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Abstract 

     This scholarly literature review examines the lasting impact of coloniality on North Africa, 

with a specific focus on the historical dispossession of languages in the region. Coloniality refers 

to the enduring legacy of colonialism, which continues to shape power structures, relationships, 

and systems in post-colonial societies. It encompasses the social, political, economic, and 

cultural aspects of colonial domination that persist even after formal colonial rule has ended.  

The study focuses on the Amazigh people, aiming to delve into the intricate relationship between 

power and language in the context of colonialism in North Africa. It emphasizes how colonizers 

systematically stripped away land and language to assert dominance, resulting in a form of 

linguistic genocide that profoundly impacted the Amazigh community. 

Introduction 

     Arab coloniality has had significant implications on the Amazigh people, particularly through 

the loss of their language. This loss not only erodes linguistic diversity but also undermines 

cultural identity and intergenerational knowledge transmission within the community. Tangible 

implications include the marginalization of the Amazigh language in educational, legal, and 

media spheres, leading to a sense of alienation and cultural disintegration among the Amazigh 

population. 

The study employs a qualitative methodology centered on personal narratives, ancestral stories, 

and anti-colonial frameworks to shed light on the experiences and resilience of the Amazigh 

people in the face of linguistic oppression. By leveraging indigenous knowledge and centering 

the voices of the marginalized, the study serves as an act of resistance against linguistic 
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imperialism, challenging dominant narratives and advocating for the amplification of 

marginalized perspectives. 

The purported impact of this study on the field of colonial studies lies in its potential to refract 

existing paradigms through an anti-colonial lens, enriching the discourse on the enduring 

consequences of colonialism on linguistic diversity and cultural identity. Furthermore, by 

empowering the Amazigh people to reclaim their language and heritage, the study aims to 

contribute to my/their self-determination and cultural revitalization, paving the way for greater 

recognition and respect of indigenous languages and identities in North Africa. 

Language has historically been acknowledged as a crucial tool of colonization, as prevailing 

languages are frequently employed to oppress and eradicate the cultural identities of 

underprivileged communities. Dominant nations employ their languages as a means to assert 

authority and manipulate marginalized communities, therefore perpetuating the inequities of 

colonialism (Phillipson, 1992). Linguistic imperialism involves not just imposing dominant 

languages but also devaluing and marginalizing indigenous languages, which further 

disempowers colonial communities. 

The enduring influence of linguistic imperialism continues to mold global power relations and 

sustain inequities in the contemporary day. Within numerous post-colonial settings, the 

utilization of dominant languages for educational, administrative, and communicative purposes 

perpetuates the effects of colonialism and marginalizes local languages. Consequently, this 

results in the gradual loss of cultural identities and the disempowerment of indigenous 

communities (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). Fanon (1963) contends that colonial powers not only 
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exploit the tangible riches of colonized countries but also strive to exert control over their 

cognitive faculties and cultural manifestations, encompassing language. The conquerors want to 

inculcate a feeling of inferiority and reliance in the colonized populations by enforcing their 

languages and suppressing indigenous ones. This perpetuates a cycle of dominance and 

subjection. 

In order to confront the linguistic imperialism of Arabic and advance the decolonization of 

language practices among the Amazigh communities in north Africa, it is essential to embrace a 

critical viewpoint that acknowledges the interdependence between language and power. 

Academics and advocates support initiatives to revive languages, encourage the use of several 

languages, and acknowledge linguistic variety as a basic human right (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). 

By recognizing the power of language to shape identities and promote social justice in North 

Africa, we may strive to establish linguistic environments that are inclusive and fair, valuing the 

voices and experiences of all populations in the region. Linguistic imperialism serves as a 

persistent tool of colonization, perpetuating unequal power dynamics and hindering the 

autonomy and cultural expression of marginalized populations (Phillipson, 1992). Through 

active participation in rigorous academic research, amplification of underrepresented 

perspectives, and promotion of linguistic fairness, we can work towards the process of 

decolonizing language practices and constructing a society that is fair and impartial to all 

individuals. 

Keywords: 
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          Coloniality, language dispossession, power dynamics, resistance movements, cultural 

preservation, linguistic genocide, Linguistic imperialism, indigenous knowledge and Resistance.  

Framework 

     When addressing linguistic imperialism and its impact, several theoretical frameworks can 

provide useful perspectives and analytical tools. Postcolonial theory offers a valuable framework 

for analyzing linguistic imperialism by examining the enduring impacts of colonialism on 

language, culture, and identity. Central to postcolonial theory is the understanding that colonial 

powers imposed their languages and ideologies on colonized peoples, often erasing or 

marginalizing local languages and indigenous knowledge systems (Thiong’o, 1986). 

