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The Dilemma of Mother Tongue Among Algerian Youth: A 

Preliminary Investigation within a Diglossic Context 

 

Algeria’s linguistic situation presents a unique case for diglossia research, including two official languages, 

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and Tamazight, as well as the widely spoken vernacular, Algerian Darija 

(AD). This study constitutes a preliminary investigation aimed at examining the applicability of Ferguson’s 

(1959) concept of diglossia and identifying which variety of Arabic participants regard as their native one. 

Data was collected through interviews and a nine-item questionnaire (N = 20). Consistent with the 

preliminary investigation, the results demonstrate the traditional diglossic distinction, with MSA 

consistently classified as the High (H) variety and AD as the Low (L) variety. Moreover, 55% of participants 

identified Algerian Darija as their native variety, whereas the remaining participants selected MSA. The 

findings reveal tensions between official language policies and actual language practices, as many 

participants struggle to balance national, educational, and personal linguistic identities. This study 

highlights the need for expanded research, particularly involving Tamazight speakers and larger participant 

samples, to more fully capture Algeria’s complex sociolinguistic dynamics. The results contribute to 

broader theoretical discussions concerning the relevance of diglossia in contemporary multilingual 

societies.    

Keywords: multilingualism, diglossia, mother tongue, identity, Algeria  

Introduction 
Algeria offers a compelling case of what scholars refer to as "multilingualism" or 

"polyglossia" (Saadane and Habash, 2015, p. 71), due to the coexistence of multiple 

languages and linguistic varieties, including Arabic, French, Turkish, Spanish, and 

Italian (Croisy, 2008, p. 85). Consequently, Algerian Darija, a colloquial variety, has 

been shaped by the influence of these various languages (Abdelkarim, 2009, p.390). 

While Arabic is designated as the official language of Algeria under Article 3 of the 

Algerian Constitution, daily interpersonal communication among Algerians 

primarily occurs in Algerian Darija (Bougrine and Abdelali, 2018, p. 3).   

The complexity of Algeria’s multilingualism forms the basis for this study’s 

central research questions: ‘To what extent is Ferguson’s (1959) concept of diglossia 
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applicable to the Algerian context?’, and ‘which variety of Arabic do Algerians 

consider as their native one?’ To explore these questions, an interview was conducted 

with 20 participants, followed by a nine-item questionnaire. The responses were 

analyzed thematically to uncover patterns in participants’ linguistic attitudes and 

perceptions.    

This paper begins with a brief introduction to Arabic and Algerian Darija (AD), 

followed by a discussion of Ferguson’s concept of diglossia. The final section of the 

literature review compares Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and Algerian Darija. 

Subsequently, the methodology is presented, followed by data analysis, a discussion 

of the findings, and the conclusion.  

The Arabic language 
The Arabic language belongs to the Semitic branch of the Afro-Asiatic language 

family (Zitouni, 2014, p.13). It is the official language of more than twenty countries, 

stretching from North Africa to the Arabian Gulf. Arabic is the mother tongue of 

over 200 million people (Aoun et al., 2009, p.1). Over time, the language has 

developed into what is now known as Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), a simplified 

form of Classical Arabic (Van Putten, 2020, p.58). MSA is currently used in formal 

settings, both spoken and written, such as government, education, literature, and the 

media (Holes, 2004, p.5). In everyday communication, however, native Arabic 

speakers rely on vernacular varieties (Albirini, 2011, p. 538). As a result, speakers 

are typically expected to understand and use both written and spoken MSA in 

addition to their local dialects in informal contexts. This functional coexistence of 

MSA and the vernaculars is referred to as diglossia (Owens, 2013, p.6). 

