertisements, Moroccan Arabic can be a valid linguis-
tic choice for those who want to expand their message to a wider audience. The use of
darija, which reflects the everyday habits of the majority of Moroccans, fosters a famil-
iar environment with the target audience, which is a crucial factor in the advertising
sector.

However, the Arabic script does not constitute a norm for the graphic representation
of the darija. As frequently observed on messaging platforms and on social media, the
use of the Latin alphabet for writing in Moroccan Arabic is also an alternative. The
primary reason for this decision stems from the fact that, with the spread of the first
technological tools, keyboards lacked Arabic letters (Innaccaro & Tamburini 2021: 33).
This absence compelled Arabs to resort to Latin letters for their communication needs.
Subsequently, even after the incorporation of Arabic script into the keyboard, a lot of
people, due to habit, have continued to use Latin script for the written expression of their
dialect. Nowadays, when it comes to communication or conversation in dialect, this prac-
tice is still evident among Moroccans, especially young people. Seven of the advertising
panels I captured feature Latin script used for conveying messages in Moroccan Arabic
(examples 6-12):

(6) Kenzup dima [~ jibek (Kenz'up)
‘Kenzup always in your pocket’

(7) Khalik hani (Inwi)
‘Take it easy’

(8) Wajdine la Fibre Inwi? (Inwi)
‘Are you ready for Inwi fiber?’

(9) Siiir b3id fine ma kenti (Inwi)
‘Go far away wherever you are’

(10) Excelo: berrrrra3 rassek (Excelo)
‘Excelo: treat yourself well’

(11) Partagi La7da, Machi Melts (Pizza Hut)
‘Share the moment, not Melts’

(12) Kayn sahd? Kayn McDo! (Mc Donald’s)
‘Is it hot? There is McDo!’
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At first glance, it is evident that these messages are predominantly aimed at a youthful
audience, who exhibit a notable interest in the advertising products. More precisely,
Kenz’up is a multi-brand loyalty program that allows people to shop and earn points; the
following three advertisements are basically internet offers, while the last two messages
are aimed at promoting a new burger and an ice-cream proposed by the chains Pizza Hut
and Mc Donald’s, respectively. The recognition that the primary users of the advertised
services are predominantly young individuals has resulted in the decision to employ Lat-
in characters for these Moroccan Arabic messages. Consequently, this choice reflects the
spelling system that is most commonly employed by young Moroccans and stems from
the awareness that it will not pose any comprehension issues for the intended audience.

Here, too, different strategies for writing the dialect are put into action. First, it is
important to highlight that an e, which has not to be pronounced, appears at the end of
the word wajdine and fine, in Examples (8) and (9), respectively. This convention is
employed to prevent ambiguity. Indeed, Latin characters coincide with the French ones,
and since the French phonological system permits the realization of the nasal [n] only
when the latter is followed by a vowel, the word fin, which is also part of the French
lexicon, could be pronounced as [f€] in (9). In this sense, the inclusion of the letter e at
the end of the word facilitates the correct pronunciation of the nasal sound, ensuring that
the Moroccan term is phonetically articulated as [fin].

In order to convey the same emphasis that certain words and phrases possess in oral
communication, the term siiir in (9) is represented with multiple instances of the vowel i.
This repetition of i is deliberately designed to evoke the popular Moroccan football chant
that gained significant recognition during the 2020 FIFA World Cup (Berrada 2022).

Further, in Examples (9) and (11) we can observe another particular feature: the in-
corporation of numerical graphemes to represent certain phonemes that are absent in the
Latin alphabet, yet are present in both Standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic®. For this
reason, b3id and la7da have numbers representing § and /, respectively. The choice to
include these numbers is in line with the principle that these messages are addressed
primarily to young people, since “Romanized script slow down reading and obstruct
comprehension especially in the case of adult readers who are not familiar with the
numbers used to substitute phonemes for which English graphemes do not exist” (Al-Jarf
2021: 26). Moreover, it is noteworthy to observe that, while both Examples (7) and (9)
are advertisements from Inwi, Example (7) does not employ the numerical grapheme “5”
to denote the sound [x]. This distinction likely arises from the prevalent practice on
social media, where the sound [x] is more commonly represented by the letters k4 rath-
er than by a numeral, although the latter remains a viable alternative. This phenomenon
illustrates that advertisements often favor the most widely recognised and familiar spell-
ing conventions, rather than adhering to a singular, fixed orthographic system, thereby
catering to the preferences of their target audience.

'S Apart from “7” indicating s and “3” representing ¢, there are other numerical graphemes used to
compensate the lack of some Arabic phonemes in the Latin alphabet (Durand 2009: 32). In particular, “2” for
the glottal stop 2 and “9” for the uvular ¢ are very frequent. In some rare cases, instead, “4” and “5” repre-
sent ¢ and x, respectively.
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From the lexical perspective, a colloquial register predominates, and nominal and
verbal insertions from French are adapted to the morphological structure of Moroccan
Arabic, as illustrated in Example (11) with the verb partagi. A further linguistic phenom-
enon to observe is the inclination to drop the /- of the article or the Arabic /i- preposition,
also reduced to /- in darija, before a noun starting with /. In Example (8), the preposition
[- would typically follow the participle wajdine; however, due to its position before the
French article, it is omitted. This practice similarly applies to Example (11), where it is
probable that the term /a7da incorporates an assimilated article not graphically represent-
ed. This phenomenon may arise from the observation that, in spoken language, the arti-
cle or preposition /- would have been naturally assimilated, thus remaining unperceived
prior to a word beginning with /.

These examples demonstrate that there are no established conventions for writing in
darija. Instead, the objective is to grant familiarity by considering the predominant writ-
ing systems employed by the intended audience.

In certain instances, the use of multiple languages is accompanied by a change in
spelling, resulting in each language being represented by a distinct writing system
(examples 13-16):

(13) WiFi Fibre, L ’Max debit [I-kull magribi] o IS (Inwi)
‘For every Moroccan the maximum speed, WiFi fiber’

(14) 338 [2l-hamza] + Fibre, #inwi_m3ak avec la vitesse supérieure de la fibre (Inwi)
‘The fortune + fiber, #inwi_with you with the fiber’s highest speed’

(15) KitKat [xud l-ok] & 32 break [xud [-ok] & 2 (KitKat)
‘Take a break, take a KitKat’

(16) La fibre d’Orange [kull-na mbbarr§in b] < (e s UK (Orange)
‘We are all doing very well with Orange fiber’

These messages incorporate an alternative spelling of a foreign noun or phrase. In
Example (14), it is noteworthy that the slogan of Inwi (inwi_m3ak), although presented
in Moroccan Arabic, is rendered in Latin script, adhering to the aforementioned writing
conventions. In other cases, the Latin orthography is employed to preserve the original
spelling of foreign terms incorporated into these sentences. In (13), an explanation for
the fall of e in the French masculine article /e, could be found in the fact that often in
the French oral language, one tends to lose the pronunciation of the schwa, so that [I9]
becomes [l]. Thus, the French article comes to coincide with the Moroccan article /-. In
Example (15), instead, the introduction of break appears to be primarily driven by the
intention to establish two analogous phrases within the message, creating thus a parallel-
ism. Naturally, the interdental sound present in the Arabic verb 3ij P-x-d transforms into
an alveolar occlusive sound, as is typical in Moroccan Arabic'®.

!¢ Interdentals have undergone a phonological merger in Moroccan Arabic, whereby /t/ -> /t/, /d/ -> /d/ and
/d/ > /d/. Some exceptions can be found in the north-eastern Morocco. For further details, see Guerrero (2023).
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This system arises from the desire to maintain the Latin spelling system for the lan-
guages that use it, such as French and English, while for darija, which is an Arabic
dialect, Arabic letters are employed. In this way, the phenomenon of code switching,
which is very common in Moroccan linguistic landscape, becomes even more prominent,
particularly when it comes to contents related to technology.

6. Conclusion

In this paper I examined the evolution of linguistic choices that emerge in the Mo-
roccan advertising oral and written communication that took place over several decades.
The findings demonstrate that advertising messages exhibit considerable linguistic diver-
sity, thereby highlighting the intricate sociolinguistic environment of Morocco, where
multiple languages coexist and interrelate. However, since for advertising communications
it is essential to forge a connection with the target audience, the linguistic choices made
within this context are never random. It is important to highlight that, although Berber
is recognized as an official language, its presence in advertising remains nearly nonex-
istent. In the context of television commercials from 2M, Berber appears solely in the
daily schedule summary to denote graphically the days on which specific programs will
air and is accompanied by Arabic and French. The analysis revealed that neither radio,
nor TV used Berber for oral advertising. Moreover, none of the 41 billboards analysed
in this study used Berber alphabet for written messages. Undoubtedly, the reason for this
lies in the fact that the use of Berber would limit the accessibility of the message, as
this language is not understood by all Moroccans. Indeed, the primary objective of ad-
vertising is to influence a broad audience; consequently, as this study clearly indicates,
Moroccan Arabic is the dominant language utilized in the advertising sector. This lan-
guage serves as a conduit for Moroccan culture and is comprehended by nearly the entire
Moroccan population. It also fosters a sense of familiarity among the addressees.

Conversely, throughout the period of the French protectorate and its aftermath, Mo-
rocco adopted the French language within its administrative and educational environ-
ments. The current circumstances remain nearly unchanged, which explains the preference
for French and Standard Arabic in highly formal settings. Thus, the present study high-
lights that advertisements endorsing activities organized by governmental entities or na-
tional institutions, as well as communications disseminated by the Ministry of Health
and/or Education, aim to uphold a degree of seriousness and formality, which is achieved
through the use of Standard Arabic and/or French. Also, as far as written messages are
concerned, both on TV and billboards, Standard Arabic and French do not pose any
problem, as they have their own officially recognised writing system.

The dynamics change when one aims to compose a message in Moroccan Arabic.
Given that this dialect lacks any official status and doesn’t have a standardised writing
system, it leaves the possibility of adopting and/or mixing different systems. This lack
of a standardised written system for Moroccan Arabic, however, does not diminish its
presence on billboards. In this study, out of the 41 advertising panels that were captured,
darija was found in 31 of them, which represents 75% of the cases. However, what this
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analysis revealed is that the selection of an orthographic system is intricately connected
to the target audience of the advertisements. The representation of darija in Latin script
is evidently prevalent in advertisements targeting products that appeal to young people.
This approach is grounded in the understanding that it will not hinder comprehension
among the intended audience. Indeed, among young Moroccans, the use of Latin char-
acters in messaging applications and social media platforms is very common. Consequent-
ly, the use of the Latin alphabet for writing darija can be interpreted as a means to
establish a better connection with the target audience, as well as to attract their attention,
as this is a fairly recent practice in the advertising context. In contrast, when it comes
to marketing products that may appeal to a broader audience, Arabic script is predomi-
nantly used for writing in darija. This form of writing is particularly accessible to indi-
viduals who may not be accustomed to engaging with social media platforms.