In the context of linguistic imperialism, postcolonial theory helps us to pick apart the power 

dynamics at play when dominant languages are imposed on marginalized communities. This 

imposition not only serves to maintain historical inequalities but also reinforces structures of 

domination and subordination in the realm of language and communication. Furthermore, 

postcolonial theory sheds light on the ways in which linguistic imperialism is intertwined with 

broader processes of colonial and neocolonial power relations. It emphasizes the importance of 

resistance, decolonization, and reclaiming linguistic sovereignty as strategies for challenging 

linguistic injustices and reclaiming linguistic and cultural autonomy (Said, 1978). For example, 

scholars such as Ngugi wa Thiong'o (1986) & Phillipson (1992) have highlighted the importance 

of linguistic decolonization as a means of challenging linguistic imperialism and reclaiming 

agency over one's own language and cultural heritage. By promoting the use of indigenous 
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languages and resisting the dominance of colonial languages, communities can assert their 

cultural identities and challenge the legacy of linguistic imperialism.  

The Amazigh people, also known as Berbers, are indigenous groups in North Africa with a 

distinctive language, culture, and history. They have faced significant challenges due to 

colonialism, particularly in relation to the suppression of their language and culture by colonizers 

(Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

Colonial powers systematically suppressed the Amazigh language and tried to impose dominant 

languages like Arabic, French, English, and Spanish, eroding linguistic diversity and threatening 

the transmission of cultural heritage. This linguistic oppression has had profound impacts on the 

Amazigh community, leading to feelings of alienation, loss of cultural identity, and difficulties in 

accessing education, legal systems, and media. 

If no action is taken to address the linguistic oppression faced by the Amazigh people, my/their 

cultural and linguistic heritage risks further marginalization and erasure. This is already 

happening in various regions where Amazigh languages are not officially recognized or 

supported, leading to a loss of unique traditions, knowledge, and identity (Maddy-Weitzman, 

2011). 

It is urgent to take action to support and revitalize the languages and cultures of the Amazigh 

people. This urgency is underscored by news reports and the lack of adequate representation of 

Amazigh communities in official records and narratives about North Africa, including notable 

absences in discussions about countries such as Libya.  
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When addressing issues created by colonialism, it’s very important to address what Said (1994) 

calls absences. "Absences," is referring to the deliberate omissions and exclusions in 

representations of non-Western cultures within mainstream narratives. Said emphasizes the 

significance of acknowledging what is missing or suppressed in these narratives, as these gaps 

can reveal underlying power dynamics, biases, and distortions that shape how certain cultures are 

portrayed. 

By addressing these challenges and supporting efforts to preserve and promote Amazigh 

languages and cultures, we can help safeguard the rich heritage of the Amazigh people and 

contribute to cultural diversity and inclusivity in North Africa. It is vital to recognize the 

importance of linguistic and cultural diversity for the overall well-being and resilience of 

indigenous communities like the Amazigh. 

When examining linguistic imperialism and its impact, centering indigenous knowledge provides 

a crucial perspective that is often overlooked in dominant discourses. Indigenous knowledge 

systems encompass a wealth of traditional knowledge, language, and practices that have been 

passed down through generations within indigenous communities. These knowledge systems are 

deeply rooted in local contexts, cultures, and languages, and hold invaluable insights into 

sustainable practices, environmental conservation, healing, spirituality, and much more (Smith, 

2019). 

I am an Amazigh woman from Libya, North Africa, a product of colonialism. Each day, I face 

attempts to erase my identity, both by the global community and within my own Amazigh 

community. This paper is my resistance, a powerful expression of my anger and fatigue from 
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constantly explaining who we are and why it is crucial to confront racist ideologies and 

ignorance. I am just one facet of a larger issue that manifests in various forms in different 

communities. Through this study, I aim to address linguistic imperialism and how it has 

infiltrated not only the languages of Amazigh communities but also the language of our very 

identities. 

Considering the significance of terminology within academic research, it is important to reflect 

on the use of language through the lens of Indigenous knowledge. Language plays a critical role 

in shaping our thought processes. Scholars in postmodern and deconstructivist traditions have 

illuminated the link between language utilized by dominant cultures and the silencing of 

marginalized voices. Language functions as a tool through which a dominant narrative of "truth" 

and "normalcy" is perpetuated. Within academic institutions and research settings, the language 

employed plays a crucial role in shaping various aspects of knowledge production (Kovach, 

2015). 