 

Dialects across the Arab world vary significantly from one region to another, 

mainly due to geographic distance (Watson, 2011, p. 858). For instance, Gulf 

countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates primarily use 

the Gulf dialect, while countries like Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia speak Maghrebi 

Arabic. However, it is important to recognize that some Arabic dialects may be 

challenging to understand across regions (Berrimi et al., 2020, p.2). The Algerian 

dialect, for example, is generally intelligible to speakers in neighboring North 

African countries, but it poses comprehension challenges for Arabs from other parts 

of the Arab world. As a result, Algerians often resort to using simpler dialects, such 

as the Syrian dialect or MSA. 
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The Algerian Darija 
Algeria, the largest country on the African continent, is located in North Africa along 

the Mediterranean coastline. Although most of the population is concentrated in the 

northern and central urban centers, significant communities also inhabit the vast 

Sahara region (Bougrine and Abdelali, 2018, p. 3). Arabic is the official language of 

the State, as stipulated in Article 3 of the Algerian Constitution. 

 

Arabic shall be the national and official language. Arabic shall remain the official 

language of the State. A High Council for the Arabic Language shall be 

established under the auspices of the President of the Republic. The High Council 

for the Arabic Language shall be assigned the special task of working towards the 

affluence of the Arabic language, the generalisation of its use in scientific and 

technological fields and promoting the translation into it for this purpose. 

(Constitution of the People's Democratic Republic of Algeria, 1989, Article III) 

 

Nevertheless, in everyday communication, Algerians primarily use their 

colloquial dialect when interacting with one another (Bougrine and Abdelali, 2018, 

p. 3). The Algerian dialect, commonly known as Algerian Darija, belongs to the 

Maghrebi dialect group spoken in Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Libya, and Mauritania 

(Bougrine and Abdelali, 2018, p. 3). This dialect is characterized by its linguistic 

diversity, incorporating elements from various languages. Such linguistic blending 

can be attributed to Algeria’s historical encounters with foreign invasions. Darija 

exhibits considerable variation not only across different regions but also within 

individual cities in Algeria. These differences include pronunciation, intonation, and 

subtle shifts in word meanings (Saadane and Habash, 2015, p. 71). For example, a 

term like Mqawad (‘crazy’), which is commonly used and considered acceptable in 

the eastern regions, may be perceived as highly offensive in the northern areas, such 

as Algiers.  

Algerian Darija is the dominant native language in the country. However, it also 

has a substantial Berber-speaking population, estimated at 25–30% (Saadane and 

Habash, 2015, p. 70). The Berber language, Tamazight, comprises several distinct 

varieties spoken across various regions of Algeria. These include Kabyle, spoken in 

cities such as Béjaïa and Tizi Ouzou; Chaoui, prevalent in areas such as Khenchela 

and Batna; Mzab, used in the northern Sahara; and Twareg, spoken in the southern 

Sahara (Lafkioui, 2018, p.1).  
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Diglossia 
The concept of diglossia has received considerable attention in sociolinguistics 

(Hudson, 2002; Maamouri, 1998; Sayahi, 2007) since its initial analysis by Ferguson 

(1959). It was later expanded by Fishman (1967, p. 29), who broadened its scope 

beyond Ferguson’s original framework. Diglossia refers to a linguistic situation in 

which two distinct varieties of the same language are used within a society, with 

each variety assigned a specific functional role in a given speech community. These 

varieties are referred to as High (H) and Low (L), where H denotes the superposed 

variety typically used in formal contexts, and L represents the regional or everyday 

variety used in informal settings (Ferguson, 1959, pp. 325-327). To put this into 

context, as previously mentioned, MSA is the official language in Algerian society 

and is therefore designated as the H, while AD represents the L. Another discussion 

that may arise in this context concerns the status of Tamazight, Algeria’s second 

official language, should it be considered a High or Low variety? This question, 

however, falls beyond the scope of the current paper and may be more appropriately 

addressed in future research.   

Following Ferguson’s (1959) principles of diglossia that contribute to the 

classification of language varieties as H or L, one of the most significant is their 

functional distribution. Certain contexts and situations require the High variety 

exclusively, whereas in others the Low variety is more appropriate. Thus, the 

distinction between H and L varieties largely depends on their respective 

communicative functions, as illustrated in Figure 1 (Ferguson, 1959, p. 328). 

However, it is important to acknowledge that the functions assigned to H and L 

varieties may vary across different societies.  

 
Figure 1. Domains of Language Use in Diglossia (H vs. L Varieties). Adapted from "Diglossia" by C. A. 