The acknowledgment of the significant role that darija plays in Morocco is undoubt-
edly a contributing factor to its increasing popularity in written contexts, in advertising
and elsewhere. In recent years, indeed, the recognition of darija’s status as a vehicle of
Moroccan identity led to a notable expansion in its functionality. Consequently, written
Moroccan Arabic is now an essential communication tool that can be utilized across
various domains of social and cultural life. Within this framework, this study confirms
that there is a redistribution of roles among the different languages that shape the so-
cio-linguistic landscape of Morocco.

Appendix

The appendix illustrates the advertising messages featured on the 41 billboards that
were captured and used for the present study.

Messages without any representation of Moroccan Arabic

Message Translation

Shoppez malin avec votre carte CIH Bank chez
Celio.

Shop smart with you CIH Bank card at Celio.

Fitness Park: rejoins-nous! 190 dhs le premier
mois, puis 290 dhs/mois.

Fitness Park: join us! 190 dhs for the first
month, then 290 dhs per month.

Allianz: Partenaire Mondial d’Assurances.
Ensemble pour aller plus loin!

Allianz: Global Insurance Partner. Together to
go further!

Al boraq: découvrez le confort inégalé a bord
de nos trains al boraq.

Al boraq: experience the unmatched comfort on
board our al boraq trains.

Volkswagen: le future démarre aujourd’hui.
Nouveau Touareg 3.0TDI 259cv BVA.

Volkswagen: the future starts today. New
Touareg 3.0TDI 259hp BVA.

Simplifiez vos paiements avec Attijariwafa Bank
et Google Pay.

Simplify your payments with Attijariwafa Bank
and Google Pay.

Aswak assalam: des promos bien étudiées pour
la rentré.

Aswak assalam: well-designed promos the
back-to-school.
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Inwi: les forfaits entreprises les plus généreux en
internet. Sans engagement.

Inwi: the most generous internet corporate
packages. Without commitment.

Ll e a3 aSibn 5 sl 1515
[hawwilu Pamwala-kum nahwa
hisabi-kum fi I-hin ma$a bank
Pifrigyal

Transfer immediately your money to your account
with Bank of Africa.

2024 L e dolee (8 aald Gebiaill Gudlad) dens dusi 5
[mulassasat muhammad al-xamis li-l-tadamun
tusahim fi Samaliyat marhaba 2024. su§ada? bi-
Pistigbali-kum)

Mohammed V Solidarity Foundation contributes to
the Welcome 2024 process. Happy to receive you.

Messages featuring Moroccan Arabic

Message

Translation

Al S5 <U e ¥ dall ALSA
[Alsa l-hall I-Pasra$ | I-giti dyal-ak)

Alsa is the fastest solution for your snack

(BIM) sl 5., Jalilly
[Bim, b-al-glil...sri I-ktir]

With less, buy more (BIM)

(i adly (sl g s pala La& LS
[kart gist xallas w-tivi f Pay bldsa bgiti)

Credit card, pay and withdraw wherever you want

Aol Gl M iyl Jls )
[1-fiber dyal ?0ronz waslat 1 bab dar-kum]

The Orange fiber has reached your door

Slodlal 855 & )1y (5 i 5 shdy b shad dllea el il
[l-bank a25-5a$bi mSa-k xatwa b-xatwa hta tsri dar-
ok w-thagqaq 2ahlam-ak]

The Popular Bank is with you step by step until
you buy your house and your dreams become
reality

Gl el 535 (et Le Sl D) raluld
[wafasalaf: Pila lgiti ma rxas nruddu l-ak al-farq)

Wafasalaf: If you find something cheaper, we’ll
refund the difference

Db elind s 590 sl il e
[Zawaz: Pas ka-tsonnaw? diiz...w-b-raht-ak fiiz)

Jawaz: what are you waiting for? Go by and get
your peace

S sliy shia g5 Ly g el 3y ) ae agal 8 Gl ey 3 0l
Ol s de

[al-barid bank: xalli-k qrib li-hum. m$a l-barid

bank w-riya ttwasslu b-fliis-kum b-sur§a w-?aman)

Al Barid Bank: stay close to them. With 4/ Barid
Bank and Ria you get your money fast and safe

LlE8) ya Lasa (58 GHUY
[la-vas-ki-rT dima mrafqa-na]

LaVacheQuiRit is always with us.

22 fn e il e iyl iYL
[Pittisalat al-magrib: Sayyt I-hbab-ak m§a nazma 22]

Maroc Telecom: call your loved ones with star 22.

Ikea: %80 Jua iliaydds

adiie yru oSl saliaie L S
[Pikiva: taxfidat hta-1 80%. kull ma ga-tahtazu I-
dar-kum b-siSr munxafid)

Ikea: discounts up to 80%. everything you need for
your home at a discount.

MT cash go S il el i 6 pald
[xallas fawatir-ak w-xalli bal-ak hani mSa Pem ti
kas)

Pay your bills and let your mind rest with MT cash.
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CIH Bank: €Ll e 5 5ild el 4y juall (ald CIH Bank: pay your fee for free and with just one
[se-i-as bank: xallas ad-dariba dyal-ak fabir w-gir | click.
b-klik]

Markoub.ma: € (e A seun JISII #da | Markoub.ma: book your coach with ease from
[markiib. Pem-?a qatta§ al-kar b-suhiila mon dar-ak] | home.

ONCF ONCF

Yalla Morocco &8sy ae (L4 i siile dllaall ala During this holiday you will see everything with
[had al-Sotla ga-tsaf kull-5T m§a bitaga-t yalla Yalla Morocco card.

morokko]

Cote&Sport:s_dlall ol (plS5 1x2 ol (oS alla 8ill Cote&Sport: the level has risen. There are 1x2
[kote-é-spox: an-nivil tla$. kayn la$b 1x2 w-kayn la$b | games and there are games for geniuses.
al-Sabagqira)

8 e¢)) [al-hamza] + Fibre, #inwi_m3ak avec la vitesse | The fortune + fiber, #inwi_withyou with the fiber’s
supérieure de la fibre highest speed.

KitKat [xiid l-ok] < 22 break [xiid [-ok] &I 2& Take a break, take a KitKat.

olelS Sl Ly & S Dalaa | 1 raised all my children with Dalaa.
[dala$ kabbart bi-ha wlidat-i kamlin]

Orange: la fibre d’Orange < ¢z = WS | Orange: We are all doing very well with Orange
[Posonz: kull-na mbbarr§in b la fiby d oronz] fiber.

23 3 scroolé s rall Gl Maroc Telecom: scroll without limits.
[Pittisalat al-magrib: skrolé bla hudid)

Inwi: WiFi Fibre, L’Max débit [l-kull magribi] J< | For each Moroccan the maximum speed, WiFi

(e fiber.

Inwi: Khalik hani Inwi: Take it easy.

Wajdine la Fibre Inwi? Are you ready for Inwi fiber?

Inwi: Siiir b3id fine ma kenti Inwi: Go far away wherever you are.

Pizza Hut: Partagi La7da, Machi Melts Pizza Hut: share the moment, not Melts.

Mc Donald’s: kayn sahd? Kayn McDo! Mc Donald’s: is it hot? There is McDo!

Excelo: berrrrra3 rassek Excelo: treat yourself well

Kenz’up dima f” jibek Kenz’up always in your pocket.

Richbond: 7it testahlou ahssan ne3sa Richbond: as you deserve the best sleep

Lamacom a8 .. aasl [Pammm...tharra$-kum] Lamacom treats you very well.

N°1 des ustensiles de cuisine au Maroc Number 1 kitchen utensils in Morocco.
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Abstract: Processing text across different scripts presents significant hurdles in natural language processing,
especially when dealing with non-standardized orthographies and informal writing systems common in low-
-resource languages. To address this, we introduce Sawfone, an integrated framework designed to enable
consistent cross-script phonetic alignment and text normalization. At its heart is an architecture built for in-
teroperability, combining a unified phonological feature space rooted in linguistic principles with modular,
language-specific adapters. This structure allows for robust mapping and comparison between any pair of
scripts. Crucially, it enables diverse adapters—developed using different methods or data—to work together
cohesively for cross-language tasks. The framework readily supports alloglottographic text and is designed to
function with minimal resource requirements. We demonstrate its practicality through implementations for
transliteration, cross-script sequence alignment, and text normalization, further illustrated by a case study on
preprocessing Moroccan Arabic data for Large Language Model (LLM) training. Initial results are encouraging:
transliteration reached an 88% BLEU score, phonetic-based text sequence alignment achieved 87-95% accu-
racy across various language and script pairs, and text normalization significantly reduced variations in spel-
ling. Sawtone offers a structured, interoperable foundation for advancing phonetic-aware NLP across linguistic
boundaries.

Keywords: phonetics, cross-script alignment, low-resource languages, text normalization, transliteration, NLP,
phonological alignment, phonological similarity, LLM training, Moroccan Arabic

1. Introduction

While the digital age connects us globally, bridging linguistic and cultural barriers, it
also underscores the difficulty in processing text across different contexts and writing
systems. This is particularly true for low-resource languages that often lack standardized
spellings (Bird 2020). Many such languages exhibit alloglottography, where native

LP LXVII (1), 2025. © The Author(s). This is an open access article licensed under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.en/).
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languages are written using borrowed scripts, resulting in diverse written forms (Crystal
2011; Unseth 2005).

These challenges affect several areas. Communication on social media is hampered
by non-standard conventions and mixed scripts (Crystal 2011). Low-resource languages
struggle with limited digital tools and competing writing systems (Bird 2020). Further-
more, digital preservation efforts face difficulties with cross-script search and retrieval of
cultural heritage materials (Naji & Allan 2016). Addressing these issues requires robust
phonetic handling and solutions designed for interoperability.

We introduce Sawtone (derived from Arabic sawt ‘sound’ plus fone), an integrated
framework created for consistent cross-script phonetic alignment and text normalization,
with a strong emphasis on interoperability. Its core architecture (Section 3) brings together:

* A unified phonological feature space (Section 3.2) grounded in linguistic principles,
allowing for language-neutral sound comparison.