 Smith (2019) underscore the importance of incorporating critical, Indigenous, and anti-

oppressive approaches in research to resist and challenge systems of power and oppression. This 

involves acknowledging and addressing historical and ongoing forms of colonization, 

prioritizing the voices and experiences of marginalized communities, and promoting social 

justice and equity in research practices. 

Unfiltered: My Way of Anger 

          While anger and assertiveness are encouraged in boys and praised in men, we girls are 

discouraged from feeling or expressing them since they are not considered to be "feminine." 
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Women learn to channel their anger into passive emotions like melancholy, worry, and 

depression while fury is an emotion that demands action. It builds up unnoticed and unattended 

because we've learnt to perceive it as a destructive and dangerous power, to avoid it, tone it 

down, and sublimate. Nevertheless, in reality, rage is only a symptom of boundary violations, a 

response to wrongdoing, a danger, or things that went wrong in the world. Buddhism views 

anger as having the capacity to perceive things clearly and reflect that clarity to others when it 

has been cleansed of ego. It is another (sharp) instrument to rebalance things, chop off the 

unnecessary, and create room for new things to flourish when directed by compassion and 

wisdom. 

Compassion and wisdom require a voice, and that voice must speak the language of your innate 

self. Freire (1972) once interviewed the president of Guinea-Bissau and said “Mr. President I 

understand why you get headaches when you speak Portuguese for a long time. The fact is your 

mental structure is not Portuguese, even though you speak Portuguese very well. Your thinking 

structure, which deals with the way you talk and express yourself, is not Portuguese” (p.53). 

Language is not just a means of communication; it embodies essence and meaning, shaping 

identity and reflecting culture through the way we express ourselves. 

However, we live in a world where language is the first tool used to oppress you? Who are 

"they"? To many, it has been identified as white supremacy, but what if I told you that supremacy 

exists in all colors? The Amazigh people in North Africa have endured oppression at the hands of 

Arab supremacy and religious righteousness. What do I mean by religious righteousness? I am 

referring to any religion which has been used to guilt, shame, and erase cultural identities 
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because it is deemed "best" for the people. It's claimed that God opposes your culture, and 

everything your ancestors have done is considered حــــرام (taboo). Soundararajan (2022) explains, 

"If scripture itself condemns you to be an outcast for life, then who dares challenge the law of 

God?" (p.16). When systems of oppression command you to uphold systems of oppression you 

do so because as Kovach (2015) mentioned “those who live their life in the margins of society 

experience silencing and injustice” (p.47).  

My anger is a byproduct of long-standing issues that I struggle to express. Raised in England, I 

spoke my native language at home but lacked the ability to read or write in it. Eager to reconnect 

with my culture in Libya, I faced challenges from the outset. Learning a new language, Arabic, 

was daunting, and facing punishment for struggling academically only added to my frustrations. 

My artistic pursuits were also met with criticism and religious scrutiny, leaving me feeling out of 

place. The loss of my red bike, a precious gift from my late father, due to unfair gender 

expectations heightened my distress. At eleven years old, on the cusp of adolescence, grappling 

with the significance of my physical form and how it is perceived by others, my virtue becomes 

interconnected with what I sit on and what I wear. I become a child adult, thinking that what is 

between my legs will define me for the rest of my life. I become a symbol of lust for the disgust, 

I become what I hate, I become an oppressor of myself. At twelve, I experienced my first 

molestation, as the lines between innocence and exploitation began to blur. By the time I turned 

twenty-one, war broke out in Libya, further complicating my struggle to assert my identity 

amidst external pressures. 
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I am not only enraged by the discomfort imposed on my femininity; my anger stems from the 

continual cycle of breaking down barriers, only to have others rush in with ridicule and shame to 

patch up the cracks. Amazigh women were monarchs, they had their own agency and power 

explains F. (2023). In reclaiming our voices and challenging linguistic imperialism as a tool for 

colonization, we are not only asserting our right to language and culture but also resisting the 

erasure of our identity. The Amazigh people have endured centuries of oppression, yet our 

history, traditions, and stories continue to endure. It is time to break the chains of linguistic 

subjugation and forge a path towards empowerment, celebrating the rich tapestry of voices and 

languages that define us. Our resilience is a testament to the power of reclaiming our narrative 

and shaping our own destiny, free from the shadows of linguistic imperialism.  

Unable to articulate my rage in writing, I turned to visual expression as a way to convey my 

emotions. Collaborating with Nomi Bly, I found a way to give voice to my inner turmoil through 

art. While words are important, my experience underscores the importance of acknowledging 

and expressing our anger rather than being silenced.  