Ferguson, 1959, Word, 15(2), p. 329. Copyright 1959 by Taylor & Francis. 
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Prestige is another defining feature of diglossia, where the H variety is regarded 

as superior to the L variety for various reasons. When someone says that a person 

"does not speak Arabic," they typically mean that the individual does not speak the 

H variety, even if the person is fluent in and regularly uses the L variety (Ferguson, 

1959, pp.329-330). In Algeria, although the L variety is used in everyday 

communication and the H variety is relatively limited, if you ask an Algerian to teach 

you Arabic, there is a high probability they will attempt to teach you the MSA. This 

preference stems from MSA’s prestigious status as the official language, the 

language of education, literature, a more sophisticated form of Arabic, and the 

language of the Quran. The third feature of diglossia goes without saying: it is the 

literary heritage written in the H variety, which gives it a status incomparable to that 

of its varieties. The fourth feature is the method of acquisition, where the L variety 

is acquired naturally without explicit instruction in grammatical concepts. This is 

not the case with the H variety, which is typically learned as a set of rules that must 

be consciously studied (Ferguson, 1959, pp.330-331).  

Another feature is standardization. In languages such as Arabic and Greek, the H 

variety is characterized by a well-established system, including grammar rules, 

dictionaries, and orthographic conventions. In contrast, the L varieties often lack 

such standardization, being primarily oral or having only recently begun to develop 

standardized forms compared to the H variety. Stability is another principle of 

diglossia, as it can persist for centuries. This challenges the view that diglossia is 

inherently unstable or subject to rapid change (Ferguson, 1959, pp.331-332). 

Moreover, even though the L variety is a form of the H variety, there are noticeable 

differences in grammatical structure. The H variety may include grammatical 

categories absent in the L variety. An example of this can be found in Classical 

Arabic, where nouns are marked by case endings (nominative, accusative, and 

genitive), a feature that is not present in most colloquial dialects (Ferguson, 1959, 

p.333).  

Diglossia has been studied in various speech communities (Holton, 2002; Kaye, 

1994; Palasis, 2013; Platt, 1977), including Switzerland. Switzerland officially 

recognizes three languages, German, French, and Italian, alongside Romansh as a 

national language. This multilingual situation raises some issues, particularly 

concerning the distinction between Swiss Standard German (SSG) and the various 

Swiss German dialects, which can create communication barriers between dialect 

speakers and other native speakers of Standard German (Stępkowska, 2022, p. 45). 

Another study examined Arabic diglossia in Tunisia using Ferguson’s (1959) 

framework. The main finding is that Tunisia's diglossic situation is shifting toward 

a post-diglossic state. Although the framework was useful for understanding Arabic 

diglossia in Tunisia, a modification is necessary to reflect the current linguistic 
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reality, where there is a shift from a rigid H and L division to a more flexible 

continuum (Walters, 2003, pp.102-103).  

Another instance is the Indonesian diglossia, where a study examined Ferguson’s 

(1959) principles in the Indonesian context. The results show that most of the 

features outlined by Ferguson are applicable; however, the aspects related to literary 

heritage and stability do not fully apply. In Indonesia, the H and L varieties exist 

along a continuum, with usage determined mainly by context (Sneddon, 2003, pp. 

542-543).  

Despite the applicability of Ferguson’s (1959) framework, it has received several 

criticisms (Al-Batal, 1992; Fishman, 1967; García, 2013; Jardel, 1979; Timm, 1981), 

particularly for its rigidity in defining the functions of H and L varieties, where H is 

limited to formal contexts, and L is confined to informal, everyday use. The 

opponents' view demonstrates that the L variety may also be used in contexts such 

as education, indicating that the distinction is not solely a matter of status, but rather 

one of context (Hudson, 2002, pp. 39-43).          