* A consistent phonetic similarity metric (Section 3.3) operating within this space.

*  Modular, language-specific adapters (Section 3.4, Section 4.1) that map diverse orthog-
raphies—including non-standard and alloglottographic text—to the universal space.

This design separates the universal representation from language-specific processing.
It allows adapters developed independently (using different methods or data) to function
together seamlessly and therefore facilitating cross-script and cross-language phonetic
processing. Sawtone is designed to work with minimal resources, making it suitable for
low-resource scenarios. We demonstrate its utility through applications like transliteration
(Section 5.2), cross-script alignment (Section 5.1), and text normalization (Section 5.3).

The paper unfolds as follows: Section 2 reviews related work. Section 3 outlines the
Sawtone framework. Section 4 details the implementation methodologies. Section 5 show-
cases practical applications. Section 6 presents a case study involving Moroccan Arabic
for LLM training. Section 7 discusses strengths, limitations, and future directions.

2. Literature review

Processing text across diverse languages and scripts, particularly non-standard varieties
like dialects and informal text, presents significant challenges for Natural Language Pro-
cessing (NLP). Sawtone aims to provide a unified framework grounded in phonetic sim-
ilarity to tackle these issues. Here, we review related work in phonological representation,
grapheme-to-phoneme conversion, text normalization, and the specific challenges posed
by cross-script and low-resource contexts.

2.1. Phonological representation and feature systems

Achieving consistent sound representation across languages is crucial. Linguistics uti-
lizes phonological features—abstract properties that differentiate phonemes. The Sound
Pattern of English (SPE) (Chomsky 1968) introduced an influential set of binary features.
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Subsequent theories have refined feature organization, such as Feature Geometry (George
N. Clements 1985), and explored their grounding in phonetics (Ladefoged 1996). While
linguistically rich, these systems can be complex to implement computationally. They
often require expert knowledge and may struggle to capture gradient phonetic details or
non-standard pronunciations.

More recent computational approaches often learn representations directly from data
(e.g., phonetic word embeddings (Sharma 2021)), but these may lack explicit phonetic
grounding. They can also face difficulties generalizing across different scripts or encoun-
tering unseen phonological phenomena. Sawfone bridges this gap by proposing a com-
putationally tractable, multi-dimensional feature space (Section 3.2) inspired by estab-
lished phonetic and phonological principles (Chomsky 1968). This provides an
interpretable, quantitative foundation for comparing sounds.

2.2. Grapheme-to-Phoneme conversion and cross-script processing

Grapheme-to-Phoneme (G2P) conversion involves mapping written text to its sound
representation. Existing tools like Epitran (Mortensen 2018) and Transphone (Li 2022)
offer G2P capabilities but often assume standardized orthographies or lack contextual
awareness, facing challenges with informal text or dialectal writing. Traditional approach-
es frequently lack unified mechanisms for handling arbitrary combinations of scripts
(Karimi 2011).

Transliteration—converting text between scripts while preserving pronunciation (Knight
1998)—encounters similar hurdles. Sawtone addresses these through its adaptable “adapt-
er” mechanism (Section 3.4, Section 4.1). These adapters map diverse orthographies into
Sawtone’s universal phonetic space, thereby facilitating G2P, transliteration (Section 5.2),
and cross-script alignment (Section 5.1) within a single, unified framework.

2.3. Text normalization for non-standard varieties

The prevalence of non-standard orthographies in user-generated content necessitates
text normalization: converting variant forms into a canonical representation (Sproat 2016).
Existing techniques include graph-based methods (Sonmez 2014), sequence-to-sequence
models (Lourentzou 2019), and nearest neighbor approaches that leverage phonetic or
contextual similarity (Ansari 2017; Elgeish 2019).

Normalizing highly variable text remains a difficult task, especially in languages like
Arabic with complex morphology or diglossia (Darwish 2014; Habash 2010). Rule-based
systems often struggle with the sheer scale of variation, while data-driven models might
over-correct or fail when encountering unseen variants. Sawtone’s approach (Section 5.3)
utilizes phonetic similarity within its universal space (Section 3.2) to cluster orthograph-
ic variants. This enables normalization based on phonetic equivalence, proving particu-
larly beneficial for variations stemming from phonetic approximation or alloglottography,
as demonstrated in the Moroccan Arabic case study (Section 6).
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2.4. Low-resource languages and alloglottography

Many languages lack extensive digital resources and standardized orthographies (Bird
2020). Alloglottography — writing one language using another’s script (Unseth 2005),
common in digital communication like Arabeezi — often results in inconsistent, phoneti-
cally-driven spellings where standard NLP tools tend to perform poorly. Sawtone is spe-
cifically designed for these scenarios. It requires minimal resources and employs flexible
adapters (Section 3.4, Section 4.1) capable of handling non-standard input. The “Crescen-
do Adapter Refinement” strategy (Section 4.3.4) further assists development in low-re-
source contexts.

2.5. Positioning Sawtone’s contribution

While previous work has addressed aspects of phonetic processing, there remains
a need for unified, flexible frameworks that can handle diverse scripts, languages (includ-
ing low-resource ones), and varying orthographic standards. Existing systems often rely
on language-pair-specific rules, struggle with extensive variation, or demand large data-
sets. Although phonetic similarity measures exist, they are less commonly integrated into
comprehensive, adaptable frameworks (Kondrak 2003).

Sawtone’s contribution therefore lies in:

* Proposing a universal, quantitative phonological feature space (Section 3.2) that is
both linguistically grounded and computationally tractable.

* Introducing a flexible adapter architecture (Section 3.4, Section 4.1) that accommo-
dates various implementation strategies (rule-based, machine learning, hybrid) suitable
for different languages and resource levels.

* Demonstrating practical applications in transliteration, cross-script alignment, and ro-
bust text normalization (Section 5), particularly for non-standard varieties like Moroc-
can Arabic (Section 6).

By bridging theory and practice, Sawtone aims to provide a more general and robust
solution for phonetic-aware text processing across linguistic boundaries

3. Framework

In this section, we present the Sawfone Framework (Fig. 1), a flexible, modular frame-
work for phonetic-aware text processing across linguistic boundaries with various down-
stream applications.
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Sawtone Framework
Modality-Specific Space M

English Arabic Sanskrit Chinese Russian
Himalaya [y fearera BEouR Mvmanam
T T T )

e A A‘ =
Adapters A (M — U)
v v

‘ Single Phone Sequence | ‘ Alternative Phone Sequences
| |

4
Phonological Space U

Major Class 2 - Laryngeal 3 - Manner 4 — P Place 1 H Vowel Space 4 —# Secondary Articulation 4

v

| Similarity Calculation |

v v v

Single Phone Similarity S Phone Sequence Similarity 5_seq Aggregate Sequence Similarity S_agg for Alignment
]
—r v e

Downstream NLP Applications:
Transliteration, Normalization, Alignment

Figure 1: Sawtone framework architecture

3.1. Component architecture

The Sawtone framework facilitates cross-script phonetic alignment through interacting
components centered around a universal phonological representation space.
We define the Sawfone framework @ as follows:

@ = (US.A)

where:

e U: Represents the universal phonological space, defined by a feature set and a di-
mensional mapping .

e St Ux U— [0,1]: Is a similarity function that serves as a distance metric between
phones within the space .

* A: Denotes a set of modality-specific adapters. These adapters map between the uni-
versal space and specific modality spaces M (such as text): 4 :M — U (encoding)
and (decoding).

(M—U)
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3.2. Universal phonological representation space (U)

At the core of Sawtone lies a universal phonological representation space. This is
a multi-dimensional vector space designed to quantitatively capture phonetic properties
across different languages. Its primary goal is to provide a uniform, comparable rep-
resentation where spatial proximity directly correlates with perceived phonetic similarity.
This structure enables meaningful comparison of sounds originating from different lan-
guages or scripts—processed via potentially diverse adapters (Section 4.1)—using stand-
ard distance metrics.

The space integrates principles from phonetics and phonology, drawing upon concepts
like distinctive features (Chomsky 1968), articulatory phonetics (Ladefoged 1996, 2011),
Feature Geometry (George N. Clements 1985, 1995), IPA classifications (IPA 1999),
acoustic phonetics (Stevens 1998), and insights from language-specific studies (De Pre-
mare 1998; Watson 2002). Features are selected for their orthogonality and are mapped
onto a continuous scale suitable for distance calculations. Consequently, each phoneme
or sound segment is represented as a vector within this space. We define 18 core feature
dimensions based on this synthesis, aiming for comprehensiveness and strong phonetic
grounding.

3.2.1. Phonological features (F)

The 18 dimensions, categorized below, are numerically represented on a scale from
0.0 to 1.0 (binary or continuous/multi-valued as detailed in Section 3.2.3 Dimensional
Mapping (D)):

e Major class (2 dims): Consonantal, Sonorant (Chomsky 1968).

e Laryngeal (3 dims): Voice, Spread Glottis (reflecting aspiration/breathy voice), Con-
stricted Glottis (reflecting glottalization/ejectives) (Gordon 2001; Ladefoged 1996,
2011).

* Manner (4 dims): Stricture (ranging from stop to vowel), Nasality, Laterality, TrillTap
(Ladefoged 1996, 2011; Stevens 1998).

¢ Place (1 dim): PlaceArticulation (scaled from 0.0 for Bilabial to 1.0 for Glottal)
(George N. Clements 1995; Ladefoged 1996, 2011).

* Vowel space (4 dims): VowelHeight, VowelBackness, LipRounding, TongueRoot
(ATR — Advanced Tongue Root) (Archangeli 1994; International Phonetic Association
1999; Ladefoged 1996, 2011).

e Secondary articulation (4 dims): Labialized, Palatalized, Velarized, Pharyngealized
(often associated with emphatic sounds) (Ladefoged 1996, 2011; Watson 2002).