In conclusion, my journey of navigating language, culture, and identity has been wrought with 

struggles and challenges, but it has also been marked by resilience and creativity. Through art, 

academic research, and collaboration, I have found a way to channel my anger and reclaim my 

voice. The graphic images I have created serve as visual representations of my inner turmoil and 

a powerful expression of the complexities of my experience. By challenging linguistic 

imperialism and asserting our right to language and culture, we are pushing back against 

centuries of oppression and erasure. It is a step towards empowerment, self-expression, and the 
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preservation of our unique identity. As Sara Ahmed (2017) emphasizes in her work, breaking 

down walls and dismantling systems of power that separate and limit us is essential in creating a 

more just and equitable society. In the following pages, I invite you to explore the visual 

narratives that accompany my journey and delve deeper into the emotions and stories they 

convey. Let us continue to raise our voices, break free from the chains of subjugation, and shape 

our own narrative with courage and conviction. 
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Rational and Context 

     In this literature review, I aim to illuminate the correlation between linguistic imperialism and 

colonialism, emphasizing the imperative to delve into and comprehend this connection. I provide 

insights into the historical context of how the Amazigh people have confronted erasure by 

various colonizers yet have persevered through resilience and resistance. The absence of 

community efforts in language preservation can significantly affect our identity.  

Key questions explored in this review include examining the strategies of linguistic imperialism 

as tools for colonization, understanding the social, cultural, and economic repercussions on 

colonized communities, and analyzing how language revitalization movements challenge 

linguistic imperialism in the pursuit of decolonization. 

This study holds great significance as linguistic imperialism not only serves as a colonial 

instrument but also incites self-deprecation within our own communities, perpetuating the belief 

that Arab culture and language are superior. The gradual erosion of our language leads to a loss 

of identity and self-worth (Yates, 2015). The exclusion of the Amazigh language from prominent 

platforms, like university websites, showcases the global impact of linguistic imperialism. 

Moving forward, I will delve deeper into the significance of understanding linguistic imperialism 

within the historical context of North Africa and its profound outcomes from colonialism and 

imperialism. The following sections will illuminate the educational implications and stress the 

importance of resistance in combating linguistic imperialism effectively. 

Linguistic Imperialism 
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     Linguistic imperialism, as defined by Phillipson (1992), entails the dominance and imposition 

of one language or group of languages over others, often entrenched in unequal power dynamics 

within societal contexts. This phenomenon involves the promotion and enforcement of a specific 

language as the primary mode of communication and expression, typically at the expense of 

indigenous or minority languages. Manifesting through various means such as official language 

policies, educational practices, media representation, and economic incentives that favor the use 

of a dominant language, linguistic imperialism can lead to the marginalization, suppression, and 

erosion of linguistic diversity and cultural identities within a given society (Skutnabb-Kangas, 

2013). 

Power dynamics inherent in linguistic imperialism result in a hierarchy of languages, privileging 

those associated with prestige, political influence, or economic power while marginalizing others 

(Phillipson, 1992). This inequality can lead to restricted opportunities, limited access to 

resources, and social disparities for speakers of marginalized languages. Additionally, Edward 

Said's (1978) perspective on the linguistic heritage left behind by imperialism highlights the 

enduring impact of this legacy on contemporary societies. 

Linguistic imperialism as a form of linguicism, coined by Tove Skutnabb-Kangas (1988), reveals 

a hierarchy of languages akin to racism and sexism, drawing parallels in the unequal treatment 

based on language usage. These studies aim to shed light on how language plays a pivotal role in 

determining societal power dynamics and justifications for linguistic hierarchies. 

Furthermore, understanding linguistic imperialism entails recognizing the perspectives of 

minority groups and speakers of marginalized languages. Terms like 'language spread' and 
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'language death' may inadvertently perpetuate the idea of societal language changes as natural, 

disregarding the active agents driving these transformations (Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 

1996). 

While imperialism traditionally connotes power dynamics and cultural imposition by dominant 

cultures, the preference for the term 'colonialism' by some cultural theorists emphasizes the 

imposition of colonial languages and cultures on colonized regions. The impact of imperialism 

on societies remains contested, with debates surrounding its contribution to cultural assimilation 

versus intercultural dialogue and mutual learning (Kachru, 1986) 

Lastly, education plays a vital role in preserving and transmitting languages, impacting the 

establishment of language hierarchies. Unlike forceful colonial-era methods, contemporary 

language policy is typically shaped through discussion and persuasion. The necessity for 

validation in language policy is crucial and often subject to debate in postcolonial 

contexts.Linguistic imperialism can be defined as the dominance and imposition of one language 

or group of languages over others, often associated with unequal power dynamics in societal 

contexts. This phenomenon involves the promotion and enforcement of a particular language as 

the primary medium of communication and expression, typically at the expense of indigenous or 

minority languages (Phillipson, 1992).  