Algerian Darija vs Modern Standard Arabic  
Algerian Darija is considered a variety of Arabic; however, it diverges from both 

Classical Arabic and MSA at several linguistic levels, including phonological, 

lexical, morphological, and syntactic levels (Meftouh et al., 2012, p. 126). At the 

phonological level, for instance, many of the vowels found in MSA are either 

omitted or reduced to a schwa sound in Algerian Darija (Mokhtar, 2018, p. 135). For 

example: 

 

(1) MSA VS AD 

a. MSA (Afro-Asiatic, personal knowledge)  

[kataba] 

  kataba  

  wrote.PST. 3SG 

     “He wrote.” 

b. AD (Afro-Asiatic, personal knowledge) 

 [ktəb] 

ktb  

Wrote.PST.3SG  

“He wrote.” 
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Morphologically, Algerian Darija lacks certain features of MSA, including the 

absence of case-marking, dual, and feminine plural inflections (Mokhtar, 2018, p. 

136). For example: 

 

(2) MSA VS AD 

a. MSA (Afro-Asiatic, personal knowledge) 

[wælædæ:n]  

walad-an  

boy-DU  

“Two boys.” 

b. AD (Afro-Asiatic, personal knowledge)  

[zu:ʒ wlæd] 

Zoug wlad  

two boys  

“Two boys.” 

 

Syntactically, MSA and Algerian Darija use both VSO and SVO word orders, though 

SVO is more commonly used in the Algerian Darija (Mokhtar, 2018, p.136). For 

example: 

 

(3) MSA VS AD 

a. MSA (Afro-Asiatic, Mokhtar 2018, p.136) 

 [ʔiʃtæra ʔæbi saja:ra] 

 Ishtara   abi   sayara 

 Bought  dad  car  

“My father bought a car.” 

 

b. AD (Afro-Asiatic, Mokhtar 2018, p.136) 

 [bba ∫ra loʈo] 

Bba  shra  loto 

dad   bought car  

“My father bought a car.” 

 

At the lexical level, Algerian Darija is characterized by borrowing from other 

languages, especially French (Mokhtar, 2018, p. 137). 
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(4) French VS AD 

a. AD (Afro-Asiatic, personal knowledge) 

• kamio 

 “Truck.” 

• Farshita 

“Fork.” 

• kouzina  

“Kitchen.” 

b. French (Indo-European, personal knowledge) 

• camion  

 “Truck.” 

• fourchette  

“Fork.” 

• cuisine  

 “Kitchen.” 

Methodology  
To address the research questions, ‘To what extent is Ferguson’s (1959) concept of 

diglossia applicable to the Algerian context?’, and ‘Which variety of Arabic do 

Algerians consider as their native one?’ The study employs a qualitative research 

design. First, participants were contacted via Zoom for a brief interview. They were 

informed that they would be asked a series of questions and were assured of their 

complete freedom to express their attitudes and opinions. Second, participants 

listened to two recordings: one narrated in Algerian Darija (AD) and the other in 

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). Both recordings presented the same short story, 

narrated by a young adult Algerian female, once in MSA and once in AD. This part 

of the study was inspired by the matched-guise technique (Lambert et al., 1960). 

After listening, they completed a nine-question questionnaire focused on their 

familiarity with MSA and AD. No questions were asked about the story itself, as it 

merely served as a medium for presenting the two language varieties. 

The sample consists of 20 young adult students, aged between 19 and 22, from 

various cities in the Eastern region of Algeria. By focusing on students, the study 

seeks to examine the concept of mother tongue among the younger generation while 

minimizing potential linguistic variation arising from a more diverse demographic. 

The selection of participants from the Eastern region is particularly beneficial, as it 

corresponds to our familiarity with the area. A snowball sampling technique was 

employed, whereby “the method yields a study sample through referrals made 

among people who share or know of others who possess some characteristics that 

are of research interest” (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981, p. 141). The initial contacts 
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were established through our former university in Constantine, a major city in 

Eastern Algeria. Given that students from various Eastern cities commonly attend 

this institution, we were able to obtain contacts in the region through this academic 

network. The participants’ gender and social background were not considered 

relevant variables. The main selection criteria required that participants be young 

adults from Eastern Algeria and possess at least an intermediate level of English, as 

the questionnaire was administered in English. 