Segment | Major Class, 2D # Laryngeal, 3D » Manner, 4D » Place, 1D » Vowel Space, 4D ® Secondary Articulation, 4D b«;_wan Vector ‘

Figure 2: Sawtone Phonological feature space

This 18-dimensional vector provides a rich, quantitative profile for each sound. Refer
to Fig. 2 and Table 1 for an overview.
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Table 1: Overview of Sawtone phonological feature dimensions

Feature

Category Dimensions Specific Features Primary References

Major Class 2 Consonantal, Sonorant (Chomsky, 1968)

Laryngeal 3 Voice, Spread Glottis, (Gordon, 2001; Ladefoged, 1996)
Constricted Glottis

Manner 4 Stricture, Nasality, (Ladefoged, 1996, 2011; Stevens, 1998)
Laterality, TrillTap

Place 1 PlaceArticulation (Scaled  (George N. Clements, 1995; Ladefoged, 1996, 2011)
0-1)

Vowel Space 4 VowelHeight, (Archangeli, 1994; International Phonetic Association, 1999;
VowelBackness, Ladefoged, 1996, 2011)
LipRounding, ATR

Secondary 4 Labialized, Palatalized, (Ladefoged, 1996, 2011; Watson, 2002)

Articulation Velarized,
Pharyngealized

Total 18

3.2.1.1. Suprasegmental features

Features like stress, pitch, and tone (Lehiste 1970), known as suprasegmentals, are
generally absent in written text. Therefore, they are excluded from the current feature
space. However, future extensions supporting speech modalities could incorporate them.

3.2.1.2. TPA lookup table (LUT)

The IPA lookup table serves as a critical bridge in the Sawfone framework, mapping
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols to their corresponding 18-dimensional
feature vectors in the universal phonological space. This mapping is deterministic and
language-agnostic, functioning as the foundation that enables cross-linguistic interopera-
bility within our framework. During our work, the LUTs were constructed following the
IPA (1999) and Ladefoged’s (1996) guidelines.

Each IPA symbol (e.g., [p], [a], [J]) is assigned a precise vector representation based
on its phonetic properties across all 18 dimensions. For example, the voiceless bilabial
plosive [p] would have high values for Consonantal and Stricture features, a value of 0
for PlaceArticulation (bilabial), and 0 for Voice. This standardized representation ensures
that phonetically similar sounds across different languages occupy proximate positions in
the universal space.

The lookup table is particularly valuable for:

¢ Interpretability: The LUT as an intermediate step allows for more interpretable adapters
e Cross-script compatibility: Enabling meaningful comparisons between sounds from
distant writing systems (e.g., Arabic, Latin, Cyrillic)
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* Adapter interoperability: Allowing adapter outputs to be comparable through a shared
representation, regardless of their implementation details

¢ Phonological analysis: Providing a quantitative basis for studying sound patterns
across languages

This standardized mapping layer ensures that all phonetic information, regardless of
source language or script, can be represented in a consistent format within the universal
phonological space, forming the backbone of Sawrone’s language-agnostic approach to
phonological representation.

3.2.1.3. Phonetic inventory

Each language has its own phonetic inventory—the set of distinct sounds (phonemes)
that can be expressed in that language. These inventories are typically defined using IPA
symbols and can be sourced from multilingual dictionaries (De Premare 1998) or intro-
ductory linguistic materials for specific languages.

While collecting a language’s complete inventory is valuable, it isn’t always manda-
tory within our framework. When parallel text-to-IPA data is available, the inventory can
be reconstructed automatically by extracting the IPA symbols that appear in the data.
Regardless of the collection method, the inventory should contain only valid IPA pho-
nemes to ensure accurate representation in the universal phonological space.

3.2.2. Universal phonological space (U)

The universal phonological space encompasses all possible 18-dimensional feature
vectors where each dimension ranges from 0 to 1 ([0,1]'®). This space forms the domain
for the similarity function:

U={p€[01]%| ¢=D () forf€E F}

Representing sounds as vectors in this shared space allows for the calculation of
phonetic distance (e.g., using weighted cosine distance, Section 3.3). The underlying
hypothesis is that sounds perceived as similar will be located closer together within this
space. Adapters (Section 4.1) map diverse orthographies into comparable locations with-
in , ensuring cross-linguistic applicability. Notably, IPA features can be deterministically
mapped to and from the Sawtone space, reinforcing its universality. The space itself is
language-agnostic, accommodating language-specific variations through adapters and op-
tional similarity weights. Special partial or superposition phones handle incomplete in-
formation (Section 3.4.1).

3.2.3. Dimensional mapping (D)

This process translates the 18 abstract features (f,) into numerical values v* within the
range [0, 1], forming the vector ¢p = (v/,...,v18) for a given phone p.
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* Binary features (e.g., Consonantal): Mapped directly to either 0.0 or 0.1.

e Categorical features (e.g., VowelHeight, Stricture): For features with ordered cate-
gories (indexed i = 0 to N = [), these are mapped to uniformly spaced points:
vk = {/(N-1). For instance, 4 categories would map to .

e Gradient features (e.g., PlaceArticulation): Mapped linearly onto the [0, 1] range
based on an established phonetic scale (e.g., Bilabial maps to 0.0, Glottal to 1.0).

e Standard implementation: Unless otherwise specified, these standard mappings are
used. Range bounding is applied to adapter outputs to ensure numerical stability.

e Limitations & future work: Assuming uniform spacing for categorical features is
a simplification. Future research could explore non-uniform mappings derived from
acoustic or perceptual data (Kondrak 2003), or through data-driven learning, balancing
enhanced accuracy with interpretability. This paper concentrates on the framework
architecture using the standard mapping.

3.3. Similarity metric (S)

To compare individual phones and , we use their vector representations v, and v,
with a weighted cosine similarity measure (Kondrak 2003) illustrated in Fig. 3:

18 k .,k
Zk:l Wk Vp, Vp,

(B O SR, weh)?

S(pu,p2) =

Here:

. v;‘ is the k-th feature value for phone p.

* w, represents the weight for the k-th feature (0 < w, < 1), reflecting its relative im-
portance.

This calculation yields a score between 0 and 1, indicating the phonetic closeness of
the two phones.

Feature weights (w,): These weights allow for nuanced control over the similarity
calculation. Using uniform weights (w, =1 for all k) provides a strong baseline. Optimiz-
ing these weights, perhaps based on acoustic or perceptual data, remains an area for
potential future work. For this paper, we assume uniform weights unless stated otherwise.

3.3.1. Phonetic sequence similarity (Sseq)

To compare sequences of phones, 4 = (p,,....p.,) and B = (p;,...,ps,), we employ
sequence alignment, specifically the Needleman-Wunsch algorithm (Needleman, n.d.)
illustrated in Fig. 3:

* Match/Mismatch score: Determined by the pairwise Sawtone similarity S(p., ps)

(eq. 3) between aligned phones.
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e Gap penalty (g): A constant penalty (e.g., g = -0.5) applied when aligning a phone
with a gap. This is a tunable hyperparameter.
This process yields a raw alignment score S W(A, B). For comparison across se-

quences of different lengths, this score can be normalized, for instance, by the average

sequence length:

Sraw_seq (A: B )

Sseq(4,B) = (m +n)/2

This provides a robust measure of the overall phonetic resemblance between two
sequences.

3.4. Modality-specific adapters

Adapters serve as the bridge between the universal phonological space and modali-
ty-specific spaces , such as text or potentially speech. They perform two key functions:
encoding representations from a specific modality into , and decoding representations
from back into a modality (Mortensen, 2018). See Methodology (Section 4.1) for im-
plementation details.

A, ., U~- M(Decode)

U

A, ,+ M- U(Encode)

M

3.4.1. Handling phonetic ambiguity

Writing systems often provide incomplete phonological information, meaning the map-
ping performed by adapters may not be perfectly reversible (bijective) and can sometimes
be lossy (Bird, 1994). To manage this, we introduce two special elements within :

1. Partial phone (¢ ): Represents a placeholder where certain features are unspecified
(nullified) due to missing information. Formally, a partial phone contains undefined val-
ues for one or more feature dimensions in the vector. We use an underscore character to
represent Partial Phones in phone sequences in this paper.

2. Superposition phone (¢ ): Represents multiple possible phonological interpretations
simultaneously, useful for cases like heteronyms or inconsistent spelling conventions.
Formally, a superposition phone is a weighted distribution over a finite set of possible
phones {¢, ¢, ..., ¢ } with associated weights {p,p, ..., p } where }' p =1 for adapt-
ers that support it.

These elements allow the framework to represent ambiguity explicitly, carrying it
through calculations, albeit potentially at the cost of some precision.
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Figure 3: Similarity metrics S & Seq

3.4.2. Calculating similarity with ambiguous phones (S, )

Due to ambiguity, an adapter might generate multiple potential phonological sequenc-
es for a given input (e.g., a set 4 = {4, ...} for input X, and B = {B,, ...} for input
X,). In such cases, we need a method to calculate an aggregated similarity score between

these sets of sequences.

We first compute the pairwise sequence similarities S (4, B)) (Section 3.3.1) for all

combinations and then aggregate these scores:

1
1. Average similarity: Sg,,4(4, B) = Wz Sseq(Ais Bj)
Lj

2. Maximum similarity: S,,,,, (A, B) = max; ;Sseq(A;, Bj)

3. Weighted average similarity: If adapters provide confidence scores (4,) and (B)

for each potential sequence:

Yij W(ADW(B))Sseq(As B))

Sweighted_avg (4,B) =

Zi']‘

w(A;)w(B;))
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Computational approximation: When the number of potential sequences |4| and |B]
is large, computing all pairwise similarities can be expensive. We can approximate A by:

1. Selecting representative subsets R, € 4 and R, € B (of size and , respectively)
through sampling or clustering (e.g., using k-medoids).

2. Computing Seeq only for pairs within the Cartesian product R, x R,.

3. Aggregating these N, x N, scores using one of the methods above.

The sizes N, and N, control the trade-off between computational cost and approxima-
tion accuracy.

3.5. Extension points

The framework’s architecture is designed to be extensible. It allows for the integration
of new components, such as different distance metrics or adapters for modalities like
speech (Goldsmith 1990). Furthermore, individual components can potentially be used
independently; for instance, the universal space could be employed solely for phonetic
similarity calculations in Information Retrieval (IR).

Additional features (like suprasegmental or prosodic features) can be incorporated into
the Sawtone space, and new adapters can be developed to handle them without altering
the core framework structure.

4. Methodology

This section delves into the practical aspects of Sawtone, detailing the construction of
its universal phonological space (Section 3.2) and outlining flexible strategies for imple-
menting the adapters (Section 3.3). These adapters are crucial for mapping text to and
from this universal space, accommodating diverse languages and varying resource levels.
A primary consideration during adapter development is feasibility, especially given the
resource constraints often associated with low-resource languages.