Transitioning from the discourse on linguistic imperialism, it is evident that historical influences 

such as colonization have significantly shaped language dynamics in various regions. One such 

example can be observed in North Africa, where the colonial legacy continues to impact 

indigenous languages like the Amazighan language. The attempt at erasing the language and 
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culture of the Amazighan people exemplifies the ongoing struggle to preserve linguistic diversity 

and reclaim cultural heritage in the face of dominant forces. In the context of North Africa, the 

historical and contemporary implications of colonization on the linguistic landscape serve as a 

poignant illustration of the complexities surrounding language preservation and identity within 

postcolonial societies. 

Imposition of Arab-Islamic Identity under Gaddafi's Rule in Libya 

     During Muammar Gaddafi's rule in Libya from 1969 to 2011, the country was officially 

declared an "Arab and Muslim" nation (IWGIA, n.d.). The 1969 Constitutional Proclamation 

emphasized Libya's Arab identity and Islamic faith in its articles. The first article stated that 

Libya is an Arab republic and that the Libyan people are part of the Arab nation, emphasizing the 

goal of total Arab unity. Additionally, Islam was designated as the state religion, and Arabic was 

established as the official language in the second article.  

These constitutional provisions highlighted the exclusive Arab-Muslim identity that the Libyan 

government under Gaddafi sought to impose. Throughout Gaddafi's regime, strict policies were 

enforced to suppress any opposition to Libya's proclaimed Arab-Islamic identity. Individuals or 

groups who did not conform to this identity were often marginalized, persecuted, or subjected to 

discrimination by the government (Libya - IWGIA - International Work Group for Indigenous 

Affairs, 2023).  

The regime's commitment to promoting an Arab-Islamic identity was seen as a way to 

consolidate power and maintain control over the country's diverse population. Despite the 

official proclamation of Libya as an Arab-Muslim nation during Gaddafi's rule, it is crucial to 
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acknowledge the rich cultural diversity and historical presence of various ethnic and religious 

groups within the country, such as the Amazigh communities, who have their own distinct 

languages, traditions, and identities.   

The imposition of a singular Arab-Islamic identity by the regime did not fully reflect the 

complex cultural mosaic that makes up Libya's society. “Other discriminatory articles then 

follow prohibiting a non-Muslim Libyan from standing for election to the Chamber of 

Representatives (Article 69) or as President of the Republic (Article 101) and stating that justice 

shall be passed down “in the name of Allah” (Article 189). These articles are clearly aimed at 

imposing an Islamic republic, to the detriment of the diversity of cultures and beliefs in Libya” 

(Libya - IWGIA - International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, 2023). 

Under Gaddafi's rule in Libya, the Amazigh population faced systemic discrimination and 

marginalization. The Amazigh people, also known as Berbers, have their own distinct language, 

culture, and heritage. However, Gaddafi's government sought to impose a homogenized Arab 

Muslim identity on the country, which included suppressing the cultural and linguistic rights of 

the Amazigh community. Gaddafi's regime restricted the public use of the Amazigh language, 

Tamazight, and favored Arabic as the primary language of communication and education. This 

policy aimed to undermine the Amazigh cultural identity and assimilate them into the dominant 

Arab-Muslim narrative promoted by the government (World Report 2011: Libya, 2023). 

Moreover, Amazigh communities were often excluded from decision-making processes and 

faced limited economic opportunities compared to Arab Libyans. They were subjected to 

discrimination in employment, education, and other socio-economic areas, perpetuating their 
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marginalization within Libyan society. Overall, Gaddafi's treatment of the Amazigh people in 

Libya reflected a broader pattern of discrimination and suppression of minority groups under his 

authoritarian rule, highlighting the challenges faced by marginalized communities in asserting 

their cultural rights and identity (World Report 2011: Libya, 2023). 

The Emergence of Linguistic Identity in North Africa: From Arab Conquests to Amazigh 

Language Revival 

      This section aims to emphasize significant historical events and advancements concerning the 

Arabization process in North Africa and its outcome on linguistic imperialism. It intends to 

provide a comprehensive historical framework for comprehending the intricate interplay between 

language, culture, and power in the region. 