The questionnaire consists of nine questions designed to collect data on 

participants’ attitudes toward their perceived mother tongue. The primary aim is to 

explore their perceptions and the status they assign to MSA and AD, particularly 

which variety they associate with the High (H) and Low (L) functions within a 

diglossic framework. The first two questions focused on the participants’ initial 

impressions after listening to the stories narrated in MSA and AD. The third question 

asked which of the two audios felt more familiar to them, followed by a fourth 

question that explored the reasons behind this familiarity. The fifth question inquired 

which of the two recordings they believed better represented Algerian identity, while 

the sixth prompted them to elaborate on their choice. The seventh question was 

straightforward: what do they consider their mother tongue to be? Question eight 

asked participants to explain why they regard that particular variety as their mother 

tongue. The final question explored how they perceive the other language variety, 

assuming the one they selected is indeed their mother tongue. 

After completing data collection, we reflected on questions seven, eight, and nine. 

We observed that these questions might have been less confusing had we asked 

participants which variety of Arabic they consider their native language, rather than 

their mother tongue. Therefore, we are taking this into account while analyzing the 

responses. In future research, we plan to repeat the experiment using the revised 

question and compare the results with the current findings to determine whether the 

use of the term mother tongue indeed caused confusion. 

Data Analysis 
The questionnaire data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Participants’ 

responses to each item were systematically coded, and the resulting codes were 

grouped into broader thematic categories. The qualitative data analysis software 

MAXQDA 24 was employed to support and facilitate the coding process. The 

examples provided under each figure are direct quotations from participants’ 

responses and have been intentionally left unedited to preserve the authenticity and 

originality of their linguistic expressions.  
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Question 1 

 
Figure 2. Participants’ impressions of the narrator’s use of Modern Standard Arabic (MSA).  

 
 

Based on participants’ responses to the first question, six distinct themes were 

identified. The most frequently mentioned theme was linguistic proficiency, with 

many participants perceiving the narrator as having a strong command of MSA. The 

second most common theme was professionalism and formality, in which 

participants described the narration as sounding professional and associated MSA 

with formal contexts, particularly education. Other responses highlighted the clarity 

and comprehensibility of the narration. A smaller number of participants expressed 

unfamiliarity, noting they were not accustomed to hearing stories narrated in MSA. 

Examples of Participant Responses: 

A note on participants’ responses: all responses are presented in their original form, 

including any non-standard spelling. 

 

“Confident, formal, maybe a serious person.”  

“He is so formal and serious.” 

“Formal and speaks in a standard way.” 

“He was so professional i like it it's good but I can't feel the deep meaning of words 

and i can't imagine the story that much.” 
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Question 2 

 
Figure 3. Participants’ impressions of the narrator’s use of Algerian Darija (AD). 

 

In contrast to the attitudes toward MSA in the first question, participants' responses 

to the narrator speaking in Algerian Darija revealed different dominant themes. The 

most frequently identified theme was ease of understanding, as the majority of 

participants reported that the narration in Darija was easier to comprehend. Many 

expressed a sense of emotional connection and cultural belonging, emphasizing that 

sharing the narrator's cultural background made the story more relatable. Several 

participants also noted the presence of French loanwords in the narration. 

Furthermore, the theme of informality was prominent, with participants perceiving 

Darija as a variety typically used in everyday, informal contexts, whereas they 

associated MSA with formal or official domains. Examples of Participant 

Responses: 

 

“The characterstics that I have about the person who narrated the story using the 

Algerian dialect his language can be used in an informal situation ,it can be used with 

a certain category youth.” 

“The narrator used the Algerian dialect with some french words and expressions.” 

“I can feel te person and the story and i can understand it very well i feel like it's 

clouse to me.” 

 “More casual, and friendly.” 
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Question 3 

In response to the third question, which asked participants to identify the audio they 

found more familiar, 90% of the informants reported a stronger sense of familiarity 

with the second recording, which was narrated in AD. In contrast, only 10% 

indicated greater familiarity with the narration delivered in MSA. 

 

Question 4 

 
Figure 4. Motivations behind participants’ preference for Algerian Darija (AD) 

 
 

90% of the participants who selected the narrator speaking AD as the most familiar 

justified their choice by explaining that they found it more relatable, viewing 

Algerian Darija as a key symbol of Algerian identity and culture. Furthermore, some 

participants identified Algerian Darija as their native language, while others 

appreciated the simplicity of the second recording. Examples of Participant 

Responses: 

 

“Because I got used to listen to that accent more on a daily basis, and the terms used 

were better.” 