4.1. Modality-specific adapters (4,, , and 4, )

The effectiveness of Sawtone hinges on reliably mapping between diverse orthogra-
phies (graphemes) and the universal phonological space (encoding via 4,, ,, (Fig. 4)),
and potentially mapping back to a target script (decoding via 4, . (Fig. 5)). Writing
systems exhibit significant variation—from alphabetic to syllabic, with spelling regulari-
ties ranging from highly consistent to quite irregular. Likewise, the availability of re-
sources like dictionaries, corpora, and linguistic expertise varies widely. Consequently, no
single adapter implementation strategy proves universally optimal.

Sawtone’s flexibility allows for the integration of various techniques. We explored
several complementary approaches:
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Figure 4: Encoding adapter architecture
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Figure 5: Decoding adapter architecture

4.1.1. Rule-based systems

Principle: These systems encode expert linguistic knowledge into sets of context-sen-
sitive rewrite rules (Fig. 6). These rules map sequences of graphemes to an interme-
diate phonetic representation (e.g., IPA), which is then converted to 18D feature vec-
tors using a lookup table. We take inspiration from FST (Finite State Transducer)
algorithms (Koskenniemi 1983) in the implementation of our rule-based adapters
(Fig. 7).

Implementation: Typically involves multi-layered, ordered rules formatted like /Con-
textBefore, MatchSeq, ContextAfter, Replacement], performing text-to-text or text-to-
IPA transformations. Successive layers handle progressively more complex phenome-
na, starting with basic mappings and moving to context-dependent rules and
phonological processes. These systems can generate multiple interpretations to manage
ambiguity (Section 3.4.1).
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FST-Based Rule Approach
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Figure 6: Rule-based adapter architecture
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(Input) (Tokerfize d) (IPA Tokens) missing vowels (IPA Output)
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Figure 7: Rule-based adapter example (L > — /himalaja/)

* Decoding: While rule-based decoding (IPA back to graphemes) is feasible, it can be
a lengthy and costly process, especially for non-standard orthographies. Data-driven
methods are often preferred for decoding.

» Applicability: Best suited for languages with regular orthographies or where linguistic
expertise is readily available. Ensures outputs align well with the [PA-based features
of the Sawtone space. However, development is labor-intensive, and the rules can be
brittle when faced with irregular or noisy text.

4.1.2. A note on tokenization

Statistical methods generally require explicit text tokenization. For scalability, we fo-
cus on statistical tokenizers. Tokenization itself is complex due to the variable mapping
between graphemes and phonemes (e.g., ‘sh” mapping to a single phoneme /f/ versus ‘s’
and ‘h’ representing separate sounds in misheard) (Ni 2018). This presents a trade-off:

1. Single-character tokens: Risk splitting multi-character representations of single
phonemes (like ‘sh’ into ‘s’ and ‘h’).

2. Multi-character tokens: Risk merging adjacent characters that represent distinct
phonemes (like ‘s’ and ‘h’ in misheard).

Achieving perfect resolution typically requires language-specific contextual tokenizers,
which is often intractable for language-agnostic systems. We approximate phoneme
boundaries using multi-character tokenization, preferring potential ambiguity (merging)
over definite information loss (splitting), relying on the adapters’ contextual capabilities
to interpret the resulting tokens correctly.
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Since phonemes rarely span more than 2-3 characters, while standard tokenizers like
BPE or WordPiece might create overly long tokens, we trained custom Unigram tokeniz-
ers for each language. We limited the maximum token length (typically 3 characters;
1 for ideographic scripts) and pruned rare tokens. This approach balances vocabulary size
(around to tokens) with the ability to capture common multi-character phonemes. While
cross-lingual tokenizers are possible, per-language tokenizers reduce the demands placed
on the adapter models. Our Unigram approach offers a simple solution that mitigates the
risk of splitting phonemes.

4.1.3. Sequence-to-Sequence (Text2IPA) models

» Principle: These models (Fig. 8) leverage standard transformer architectures (like T5
(Raffel, 2020), GPT-2 (Radford, 2019), Llama 3 (L. 3. Team, 2024), Qwen 2.5 (Q.
Team, 2024)) trained on parallel corpora mapping text to IPA sequences. Large Lan-
guage Models (LLMs) generally demonstrated better handling of out-of-domain input
and performed better on longer sequences.

o Implementation: Typically involves training one model per language or language pair.
The model predicts an IPA sequence from the input text; these IPA symbols are then
mapped to 18D Sawtone vectors via a LUT (Section 3.2.1.2). Training data often
comes from parallel corpora (e.g., Wikipedia, social media) automatically converted
to IPA using phonetic dictionaries (Doherty, n.d.). Our largest dataset comprised
10 million sentences.

BART or LLM (Seq2seq)

‘thought’ Tokenization & > CMhodel tProcessing: > Apply Language-Specific > 10a:t/
(Input) Embedding = GIELETE A eSS Phonological Rules (IPA Output)
- Contextual patterns

Figure 8: Text2IPA Adapter Example (‘thought’ — /0o:t/)

* Decoding: A reverse model (IPA -> Text) can be trained using the same data and
methodology. Performance varies depending on the language pair and dataset quality.

» Applicability: Highly effective when sufficient aligned text-IPA data is available. These
models can learn complex mappings and handle irregularities present in the training
data. Outputs naturally align with the IPA-based Sawtone features via the lookup table
mapping. Requires less manual effort than rule-based systems but is data-dependent
and less interpretable.

4.1.4. BERT embedding regression and fine-tuning

* Principle: This approach refines existing text embeddings by training on pairs of
phonetically related strings, such as homophones, transliterations, or rhymes. It aims
to learn phonetic exceptions and nuances from large volumes of such paired data.
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Languages with strict poetic conventions (like Arabic buhiir, French metres, Sanskrit
chandas) can particularly benefit. This method is empirically driven and capable of
capturing subtle phonetic variations.

Decoding: Decoding often involves a nearest neighbor search on the resulting vectors

using the Sawtone phonetic similarity metric, selecting the closest phoneme from the

target language’s phonetic inventory.

Implementation: We utilized a compact BERT-like model (based on MicroBert (Gessler

& Zeldes 2022), with 64/128 dimensions), assuming phonetic information is less com-

plex than full semantics. The model was first pretrained using Masked Language Mod-

eling (MLM) on target language data. It was then fine-tuned using one of two strategies:

1. Embedding regression: Training the model to project its BERT embeddings into
the 18D Sawtone space using Mean Squared Error (MSE) loss against target vec-
tors generated by another adapter (e.g., a rule-based or Text2IPA model acting as
a “teacher”). The quality depends on the teacher model, but this allows for man-
ual correction of teacher errors.

2. Semantic Textual Similarity (STS) adaptation: Fine-tuning the model on pairs
known to be phonetically close, such as homophones, transliterations, or lines from
poetry/lyrics (e.g., Moroccan zajal/melhoun, Chinese ci, English rap). Using pairs
that sound similar (not just identical) provides a potent signal for learning subtle
phonetic relationships.

Applicability: Useful for enhancing the phonetic awareness of embeddings, especially

when large annotated datasets are scarce but lists of phonetically related pairs are

available.

4.2. Comparative overview of adapter strategies

All adapter types ultimately map text to vectors in the universal phonological space,

either directly or via an intermediate IPA representation. Rule-based and Text2IPA adapt-
ers typically perform this mapping via IPA. Text2IPA models are generally preferred for
their ability to handle context effectively. BERT fine-tuning focuses on refining embed-
dings using phonetic similarity signals derived from paired data, which can be valuable
for bootstrapping high-quality Text2IPA adapters. Table 2 summarizes key properties of
these adapter strategies:

Table 2: Alignment with [PA-based features, resource requirements and performance

Aligned with IPA  IPA- Expert Text-IPA Pair Hoursto  Converted
Method Features? Interpretability Rules? Data? Lists? Train Tokens/s
Rule-Based  Yes Yes Yes No No Low 0.5M
Text2IPA Yes Yes No Yes No High 200
(Seq2seq)
BERT Yes Partial No Yes (as Yes High 15K

Fine-tuning vectors)
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Computational resources: Figures are based on a single NVIDIA A100 GPU (SXM
80GB). Rule-based execution measured on a single core of an AMD EPYC 7551 CPU.
Performance: Values provide a rough guide and depend heavily on data quality and
specific implementation details.

4.2.1. Using existing G2P tools

Any method capable of producing IPA sequences from graphemes can be integrated
with Sawtone. We explored Epitran (Mortensen, 2018) (which uses rules and lookup
tables) and Transphone (Li 2022) (a word-level transformer trained on Wiktionary). Epi-
tran behaves similarly to our rule-based adapters. Transphone resembles Text2IPA adapt-
ers but operates with limited context and wasn’t trained on noisy text. Both are compat-
ible with the Sawfone framework. A comprehensive evaluation across many languages
would require suitable cross-lingual, phonetically-annotated datasets that reflect real-world
variation, which is a direction for future work.

4.3. Practical considerations

4.3.1. Universality of the IPA features

Ensuring that the outputs from different adapters align consistently within the univer-
sal, IPA-based space requires two conditions:

1. The vector dimensions must be interpretable as (combinations of) IPA features.

2. The value ranges used for these features must be comparable across different adapt-
ers and languages.

This consistency is achieved by using a common LUT (Section 3.2.1.2) that maps
IPA symbols to predefined Sawtone feature vectors. This LUT is used by methods in-
volving an intermediate [PA representation (rule-based, Text2IPA), ensuring consistency.
BERT vectors capture phonetic similarity implicitly but are not directly aligned with
specific IPA features and cannot be interpreted as such.

4.3.2. Handling orthographic noise

Real-world text often contains typos and non-standard spellings. We employed an
unsupervised filtering technique: clustering words with high orthographic similarity (low
edit distance) that appear in similar contexts, and then filtering out low-frequency variants
within these clusters as likely noise. This approach aims to balance normalization bene-
fits with the preservation of legitimate rare forms.

4.3.3. What about diacritics?

Languages like Arabic utilize optional diacritics for determining correct pronunciation.
Their absence leads to a loss of phonetic information. We evaluated several strategies to
handle this:
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* Deterministic recovery: Requires sophisticated POS tagging and morphological anal-
ysis, often infeasible or inaccurate for noisy, informal text.

o Statistical inference: Requires large, diacritized corpora matching the target text reg-
ister; we attempted this for Arabic, finding it promising but unstable.

» Treat absence as ambiguity (partial/superposition phone) (Section 3.4.1): This was
our choice due to its simplicity and effectiveness at handling various scenarios. It
trades accuracy for robustness.