1. Arab Conquests and Islamization (7th-11th century) 

The Umayyad Caliphate, followed by the Abbasid Caliphate, played a significant role in the Arab 

conquests and Islamization of North Africa from the 7th to the 11th century. These caliphates 

expanded their territories and spread Arabic language and Islamic culture throughout the region 

(Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

Under the Umayyad Caliphate, which ruled from 661 to 750 AD, North Africa saw the 

introduction of Arabic as the language of administration, commerce, and education. The Arab 

conquests led to the establishment of new administrative centers and the promotion of Islam as 
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the dominant religion. This period marked the beginning of the Arabization process in North 

Africa, where Arab cultural norms, traditions, and religious practices were adopted by the local 

population (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

Following the decline of the Umayyad Caliphate, the Abbasid Caliphate took over and continued 

the process of Arabization in North Africa. The Abbasid rulers emphasized the values of Islamic 

culture and promoted the Arabic language as a unifying force among the diverse populations of 

the region. As a result, Arabic became the language of governance, literature, and religious 

instruction in North Africa. The impact of Arabization during this period was profound, leading 

to the assimilation of Arab cultural elements into North African societies. The spread of Islam 

and the Arabic language facilitated communication and trade across different regions, 

contributing to the development of a shared identity among the diverse communities of North 

Africa (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011 & Cobb, 2009).  

2. Berber Dynasties (11th-13th century) 

During the rule of the Almoravid and Almohad Dynasties in North Africa from the 11th to the 

13th century, there was a blending of Arab and Amazigh (Berber) identities in the region. These 

dynasties played a crucial role in shaping the cultural landscape of North Africa by emphasizing 

the Arabic language while still preserving elements of Amazigh culture and language (Boone & 

Benco, 1999). 

The Almoravids and Almohads, of primarily Berber origin, established powerful empires that 

encompassed parts of North Africa and Al-Andalus (Islamic Spain). While they promoted Arabic 
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as the language of administration and religion, they also incorporated Amazigh cultural practices, 

traditions, and language into their governance (Boone & Benco, 1999). 

Despite the promotion of Arabic as the official language, the Amazigh population maintained a 

distinct cultural identity, including its language. The Berber languages continued to be spoken 

alongside Arabic, and elements of Amazigh cultural heritage were preserved and integrated into 

the broader North African identity (Boone & Benco, 1999) 

3. Colonialism and Linguistic Imperialism (16th-19th century) 

During the period of European colonialism in North Africa from the 16th to the 19th century, 

there was a significant impact on the linguistic landscape of the region. As European powers, 

such as France, Spain, and Italy, established colonial rule in North Africa, they sought to impose 

their languages and cultural norms, which led to the dominance of Arabic and the 

marginalization of indigenous languages (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

Furthermore, the Ottoman Empire also played a role in the colonization of North Africa during 

this period. The Ottoman presence, along with European colonization, contributed to the spread 

of Arabic as the dominant language of administration and governance in the region (Maddy-

Weitzman, 2011). 

Under colonial rule, official institutions and public life were governed by Arabic, and indigenous 

languages were often suppressed or marginalized. European powers implemented policies that 

promoted Arabic as the language of education, government, and law, further solidifying its 

dominant position in North African societies (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 
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The imposition of Arabic as the predominant language had a significant impact on the linguistic 

diversity of North Africa. Indigenous languages, such as the Berber languages spoken by the 

Amazigh population, faced challenges in terms of preservation and promotion, as they were 

overshadowed by Arabic in various aspects of public life (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

The legacy of colonialism and linguistic imperialism continues to influence the linguistic 

landscape of North Africa today, with Arabic remaining the dominant language in the region. 

Efforts to preserve and revitalize indigenous languages, including the Berber languages, have 

been ongoing as part of broader initiatives to reclaim and celebrate North Africa's diverse 

linguistic heritage (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011).   

4. Independence and Amazigh Language Revival (20th century-present) 

After gaining independence from colonial powers in the mid-20th century, North African 

countries continued to uphold Arabic as the dominant language in official spheres, reflecting the 

legacy of colonialism and linguistic imperialism. However, this also sparked movements 

advocating for the recognition and promotion of indigenous languages, such as the Amazigh 

(Berber) languages, in various aspects of society (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011)  

Amazigh communities in North Africa have been at the forefront of these efforts, advocating for 

the integration of their languages in education, media, and public life. These initiatives seek to 

challenge the linguistic hegemony of Arabic and promote the visibility and vitality of the 

Amazigh languages, which are an integral part of North Africa's cultural heritage (Maddy-

Weitzman, 2011). 
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According to Yates (2015) through advocacy, activism, and grassroots movements, Amazigh 

communities have worked towards securing official recognition and support for their languages, 

often pushing for policy reforms that promote bilingual education and the use of indigenous 

languages in government institutions and public discourse. These efforts aim to create spaces 

where linguistic diversity can thrive and where indigenous languages are valued and celebrated 

alongside Arabic. 