“I chose the second one because the language they used is my native routine 

language, it is easy to explain, think about and speak. It is my first language which I 

can use unconsciously but when it comes to the first language MSA I need to fully 

focus on it.” 

“beacause as algerien i am more used to the algerian dialect.” 
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Figure 5. Motivations behind participants’ preference for Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) 

 

10% of participants who chose the narrator speaking in MSA justified their 

preference by highlighting that MSA is perceived as more prestigious and 

aesthetically refined. They also remarked that the narrator’s delivery in MSA 

sounded confident and clear. Examples of Participant Responses: 

 

“Because i love and adore the modern standard arabic & it's enjoy the beauty of the 

language.”  

“Because it is more confident and the words seemed clear.” 

 

Question 5  

 

In response to the fifth question of the questionnaire, which asked participants to 

identify the recording that best represents the Algerian identity, 95% selected the 

second recording, narrated in AD. The remaining 5% identified MSA as the variety 

that, in their view, best reflects Algerian identity. 
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Question 6 

Figure 6. Participants’ justifications for choosing Algerian Darija (AD) 

 

95% of participants who selected AD as representative of Algerian identity justified 

their choice by emphasizing its widespread relevance across all social and 

educational levels. They noted that although not all Algerians speak or fully 

understand MSA, the majority, including illiterates, communicate effectively in AD. 

Additionally, participants highlighted that Algerian Darija embodies the country’s 

culture and traditions. Examples of Participant Responses:  

 

“Because not everyone in Algeria speak Arabic Fos'Ha, but all of them do speak 

darija, and also the mix of languages in the second recording is closer to Algerians 

more than a full Arabic.” 

“the second recording, which utilizes a more colloquial and conversational street-

level language, would likely be better suited to the preferences and linguistic 

landscape of Algerian identity. The use of a familiar, everyday language style over a 

more formal, standard dialect would likely resonate more with the target audience 

and reflect the realities of how the language is used in Algerian society.” 

“Because it's close to the way the Algerian society speaks so naturally they will 

find it more fitting and familiar.” 

“Although arabic is the official language of algeria, still there is a generation who 

lived in time of colonization is illiterate. Algerian people frequently use their dialect 

in everyday life while standard arabic is used occasionally.” 
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Figure 7. Participants’ justifications for choosing Algerian Darija (AD) 

 

The 5% who chose MSA justified their choice by referring to MSA as their mother 

tongue. Examples of Participant Responses: 

“Because the language in it is the mother language of that country.” 

 

Question 7 

 

Surprisingly, although most participants previously identified AD as more familiar 

and representative of Algerian identity, when asked about their mother tongue, 55% 

selected Algerian Darija, while 45% chose MSA. 
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Question 8 
 

Figure 8. Participants’ justifications for selecting Algerian Darija (AD) 

 

55% of participants who identified AD as their mother tongue justified their choice 

by emphasizing its use in daily life and their natural acquisition of it without formal 

education. They also highlighted that Algerian Darija embodies Algerian identity, 

creating a stronger personal connection. Additionally, some reported greater 

proficiency in Algerian Darija than in MSA. Examples of Participant Responses: 

 

“Since the person acquire his mother tongue from his environment without receiving 

an education. I acquired algerian dialect spontaneously while l learned standard 

arabic in school.” 

“I feel comfortable when I describe things and actions.” 

“As an algerian i grew up talking and speaking algerian language & i'm more capable 

of it than the standard one.” 

“The language that i grow up with and communicate with everyday with ma family 

and my friends which is related with my emotions i prefer to be my first language.” 
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Figure 9. Participants’ justifications for selecting Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) 

 
 

The 45% who chose MSA as their mother tongue justified their choice by 

emphasizing its status as an official language and the prestige associated with it. 

They consider this status as a key reason for regarding MSA as their mother tongue. 

Additionally, some cited religious factors influencing their preference. They also 

pointed out that MSA is more widely understood across the Arab world, facilitating 

communication with other Arabs, whereas AD can be difficult for others to 

comprehend. Examples of Participant Responses: 

 

“In my opinion since the modern standard Arabic is the Quran language. I would 

prefer it to be my mother language.” 