4.3.4. Crescendo adapter development strategy

The choice of adapter strategy depends on the target language and available resourc-
es. Rule-based systems (Section 4.1.1) are a good starting point if linguistic descriptions
exist. Text2IPA models (Section 4.1.3) are viable if phonetic dictionaries or aligned cor-
pora are available. BERT fine-tuning (Section 4.1.4) becomes an option if homophones,
transliterations, or relevant poetic data can be compiled.

These methods can be employed iteratively in what we term the “Crescendo” strate-
gy. For instance, simple rules can generate initial phonetic data to bootstrap BERT train-
ing; the improved embeddings from BERT can then be used to train more sophisticated
Text2IPA models. This strategy allows for robust adapter development even for low-re-
source languages by progressively leveraging different types of data and techniques,
starting with human expert knowledge. This contrasts with approaches requiring large,
perfectly annotated datasets from the outset. Our development process involved iterative
refinement and qualitative validation.

5. Applications of Sawtone to NLP tasks

This section illustrates how the Sawtone framework can be applied to core NLP tasks
that involve cross-script interactions and non-standard text, namely: sequence alignment,
transliteration and normalization.

5.1. Cross-script sequence alignment

Task Definition: This task involves aligning text sequences written in different scripts
based on their underlying phonetic similarity, identifying corresponding sound segments
(Figs. 9 & 10). It is fundamental for determining how phonetically related two strings
are across script boundaries. The objectives are twofold: 1) Align sequences of phones,
potentially introducing gaps where necessary. 2) Calculate an overall phonetic similarity
score based on the alignment.
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Figure 9: Perfect Alignment, Score 1.0: Comparing Himalaya with its Arabic transliteration
Wk (himalaya).
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Figure 10: Imperfect Alignment, Score < 1.0: Comparing France with its common Arabic
transliteration Lwi 4 (faransa). Note the vowel mismatch and the different ‘r’ sounds.

Sawtone Application:

* FEncoding: Encode the input sequences (Sequence X in Script A, Sequence Y in Script
B) into Sawtone sequences using their respective adapters.

»  Sequence-Aligned Scoring: Apply the Needleman-Wunsch algorithm (Section 3.3.1),
using the Sawtone similarity metric (eq.3 ) to calculate match/mismatch scores be-
tween pairs of phone vectors with gap penalty .

» Similarity Score: Calculate the average similarity of the aligned vector pairs (exclud-
ing pairs involving gaps).

5.1.1. Experimental setup

Datasets: We used manually curated word pairs covering various languages and chal-

lenges:

» ParaNames (Sélevd, 2022) (Arabic/English names)

* Google Transliteration Dataset (Rosca, 2016) (Arabic/English general words)

* ANETAC (Ameur, 2019) (Moroccan Arabic/Arabeezi named entities)

* Internal French Homophone List

* Internal Japanese/English Homophone List

» Sentence pairs were generated where possible. These datasets typically averaged
around 500 pairs per language pair.

5.1.2. Note on choosing adapters

For most languages, we utilized Text2IPA adapters (Section 4.1.3) as parallel script-
to-IPA corpora were available for training. However, for Moroccan Arabic (MA), char-
acterized by high variation and lack of initial parallel IPA data, we employed the Cre-
scendo strategy (Section 4.3.4). This involved starting with a rule-based adapter (Section
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4.1.1) and progressively refining it towards a Text2IPA model. Text2IPA adapters gener-
ally offer good flexibility and resistance to noise.

5.1.3. Moroccan Arabic adapters: Application of the Crescendo strategy

Developing effective adapters for MA was challenging due to its diglossic nature,
non-standard spellings, and noisy data sources (Kamali & Abchir 2024). The goal was
to map text written in both standard Arabic script and varied Latin-based Arabeezi scripts
to the same underlying IPA sequence for consistent alignment. Since parallel script-IPA
corpora were unavailable, the Crescendo strategy (Section 4.3.4) was essential. The mul-
ti-step development process (Rule-based -> BERT -> Text2IPA) is an iterative process
that allowed us to generate progressively better training data (MA/Arabeezi -> IPA pairs),
ultimately enabling the training of a robust Text2IPA adapter capable of handling the
complexities of MA.

5.1.4. Adapters for other languages (English, Arabic, French, Japanese)

For other languages like English, Standard Arabic, French, and Japanese, we used
Text2IPA adapters (Section 4.1.3) trained directly on existing parallel script-IPA corpora
(averaging around 10 million words per language). These adapters proved effective, al-
though their quality is inherently limited by the training data (e.g., word-level IPA con-
version might miss phonetic changes occurring between words). Despite these minor
limitations, they achieved good results. Further fine-tuning with homophone lists could
offer marginal gains but was not deemed necessary for these initial experiments.

Evaluation: We assessed the system’s ability to assign high similarity scores to pho-
netically related pairs (like transliterations and homophones) and low scores to unrelated
pairs. Alignment accuracy was measured by calculating the edit distance between the
predicted alignment and a ground truth alignment (counting gaps, normalized by the
length of the longer sequence, with vowel/silent letter gaps potentially down-weighted).

5.1.5. Metrics and results
Alignment accuracy: Measured as 1 minus the normalized edit distance between the

predicted and ground truth alignments. F1 score: The harmonic mean of precision and
recall, evaluating the correctness of matched phone pairs in the alignment.

Table 3: Alignment system evaluation results across language pairs

Language pair Alignment accuracy  F1 score
Arabic/English 0.92 0.94
Moroccan Arabic/Moroccan Arabeezi  0.90 0.92
Japanese/English 0.87 0.88

French/French (Homophones) 0.95 0.97
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Discussion: The high accuracy and F1 scores reported in (Table 3) across diverse
language pairs demonstrate Sawfone’s effectiveness in identifying phonetic relatedness,
both across different scripts and within the same script (for homophones), by interpreting
the underlying sounds represented by the graphemes. The examples below (Tables 4-8)
illustrate the nuanced similarity scores produced by the system.

5.1.5.1. Arabic/English

Table 4: Arabic/English homophone pairs with Sawtone similarity scores

Native Romanized English Sawtone similarity
o sail Sail 1.00
J¥ kamal Camel 0.96
op qarin Karen 0.74
o fam Fam 0.98
4 bar Bar 0.92
%3 qalam Column 0.63
K kalb Calf 0.75
oyls darat Dart 0.86
Y zahr Tsar 0.78
¢ ) lawm Loom 0.83
el umniyati Omneity 0.89

5.1.5.2. Moroccan Arabic/Arabeezi

Similarity scores between MA words written in Arabic script and their Arabeezi coun-
terparts, including various spelling variants.

Table 5: Phonetic similarity between Arabeezi spellings of tharkellah (&) & )\i)
'God bless'

Word tbarkellah tabarklah tbraklah tbrklh  tabaraka allah tbargela7
tbarkellah 1.00 0.95 0.95 0.92 0.92 0.76
tabarklah 0.95 1.00 0.92 0.87 0.92 0.71
tbraklah 0.95 0.92 1.00 0.96 0.86 0.77
tbrklh 0.92 0.87 0.96 1.00 0.79 0.80
tabaraka allah 0.92 0.92 0.86 0.79 1.00 0.67

tbar9ela7 0.76 0.71 0.77 0.80 0.67 1.00
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Table 6: Phonetic similarity between spellings of ghanmchi (~5«ie) ‘I will go’ in
MA and Arabeezi

Word hanmchi ghanmchi ghnmchi ghannamchi ghanemechi L,S‘“""" @mlé (s
hanmchi 1.00 0.94 0.60 0.83 0.81 0.94 0.46 0.60
ghanmchi 0.94 1.00 0.61 0.87 0.87 1.00 0.53 0.61
ghnmchi 0.60 0.61 1.00 0.48 0.58 0.61 0.67 1.00
ghannamchi 0.83 0.87 0.48 1.00 0.90 0.87 0.45 0.48
ghanemechi  0.81 0.87 0.58 0.90 1.00 0.87 0.50 0.58
U.I;.u‘.c. 0.94 1.00 0.61 0.87 0.87 1.00 0.53 0.61
(il 0.46 0.53 0.67 0.45 0.50 0.53 1.00 0.67
(sliaic 0.60 0.61 1.00 0.48 0.58 0.61 0.67 1.00

5.1.5.3. Japanese/English

Table 7: Japanese/English homophone pairs with Sawtone similarity scores

Native Romanized English  Sawtone similarity
Z—+4 yusei Yousay  0.85
ffi ame Amy 0.90
E hashi Hushy 0.88
o mitsu Meets 0.87
o matsu Match 0.83
H5 kau Cow 0.89
4 ie Yeah 0.86
2 ashi Ashy 0.91
Fiid nami Nummy  0.82
;3 yume YouMay 0.83
)= tori Tory 0.80
1 hana Honor 0.81
il yama Yammer 0.79
] oto Auto 0.92
r take Tacky 0.75
i mochi Mushy 0.76
3 miru Mirror 0.78
*2% kuru Crew 0.77
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5.1.5.4. French Homophones

Table 8: French homophone pairs with Sawtone similarity scores

Word1l Word2 Sawtone similarity

mer mére 0.99
maire mére 1.00
sain saint 0.97
sein ceint 0.93
vers verre 0.92
vert ver 0.94
saut seau 0.94
sot seau 0.91
sang sans 0.97
cent sans 0.88
fois foie 0.93
foi foie 0.98
pair pére 0.95

paire pére 0.98
pot peau 0.97
champ chant  0.89
compte conte 0.91
comte conte 0.96

Task Definition: Converting text from one writing script to another (Fig. 11) while
aiming to preserve the original pronunciation as closely as possible (Knight 1998). It’s
crucial for tasks like Named Entity Recognition (NER), Cross-Lingual Information Re-
trieval (CLIR), and handling alloglottography.

5.2.1. Sawtone application

Transliteration using Sawtone involves two stages:

¢ Encoding (4 o) The source text (in Script A) is first processed by its correspond-
ing Sawtone adapter (Section 3.3) to generate a sequence of phonological vectors
(Section 3.2).

¢ Decoding (4 @)’ These phonological vectors are then fed into the adapter for the
target script (Script B), which generates the corresponding grapheme sequence. The
quality of the final transliteration depends on the accuracy of both the encoding and
decoding adapters.