The struggle for linguistic rights and recognition in North Africa continues to be a complex and 

ongoing process, as various social, political, and cultural factors shape language policies and 

practices in the region. The efforts to elevate Amazigh languages and promote linguistic diversity 

reflect a broader movement towards acknowledging and preserving the rich heritage of North 

Africa's diverse linguistic traditions (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

The promotion of Arabic as the dominant language of administration, education, and religion by 

Arab rulers marginalized the indigenous Amazigh languages, limiting their official use and 

relegating them to oral or localized contexts (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). This process of linguistic 

hegemony played a significant role in the Arabization of North Africa, as Arabic became the 

primary medium of communication and cultural expression, gradually displacing indigenous 

languages such as Berber (Kennedy, 2014). By emphasizing Arabic as the language of 

governance and religion, Arab rulers sought to consolidate their authority and establish a sense of 

unity among diverse populations in North Africa. This linguistic transformation not only altered 

the linguistic landscape of the region but also contributed to the spread of Arab-Islamic culture 

and identity throughout North African societies (Yates, 2015). 
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The process of Arabization in North Africa not only elevated Arabic to the status of the dominant 

language but also marginalized and suppressed indigenous Amazigh languages (Maddy-

Weitzman, 2011). As Arab rulers promoted Arabic as the language of administration, education, 

and religion, Amazigh languages were systematically sidelined and often stigmatized as inferior 

or backward in comparison (Ahmed, 2017). The relegation of Amazigh languages to oral or 

localized contexts limited their official use and restricted opportunities for their preservation and 

development. As a result, Amazigh speakers faced challenges in accessing education, 

participating in governance, and engaging in mainstream cultural and intellectual discourses that 

were predominantly conducted in Arabic. Furthermore, the suppression of Amazigh languages 

contributed to the erosion of linguistic diversity and heritage in North Africa. Many indigenous 

communities struggled to maintain and transmit their languages to younger generations, leading 

to a decline in the vitality and usage of Amazigh languages in public spheres (Yates, 2015). 

The historical context of linguistic hegemony and the policies of Arabization imposed by Arab 

rulers have had lasting impacts on the status and visibility of Amazigh languages in North Africa. 

Efforts to revitalize and promote these languages have been part of broader movements 

advocating for cultural recognition and linguistic rights for Amazigh communities. The 

imposition of Arabic as the dominant language in North Africa has indeed had significant 

impacts on the linguistic and cultural identities of the Amazigh (Berber) people (Ahmed, 2017). 

 The Arabization policies implemented in countries such as Morocco, Algeria, Libya and Tunisia 

sought to establish a unified national identity based on Arabic language and culture, often 

marginalizing or suppressing Amazigh languages and traditions. One of the key consequences of 
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this imposition is the erosion of the Amazigh language and cultural practices, leading to a sense 

of alienation and cultural loss among the Amazigh communities (Yates, 2015). 

 Many Amazigh individuals, especially the younger generations, have faced pressure to 

assimilate into the dominant Arabized society, resulting in a gradual decline in the use and 

transmission of the Amazigh language within families and communities (Ahmed, 2017). 

Furthermore, the Arabization policies have perpetuated stereotypes and discrimination against 

the Amazigh people, relegating their language and heritage to a subordinate status within the 

broader national framework. This has contributed to social inequalities and struggles for 

recognition and cultural rights among the Amazigh populations (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

Identity Assertion and Empowerment among Amazigh Communities in North Africa 

      Cultural resistance among the Amazigh communities in North Africa is a reflection of their 

collective efforts to preserve their unique identity in the face of marginalization and assimilation 

pressures. The revitalization of the Amazigh language is a prominent example of cultural 

resistance, with initiatives such as language documentation, standardization, and educational 

programs contributing to the preservation and promotion of Tamazight. These efforts have been 

crucial in affirming the linguistic heritage of the Amazigh people and challenging the dominance 

of Arabic in the region (Dahraoui, 2014).  

Moreover, cultural resistance extends to the domains of art, music, literature, and festivals within 

Amazigh communities. Through creative expressions and cultural productions, such as 

traditional art forms, music performances, literary works, and celebratory events, the Amazigh 

people showcase their distinct cultural practices and values. These cultural manifestations not 
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only serve as a means of preserving heritage but also as a form of resistance against attempts to 

suppress or erode their cultural identity (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). 