“A mother tongue is the official language of the country, not the spoken dialect, 

therefore i consider standard Arabic as my mother tongue.” 

“I consider Modern Standard Arabic to be my mother tongue because it is the 

standardized, literary form of Arabic that is used in formal education, media, 

literature, and official contexts across the Arab world.” 

“I think the modern standard arabic because it is the one that i can use with other in 

order to get me especially in arabic places ,i can not use my dialect since a lot of 

persons can not understamd me.” 
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Question 9 
 

Figure 10. Perceived status of MSA when Algerian Darija (AD) is identified as the mother 

tongue 

 
 

In the final question, participants were asked how they perceived the other language 

variety. Among the 55% who identified AD as their mother tongue, many described 

MSA as the language of religion. Some viewed it as the country's official language, 

typically used in formal contexts such as education and administration. Additionally, 

several participants reported that MSA was their second language. Others adopted a 

dual-identification perspective, stating that they consider both MSA and Algerian 

Darija as their mother tongues. Examples of Participant Responses: 

 

“As my religion's language, since I use it to read our Holly Book (Quran) and for 

Praying.” 

“I think standard arabic is an integral part of algerian identify and their religious 

doctrine.” 

“It's the "official" mother language , as we can't use the algerian dialect officially as 

a language.” 

“The other language is my mother language to because arabic language is so large 

and so deep and I can't say it's not my mother language but i acn say that I prefer 

algerian one.” 

“Second language.” 
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Figure 11. Perceived status of Algerian Darija when MSA is identified as the mother tongue 

 

For the 45% who considered MSA as their mother tongue, AD was regarded as a 

dialect used mainly in regional and informal settings. They emphasized that Algerian 

Darija does not qualify as their mother tongue because it incorporates elements from 

other languages, particularly French. Furthermore, they noted that Algerian Darija is 

primarily used in everyday communication rather than formal or official contexts. 

Examples of Participant Responses: 

 

“Well i would consider it as just informal language to use within family members 

and friends.” 

“If I consider Modern Standard Arabic as my mother tongue, I would regard the 

Algerian language (street Arabic) as a dialect or a regional variation of Arabic that 

is closely tied to my cultural identity and everyday life.” 

“If I consider the selected language as my mother tongue, I regard the other language 

as a practical language. By this i mean that the Arabic Standard Arabic is the basis 

for the emergence of our dialect, which was also influenced by the French language 

due to the occupation period.” 

“I regard the other language as a practical language.” 

Discussion and Conclusions 

In response to the first two questions regarding their impressions of the narrator's 

language, the themes that emerged from the analysis of participants' answers were 

formality and professionalism. By contrast, when the narrator used AD, participants 

perceived the narration as informal and reported feeling more connected to the 

narrator because the language was easier to understand. Within the diglossia 

framework, these responses suggest that participants assigned MSA a high (H) 
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status, associating it with formality, while attributing AD a low (L) status, viewing 

it as informal and representative of the everyday variety used by Algerians. 

The third and fourth questions invited participants to identify the audio they found 

more familiar and explain their reasoning. A significant majority, 90%, chose AD, 

primarily because it is the variety they use in everyday interactions. For many, the 

choice was so self-evident that the question itself caused some confusion, as AD is 

their native one and thus naturally more familiar. In contrast, 10% selected MSA, 

attributing their preference to its perceived aesthetic appeal and prestige. This 

distinction reflects Ferguson’s framework of diglossia, particularly the characteristic 

whereby the H variety, MSA in this case, is associated with greater social status, 

while the L variety, AD, is linked to informal, daily communication. It is also 

noteworthy that several participants questioned the prompt's relevance, as the 

preference for AD appeared to them to be an obvious reflection of Algerian linguistic 

reality.   

When asked in the fifth and sixth questions to select the recording that best 

represents Algerian identity, 95% of participants chose the version narrated in AD. 