5.2.2. Experimental Setup

Dataset: We used the ParaNames dataset (Sdlevéd 2022), filtering it to obtain 1000 direct
Arabic-to-English transliteration pairs, primarily focusing on named entities. Adapter:
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Language-specific Text2IPA adapters were employed for both encoding (Arabic -> IPA/
Sawtone vectors) and decoding (IPA/Sawtone vectors -> English), trained as described in
the Methodology section.

Transliteration Task

Source Text > Encode Phonological Decode Target Text
(Script A) Ap_o Vector Space Ao_M (Script B)

Example: Arabic — English

deaa ) Phonological Muhammad
(Muhammad) 28 dlm Tl P Vector Sequence P (English)

Figure 11: Transliteration with Sawtone

We allowed the decoding adapter to sample multiple potential outputs, ranked by
perplexity. Evaluation: We generated English transliterations for the Arabic names in the
dataset and compared them against the provided reference transliterations.

5.2.3. Metrics and results

Performance was assessed using several standard metrics (summarized in Table 9):

¢ WER (Word error rate): Calculated using Levenshtein distance at the word level
(treating each name as a single word). Lower scores indicate better performance.

¢ CER (Character error rate): Levenshtein distance calculated at the character level.
Lower is better.

e BLEU score (Mean): Measures the overlap of character n-grams between the gener-
ated transliteration and the reference (treating the name as a sentence). Higher scores
are better.

e MRR (Mean reciprocal rank): Evaluates the quality of the ranked list of potential
transliterations generated by the decoder. It measures how high up the correct reference
appears in the ranked list, on average. Higher is better.

Table 9: Results for Arabic to English transliteration on ParaNames

Metric Score
Word Error Rate 0.24
Character Frror Rate  0.15
Mean BLEU Score 0.88

Mean MRR 0.67
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Discussion: The results in Table 9 indicate reasonable performance. The high charac-
ter-level similarity (reflected in BLEU and CER) suggests the phonetic mapping is large-
ly successful, although there is room for improvement in generating the exact target word
form consistently (reflected in WER and MRR).

5.3. Text normalization

Text Normalization Task

Naive
Encode-Decode

4
Multiple Variant Forms 5:;::::& Phonological Lexicon-Based Single Normalized
(Dialectal/Informal) Vector Space Matching Canonical Form
Phonological Space «

> Frequency-Based

Selection
Example: Moroccan Arabic
IPA Vectors:
tebarklah .
/tebarklah/ Phonological
htba’k“a'ahu [~ /tabaraka 2atah/ (—#  Simitarity . r::{i‘;gaﬁo -
ELEVE R /tbrkelah/ Matching

tbrkelah i,

Figure 12: Text normalization and an example in Moroccan Arabic

Task definition: Converting non-standard text forms—arising from typos, dialectal
spellings, informal abbreviations, etc.—into a standardized or canonical representation
(Sproat 2016) as illustrated in Fig. 12.

Sawtone application: Sawtone enables phonetic-based normalization. We encode
words into the Sawtone space and then map phonetically similar variants to a single,
chosen canonical form. We explored three approaches:

*  Naive encoding-decoding: Simply encode the input word using its script’s adapter
(4,,.,) and immediately decode it back using the same adapter (4, ). The output
serves as the normalized form. This is akin to transliterating a script onto itself via
the intermediate phonetic space.

» Lexicon-based: Encode the input word. Search a predefined lexicon of canonical forms
to find entries that are phonetically similar (above a certain threshold) using the Saw-
tone similarity metric (Elgeish 2019). Replace the input word with the most similar
canonical form found.

» Frequency-based: First, build a frequency dictionary from a relevant corpus. Then,
encode the input word. Find phonetically similar words (above a threshold) with-
in the frequency dictionary. Replace the input word with the most frequent word
among the similar candidates.
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5.3.1. Experimental setup

Datasets:

* Naive encoding-decoding: We used a manually created dataset of 200 Moroccan Ar-
abic (MA) sentence clusters. Each cluster contained 10 sentences (3-5 words each)
representing the same sentence written differently, along with a ground truth canonical
sentence form.

e Lexicon: We used a standard Arabic social media dataset (manually annotated) and
a Standard Arabic lexicon compiled from various sources (containing ~100K words)
(al-Khalil 8" century; Ibn Hammad al-Jawhari 10%-11" century; Ibn Sida 11™ century).

*  Frequency: We utilized a subset of a 1-million-word MA corpus gathered from online
sources (Section 5.2) to build the frequency list.

Adapter: The same adapters developed for previous tasks were used here. Thresh-
olds: Similarity thresholds for the lexicon and frequency-based methods were deter-
mined empirically via grid search. Evaluation: Output compared against ground truth
(for Encoding/Decoding and lexicon) or against the most frequent word in the corpus
(for Frequency).

5.3.2. Metrics & results

Text Normalization Performance Across Different Approaches

1.0
e 1-WER ooy 093
f1- CER 0-90 0.88 0.88
= BLEU 0.85 0.86 0.85
0.82
0.8
0.72
061 0.59
L
]
A 0.45
0.4 4
0.2
0.0-
Naive Decoding + Lexicon- Frequency-
Decoding Adjustment based based

Figure 13: Comparison of accuracy for different normalization approaches

WER/CER: Word/character differences compared to the reference. Lower is better.
BLEU score: Character sequence overlap compared to the reference. Higher is better.
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Coverage (Lexicon/Frequency): The percentage of input words for which a phonetical-
ly similar variant was found above the threshold, allowing normalization to be attempted.
Processing speed: Measured in tokens processed per second (after the initial build phase
for lexicon/frequency methods).

Interpretation: It is important to note that the “ground truth” reference differs between
methods (manual annotation vs. corpus frequency), making direct comparisons across
methods challenging and the choice of methodology a circumstantial choice. Contextual
normalization, which considers the surrounding sentence context, was not implemented
due to dataset limitations and remains an area for future work. (Fig. 13) provides a visual
comparison.

5.3.2.1. Normalizing by encoding and decoding

Comparing the output of the naive encode-decode method to the manual ground truth
yielded less than satisfactory results (Table 10). This is likely because the adapter’s in-
herent writing style might differ significantly from typical human writing conven-
tions—a limitation of the specific adapter implementation rather than the Sawtone frame-
work itself.

Table 10: Performance metrics for decoding-based normalization approach (vs. Human
Ground Truth)

Metric Value

Word Error Rate 0.41

Character Error Rate  0.28

BLEU Score 0.45

Processing Speed 15,000 tokens/second

However, evaluating the adapter against its own writing style as the ground truth
reveals its intrinsic consistency (Table 11). Further rule-tuning could align the adapter’s
output more closely with human style.

Table 11: Performance metrics using adapter’s writing style as ground truth

Metric Value
Word Error Rate 0.15
Character Error Rate  0.10
BLEU Score 0.86

Processing Speed 15,000 tokens/second
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5.3.2.2. Lexicon-based text normalization

This method encodes words and then searches a lexicon for the phonetically closest
canonical form using the Sawtone similarity measure. It can be robust if a high-quality
lexicon is available, although this is often not the case for low-resource languages (Bird
2020). Results on a Standard Arabic dataset are shown in (Table 12):

Table 12: Results for lexicon-based normalization on Standard Arabic dataset!

Metric Value

Character Error Rate  0.07

Word Error Rate 0.09

Coverage 0.78

BLEU Score 0.88

Processing Speed 80,000 tokens/second

5.3.2.3. Frequency-based text normalization

This approach does not need a formal lexicon but is sensitive to the clustering thresh-
old, noise within the corpus, and potential ambiguities (e.g., multiple common spellings,
or morphologically related words that are phonetically similar but semantically incorrect
matches). Results on the 1M-word MA corpus are presented in (Table 13):

Table 13: Performance metrics for frequency-based normalization?

Metric Value

Character Error Rate  0.12

Word Error Rate 0.18
Coverage 0.91
BLEU Score 0.85
Processing Speed 80,000 tokens/second

5.3.3. Error analysis

We manually analyzed 100 errors from each normalization method. Table 14 shows an
estimated breakdown of error types within each method, aggregated across the methods:

! Coverage indicates the percentage of input words matched to a lexicon entry above the
similarity threshold.

> Speed measured after the initial frequency list construction.
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Table 14: Distribution of error types within each normalization method

Error type Encoding/Decoding (%) Lexicon-Based (%) Frequency-Based (%)
Ambiguous (Context Needed) 24 46 36
Legitimate Spelling Variations 14 13 39
Incomplete Phonological Mappings 51 20 15
Other Factors 11 21 10

* Ambiguous (Context needed): Cases where correct normalization requires sen-
tence-level context (constituting roughly 35% of total errors across methods).

¢ Legitimate spelling variations: Situations where multiple spellings are considered
valid or common, making the choice of a single canonical form problematic (around
22% of total errors).

¢ Incomplete phonological mappings: Errors arising because the input orthography
lacks sufficient phonetic information (e.g., missing diacritics, very terse spellings)
(approximately 28.6% of total errors).

e Other factors: Including Out-Of-Vocabulary (OOV) words, unfortunate phonetic col-
lisions between distinct words, length mismatches, etc. (about 14% of total errors).

6. Case study: Moroccan Arabic LLM training using Sawtone

To showcase Sawtone’s practical utility in a demanding, low-resource, high-variation
setting, we applied it to preprocess data for training Sawalni, a Large Language Model
(LLM) specifically designed for Moroccan Arabic (MA).

6.1. Challenges in processing Moroccan Arabic data

MA presents a unique set of challenges for NLP (Habash 2010):

¢ Diglossia and script variation: MA exists alongside Modern Standard Arabic (MSA)
and is frequently written informally using both the Arabic script and various Lat-
in-based Arabeezi systems, often mixed within the same text. Neither script has
a standardized orthography for MA (Bouamor 2018).

e Orthographic inconsistency: The same MA word can be spelled in numerous ways,
leading to extensive variation (Darwish 2014).

¢ Phonological complexity: MA possesses distinct phonetic features (like emphatic
consonants and vowel reduction) that are often inconsistently represented in writing
(Watson 2002).

e Data scarcity: Large, clean, and standardized corpora for MA are scarce (Bird 2020;
Kamali & Abchir 2024).
Standard text preprocessing techniques often fall short in this context. An approach

capable of handling cross-script variation and normalizing inconsistency based on under-

lying linguistic principles is highly desirable.
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6.2. Data collection and initial state

We compiled a diverse text corpus for MA by gathering data from various online
sources, including social media platforms, forums, and blogs. This resulted in a hetero-
geneous dataset containing MA written in both Arabic and Arabeezi scripts, often inter-
spersed with MSA and French, and exhibiting extreme orthographic inconsistency.