In addition to cultural expressions, political activism and advocacy play a crucial role in the 

resistance efforts of Amazigh communities. Various Amazigh organizations engage in advocacy 

campaigns, lobbying for recognition, rights, and inclusion within the socio-political landscape of 

their respective countries. By raising awareness about the challenges faced by Amazigh 

populations and advocating for greater representation and equal treatment, these groups strive to 

address systemic discrimination and promote the socio-political empowerment of the Amazigh 

people (Through a multifaceted approach encompassing linguistic revitalization, cultural 

expressions, and political activism, Amazigh communities engage in resilient forms of resistance 

to assert their identity, rights, and place within broader society (MacDonald, 2021). 

According to Bouherar, S., & Ghafsi, A. (2022), the wounds of the conflict between Arab and 

Amazigh people run deep, echoing the painful history of European colonization that sowed seeds 

of discord among us. The specter of Arab dominance, fueled by colonial powers, hangs over our 

shared land, casting a shadow of fear and division. 

Our resistance, born out of a desire to preserve our identity and autonomy, is misconstrued as 

anti-Arab and anti-Islamic sentiment. Yet, at the heart of our struggle lies a longing for 

recognition and respect – a yearning to reclaim our heritage and language from the chains of 

centuries-old oppression. 

The echoes of violent colonization that once obliterated our sense of self still reverberate in our 

economic, public, and cultural spheres, stifling the voices of the Amazigh people. As we strive to 
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reconcile with our past, the demand for our rights to be acknowledged grows stronger, echoing 

across generations. 

In this tumultuous landscape, the pathway to healing lies in the establishment of secular politics 

that champion inclusivity and equality for all. Only through the acknowledgment of our shared 

humanity and the dismantling of systems that perpetuate dominance can we pave the way for 

true reconciliation and peace among Arab and Amazigh communities. 

References 

37



Ahmed, S. (2017). Living a Feminist Life. Duke University Press 

Ahmed, I. (2017). Cultural Resistance and Identity Politics in North Africa: The Case of the 

           Amazigh Movement. Journal of North African Studies, 22(2), 192-209. 

Boone, J. L., & Benco, N. L. (1999). Islamic settlement in North Africa and the Iberian 
Peninsula.  

           Annual Review of Anthropology, 28(1), 51-71. 

Bouherar, S., & Ghafsi, A. (2022). Algerian Languages in Education. Springer Nature.  

       

Brown, L. A., & Strega, S. (2015). Research as resistance, 2e: Revisiting critical, indigenous,  

           and anti-oppressive approaches. Canadian Scholars’ Press. 

Cobb, P. M. (2009). The Great Arab Conquests: How the Spread of Islam Changed the World We  

            Live In. 

Dahraoui, A. B. (2014). Amazigh culture and media: Migration and identity in songs, films and  

            websites (Doctoral dissertation, Universiteit van Amsterdam [Host]). 

Fanon, F. (1963). The wretched of the earth. Grove Press. 

Kennedy, H. (2014). Muslim Spain and Portugal: A political history of al-Andalus. Routledge. 

Maddy-Weitzman, B. (2011). The Berber identity movement and the challenge to North African  

           states. University of Texas Press. 

38



MacDonald, P. (2021). Political Discourse in the Maghreb: An Analysis of Amazigh Identity in  

          Algeria and Morocco. Flux: International Relations Review, 11(1). 

Phillipson, R. (1992). Linguistic imperialism. Oxford University Press. 

Said, Edward W. (1994). Culture and imperialism. New York: Vintage Books. 

Said, E. W. (1978). Orientalism. Vintage Books. 

Skutnabb-Kangas, T. (2000). Linguistic genocide in education–or worldwide diversity and 
human  

          rights? Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Smith, L. T. (2019). Decolonizing research: Indigenous story work as methodology. Bloomsbury  

      Publishing. 

Soundararajan, T. (2022). The trauma of caste: A Dalit feminist meditation on survivorship,  

      healing, and abolition. North Atlantic Books. 

Thiong'o, N. (1986). Decolonizing the mind: The politics of language in African literature.  

      Heinemann. 

Yates, L. (2015). Language and Identity: Berbers in Algeria. International Journal of Language  

      and Linguistics, 3(1), 30-45. 

World Report 2011: Libya. (2023, January 20). Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/
world- 

          report/2011/country-chapters/libya 

39

https://www.hrw.org/world-
https://www.hrw.org/world-


IWGIA. (n.d.). The indigenous world 2023: Libya. [Online]. https://www.iwgia.org/en/
libya.html. 

F. (2023). Women in Berber Culture. The MENA Chronicle | Fanack. 

      https://fanack.com/morocco/culture-of-morocco/women-in-berber-culture/ 

40

https://www.iwgia.org/en/libya.html
https://www.iwgia.org/en/libya.html
https://fanack.com/morocco/culture-of-morocco/women-in-berber-culture/