Their primary reasoning was that AD is spoken by all Algerians, including those who 

are illiterate, whereas MSA must be explicitly learned. The H variety, MSA, requires 

conscious learning, as evidenced in the Algerian context. Parents often deliberately 

expose their children to MSA from an early age, and primary education places strong 

emphasis on mastering it. In contrast, the L variety, AD, is acquired naturally and 

effortlessly through immersion, as children grow up hearing it from parents, family 

members, and the wider community.  

A small minority (5%) selected MSA instead, justifying their choice by stating 

that it is the country's official mother tongue. Interestingly, this group appeared to 

express a more emotional attachment to MSA, seemingly motivated by a desire to 

assert its elevated status. This suggests a possible misunderstanding of the concept 

of "mother tongue," which, in their view, may be conflated with prestige rather than 

with natural language acquisition. 

The seventh and eighth questions asked participants to identify which of the two 

recordings represented their mother tongue. While the majority selected AD, the 

result was somewhat unexpected, as the percentage was lower than anticipated. 

Given that participants had consistently chosen AD in previous questions related to 

familiarity and everyday use, a stronger preference was expected. In this case, 55% 

identified AD as their mother tongue, citing its functional role in daily life and its 

natural acquisition, unlike MSA, which is typically reserved for formal contexts such 

as education and requires conscious learning. 

Conversely, 45% selected MSA, primarily because it is the official language of 

Algeria. This group did not consider AD a mother tongue simply because it is a 



CHEYMA SEGHIRI 

186 

 

dialect and lacks official recognition. Another critical factor influencing their choice 

was MSA’s association with religious practices, particularly in reading and 

understanding the Qur'an.  

The final question asked participants: if the variety they selected is their mother 

tongue, how do they perceive the other variety? Among those who identified AD as 

their mother tongue, MSA was generally viewed as a formal language used in 

institutional contexts and religious practices. Some participants also expressed the 

view that both AD and MSA could be considered mother tongues, suggesting a more 

inclusive or dual-language perspective. In contrast, participants who identified MSA 

as their mother tongue referred to AD as a regional dialect used primarily in informal 

settings. For this group, the status of "mother tongue" was reserved for the variety 

they perceived as more linguistically developed and institutionally recognized. 

As mentioned before, after further reflection on participants’ responses to the 

seventh, eighth, and ninth questions about their mother tongue, it appears the 

questions themselves might have been confusing. Since the participants are not 

familiar with linguistic terminology, a more suitable question would have been: 

“Which variety of Arabic do you consider your native one?”   

To conclude, Ferguson’s framework of diglossia aligns with the participants' 

responses in this study. MSA functions as the H variety, while AD serves as the L 

variety. Several factors support this classification. In terms of function, MSA is 

primarily used in formal settings such as education and administration, whereas AD 

is employed in everyday informal communication. Regarding status, MSA is 

associated with greater prestige due to its designation as the official language by the 

Algerian government, its religious significance as the language of the Qur’an, and 

its perceived aesthetic value. In contrast, AD is often viewed by participants as a less 

prestigious variety, partly due to its influence from other languages, such as French, 

and its classification as a dialect rather than a distinct language. A further point of 

distinction lies in acquisition: MSA requires formal instruction and deliberate effort 

to learn, whereas AD is acquired naturally in the home and community environment.   

The second conclusion concerns participants’ perceptions of their mother tongue. 

While many identified AD as their mother tongue based on daily use and natural 

acquisition, a notable number selected MSA instead. This discrepancy may reflect 

an emotional or ideological attachment to MSA, likely due to its higher social status. 

This finding is fascinating given that some participants who chose MSA as their 

mother tongue had previously indicated greater familiarity with AD. As noted 

earlier, the wording of the question may have caused confusion, as some participants 

might not be familiar with the term mother tongue. It would have been more precise 

to ask which variety of Arabic they consider their native one. 
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We acknowledge that the sample is limited, as this study serves as a preliminary 

investigation of a phenomenon that requires a larger sample in future research. 

Consequently, the findings of this paper are applicable only to the sample used in 

this study. Future research will therefore aim to include a broader sample that also 

represents Tamazight speakers. This will be accomplished by expanding data 

collection to other Algerian cities, such as Khenchela and Tizi Ouzou, where the 

Amazigh language is widely spoken.  
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