6.3. Sawtone-powered preprocessing pipeline

We integrated Sawtone into our preprocessing pipeline specifically to tackle the chal-
lenges inherent in the MA data:

* Adapter development: We developed a Sawtone adapter tailored for MA, capable of
mapping text from both Arabic and Arabeezi scripts into the universal phonological
space (Section 3.2). This was achieved using the Crescendo strategy: starting with an
initial rule-based adapter, using its output to train a BERT-based adapter, and further
fine-tuning this adapter on MA/Arabeezi pairs along with MA-French and MA-MSA
homophone pairs via an STS task.

¢ Cross-script alignment and data augmentation:

* We encoded both Arabic-script and Arabeezi-script MA texts into the common
Sawtone phonological space using the dedicated MA adapter.

*  We leveraged phonetic similarity (Section 3.4.2) to identify and align parallel text
fragments across the two scripts within our corpus.

e We trained a transliteration model (capable of converting between Arabic MA and
Arabeezi) using Sawtone’s phonetic mappings as an intermediate representation.

*  We augmented the dataset by generating script-converted versions of monolingual
texts, increasing the amount of parallel data available.

¢ Phonetic normalization: To address the pervasive orthographic variation, we applied

Sawtone’s phonetic clustering capability (Section 4).

*  Method: Words were encoded into Sawfone vectors. Words whose vectors were
closer than an empirically determined threshold were clustered together. A canon-
ical form was selected for each cluster (typically based on frequency). All variants
within a cluster were then mapped to this canonical form. We incorporated mech-
anisms to consider context for particularly challenging cases involving simi-
lar-sounding but distinct words.

»  Example: This process successfully reduced over 100 different observed spellings
for the word tharkellah (& & i, see Table 5) down to a single canonical form.
It also helped manage challenging cases like distinguishing mchina ‘we went’ from
machina ‘train’, which are sometimes spelled identically in informal contexts.

6.4. Observed impacts on LLM training

Applying Sawtone-based preprocessing led to observable changes in the dataset char-
acteristics and suggested potential positive impacts on the LLM training process:
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*  Vocabulary reduction: The number of unique word types in the dataset significantly
decreased, from approximately 600,000 in the raw data to around 150,000 after pro-
cessing. This reduction helps alleviate input layer sparsity for the LLM.

* Improved data consistency: Mapping diverse spelling variants to canonical forms
based on phonetic equivalence resulted in a more consistent input stream for the
LLM. This allows the model to better focus on learning underlying semantic and
syntactic patterns rather than grappling with superficial spelling variations (Lourentzou
2019).

¢ Enhanced cross-script handling: The alignment and augmentation steps likely im-
proved the model’s ability to understand and generate MA across both Arabic and
Arabeezi scripts by exposing it to explicitly linked parallel or phonetically related
representations during training.

e Training observations: Preliminary comparisons between models trained on the raw
dataset versus the Sawtone-normalized dataset showed an approximate 8% reduction
in perplexity for the model trained on normalized data. This suggests potentially
faster convergence and better generalization. We also observed more stable training
dynamics, characterized by less variance in the loss function and fewer gradient
spikes.

6.5. Discussion: Trade-offs in normalization

While phonetic normalization proved effective in managing orthographic chaos and
reducing vocabulary size, it inevitably involves trade-offs. Aggressively normalizing text
can lead to the loss of potentially meaningful sociolinguistic or stylistic information
conveyed through non-standard spellings (Crystal 2011).

Our decision to normalize heavily was a pragmatic one for this initial LLM develop-
ment effort, prioritizing model convergence and the capture of core linguistic patterns
over the preservation of fine-grained orthographic detail. Future work could explore more
nuanced normalization strategies, perhaps preserving particular variation types or training
representations that remain sensitive to orthographic choices. Furthermore, phonetic am-
biguity where normalization might merge similarly spelled but otherwise distinct words
requires deeper integration of contextual information (Elgeish 2019).

This case study demonstrates the significant value Sawtone can bring to NLP devel-
opment for low-resource, high-variation languages like Moroccan Arabic. By leveraging
phonetic principles, it provides a principled way to bridge script differences and normal-
ize text variation, offering crucial preprocessing capabilities, although the balance between
normalization and information preservation warrants ongoing consideration.

7. Discussion

In this section, we reflect on Sawtone’s contributions, acknowledge its limitations, and
outline potential directions for future research and development.
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7.1. Strengths and contributions

Sawtone’s primary contribution is its integrated architecture designed to enable con-
sistent and interoperable phonetic-aware text processing across diverse languages and
scripts. Its key strengths include:

1. Interoperability foundation: By decoupling the unified phonological space (Sec-
tion 3.2) from modular, language-specific adapters (Section 3.4 Modality-specific adapters,
Section 4.1), Sawtone creates a foundation where adapters developed independently—po-
tentially using different methodologies or data sources—can function cohesively within
the framework. This facilitates complex cross-script and cross-language tasks.

2. Consistent phonetic representation: The linguistically grounded, quantitative fea-
ture space (Table 1) provides a stable foundation for comparing sounds across languages,
promoting consistency regardless of the specific adapters used.

3. Demonstrated applicability: We showcased Sawtone’s practical utility in core NLP
tasks, including transliteration (Section 5.2, Table 9), cross-script sequence alignment
(Section 5.1, Table 3, and text normalization (Section 5.3, Tables 10 & 14). The Moroc-
can Arabic case study (Section 6) further highlights its value, particularly for low-resource
languages exhibiting high orthographic variation, by improving data quality for down-
stream tasks like LLM training.

4. Low-resource and non-standard focus: Sawrone is explicitly designed with
low-resource languages, non-standard orthographies, and informal digital text (Section
2.4, Section 6.1) in mind. It offers a principled approach to handling variation based on
phonetic equivalence, which is crucial for broadening the reach of NLP technologies.

In essence, Sawtone provides a structured, interoperable, and phonetically grounded
approach that facilitates robust, comparable, and potentially collaborative NLP research
and development, especially benefiting work on less-resourced languages and non-stand-
ard text varieties.

7.2. Limitations and future work

This initial presentation of Sawtone has several limitations that point towards impor-
tant avenues for future work:

1. Comparative evaluation: The scope of this work did not include extensive bench-
marking between the different adapter implementation strategies (rule-based, Text2IPA,
BERT-based, see Table 2). Future research should conduct direct comparisons, focusing
particularly on aspects like robustness to noise and sensitivity to context.

2. Evaluation rigor: The evaluations presented (Section 5) are preliminary. There is
a need for larger, standardized cross-script datasets suitable for benchmarking. More rig-
orous evaluation protocols, including significance testing, are required. Furthermore, met-
rics for tasks like alignment and normalization need refinement; for instance, normaliza-
tion evaluation (Tables 10-13) would benefit greatly from consistent datasets annotated
against human-standardized ground truths.

3. Adapter depth and strategy: We did not deeply optimize the specific architectures
of the adapters used, nor did we rigorously validate the effectiveness of the Crescendo
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strategy (Section 4.3.4) across different scenarios. Further research is needed on optimal
adapter implementations and practical testing of interoperability between adapters devel-
oped using different methods.

4. Feature space optimization: While the proposed 18-dimensional space (Section
3.2) proved effective for the tasks explored, a deeper analysis is warranted. This includes
investigating the optimality of the chosen dimensional mapping, comparing it systemati-
cally to alternative feature systems, and conducting sensitivity analyses regarding feature
choices and weights.

5. Normalization trade-offs: As discussed (Section 6.5), aggressive normalization can
lead to information loss. Developing more nuanced, potentially context-aware normaliza-
tion strategies (Section 5.3.3) that strike a better balance between achieving consistency
and preserving meaningful variation is an important direction.

6. Ambiguity handling: The current mechanisms for handling phonetic ambiguity
(Section 3.4.1, Section 3.4.2) are functional but could be improved. Exploring more so-
phisticated ranking or selection strategies for multiple phonetic interpretations could en-
hance accuracy.

7. Theoretical extensions: The framework could be extended theoretically, for exam-
ple, by refining the feature space (incorporating dynamic weights, hierarchical structures,
exploring phonological universals (Chomsky 1968), adding suprasegmentals (Lehiste
1970)), investigating advanced neural architectures (end-to-end models (Graves 2014),
self-supervised learning (Baevski 2020; Conneau 2020; Devlin 2018), transfer learning
(Pan 2020)), integrating audio modalities (for Speech-to-Text (Chan 2015; Wu 2016) or
direct speech alignment (Watanabe 2017)), and developing standardized evaluation frame-
works and benchmarks specific to cross-script phonetic tasks (Graham 2013; Karimi 2011;
Wang 2019).

*, Technical improvements: Practical enhancements could include optimizing com-
putational performance — parallelization, efficient search algorithms, distributed processing
— improving usability through better tooling, such as IDE plugins, web services, mobile
app integration, and creating more readily available resources, such as annotated corpora
(Kunchukuttan 2018), diverse datasets (Wang 2019), pretrained adapter models (Devlin
2018).

Addressing these limitations will require focused research efforts and likely commu-
nity collaboration. Sawtone aims to provide a solid foundation upon which such interop-
erable phonetic processing advancements can be built.

8. Conclusion

In this paper, we introduced Sawtone, a universal framework designed for cross-script
phonetic alignment and normalization, aimed at addressing the inherent challenges in
processing text across diverse writing systems. By integrating principles from phonolog-
ical theory with practical engineering considerations, Sawtone offers a flexible and robust
system capable of handling arbitrary script pairs through the use of a shared, universal
phonological representation space.
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Its effectiveness has been demonstrated across multiple languages and applications,
proving particularly valuable for low-resource languages and systems involving alloglot-
tography. The case study focused on normalizing Moroccan Arabic data for LLM training
(Section 6) highlights its potential for real-world impact. Key contributions include the
universal feature space itself, the flexible adapter architecture promoting interoperability,
the capacity for robust handling of non-standard text based on phonetic principles, and
its design for minimal resource requirements.

As digital communication continues to expand and more of the world’s languages gain
a digital presence (Crystal 2012), frameworks like Sawfone become increasingly vital.
They offer a path towards more effective cross-script text processing and play a role in
preserving linguistic diversity in the digital realm (Bird 2020). We hope this work en-
courages further research and collaboration to expand Sawtone’s capabilities and broaden
its impact.
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