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chapter 1

A Language for the People?
Quantitative Indicators of Written dārija and ʿāmmiyya in Cairo and Rabat

Kristian Takvam Kindt and Tewodros Aragie Kebede*

Introduction

How frequently are colloquial varieties in Egypt and Morocco (ʿāmmiyya and
dārija) used for writing Arabic? In what contexts? And how many agree that
the colloquial has a place as a written language? In this chapter wewill address
these overarchingquestions, by drawingon two recently completed, large-scale
surveys of the literate population inGreater Rabat andGreater Cairo. Providing
representative estimates of writing practices and attitudes in twoArab capitals,
this chapter addresses the very real gap in statistical knowledge about how
ordinary people relate to writing in the colloquial.
We find that the colloquial varieties are usedmore than once aweekbymore

than two thirds of literate population in both Cairo and Rabat. There is also a
substantial portionof thepopulation inboth cities that accept ʿāmmiyya/dārija
as written varieties. Despite the similarities, we find that both use and accep-
tance of the colloquial is significantly higher inCairo compared toRabat.While
one should beware of possible errors in self-reporting, the findings in this chap-
ter prove that colloquial Arabic is widely used and accepted as a written lan-
guage across different educational levels and socioeconomic backgrounds in
both Rabat and Cairo. These findings open up exiting new avenues of research
into the dynamics of diglossia in the Arab world.
As noted in the introduction to this volume there exists a growing literature

examining the use of colloquial varieties in writing Arabic. The majority of
studies on written colloquial Arabic are based on qualitative investigations,
so there is a lack of statistical knowledge of the actual frequency of writing
colloquial Arabic among ordinary people, as well as of their attitudes towards
the colloquial as a written language (for notable contributions, see Parkinson
1991; 1993; 2003; and Belnap & Bishop 2003).

* We would like to thank all the researchers involved in the Language Change project for
helping with the design of the surveys on which this article is based.
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a language for the people? 19

The existing research on language practices and attitudes therefore gives us
limited knowledge of how ordinary people relate to writing in the colloquial,
and how widespread and accepted this phenomenon actually is. While quan-
titative surveys on the topic have been conducted (see Meskine & Ruiter 2015
and Ibrahim 2013 for two recent examples inMorocco and Egypt, respectively),
these studies usually focus on students or other sub-groups of the population
and cannot give us any generalizable indicators of language practices or atti-
tudes. There is therefore a need for a statistical investigation into how often
colloquial Arabic is written and how people relate to this development. Are we
dealing with a marginal phenomenon that no one relates to outside of the cul-
tural elite, or is colloquial Arabic a written language for the people?

Data andMethodology

The findings are based on results of two surveys carried out in Greater Cairo
(2013) and Greater Rabat (2015). Greater Cairo includes parts of Giza and
Qalyubiyya in addition to Cairo proper, while Greater Rabat includes thewhole
of Sale and Temara in addition to Rabat proper (referred to as Cairo and
Rabat in the remainder of this chapter). The surveys were based on sample
frames from the statistical offices in Egypt and Morocco (Central Agency for
Public Mobilization and Statistics (capmas) for Egypt and Office of the High
Commissioner for Planning Commission (hpc) for Morocco). This gave us the
opportunity to draw a completely random sample of the population, ensuring
that the results presented are representative of the population in Greater Cairo
and Greater Rabat, respectively.
The persons selected in the survey are between 18 and 64 years of age and

have completed preparatory education. The education criterion was added
to ensure that we excluded the majority of illiterate people, whose answers
were not the main interest of this particular survey. While it may be that
many without preparatory education are able to write, it is also a fact that
the illiteracy rates in both Egypt and Morocco are much higher among the
uneducated portions of the population. The effective sample for Cairo is 2420
and for Rabat 959 persons. Themain reason for the lower sample in Rabatwas a
higher degree of non-response. Further details on how the survey and sampling
was conducted can be found in the appendix. The survey covered a host of
questions on language use and attitudes. The full list of results is published in
Kebede et al. (2013) for Cairo, and Kindt et al. (2016) for Rabat. For a deeper
analysis into and explanation of the Egypt survey specifically, see Kindt et al.
(2016).
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20 kindt and kebede

There are two main advantages of these survey data compared to previous
researchon the topic. First, the data are representative of their respective popu-
lations, giving us generalizable indicators of writing practices and attitudes. To
our knowledge, these surveys are the first to be conductedwith a representative
sample of the general population in any Arab city on the issue of written collo-
quial Arabic. Second, the surveys allowus to investigate differences in language
practices and attitudes between sub-groups of population, for example accord-
ing to gender, socioeconomic background and age, rather than just focusing on
one of these groups.
Despite the clear advantages, quantitative survey results measuring atti-

tudes and practices often face criticism for being inaccurate representations of
what people actually think anddo. Regardingmeasurement of attitudes, a com-
moncritique is that the survey responses arenot complex enough to give a good
representation of what people actually think about a subject (Tourangeau &
Yan 2007). InArabic sociolinguistics this criticismof surveys has been voicedby
Walters, who argues that “it is very difficult to determine what speakers specif-
ically have in mind when responding to questionnaire items. If they are asked
their opinions about the fuṣḥā or French, for example, what kind of fuṣḥā or
French do they ‘hear’ as they respond?The fuṣḥā or French as spoken bywhom
and under what circumstance?” (Walters 2007:652). In addition, he argues that
“speakers will consistently underreport the use of stigmatized varieties (e.g.
dialectical Arabic in contrast to the fuṣḥā)” (Walters 2007:652). Walters’s crit-
icism notwithstanding, attitude surveys is a common method in all scientific
fields, including the natural sciences. The main reason is that attitude ques-
tions actually prove to have explanatory power (Bertrand et al. 2001). While
they may not give a nuanced account of a person’s thoughts about a subject,
they do give fairly accurate indications of a person’s attitude, if the question
is well designed. Instead of discarding attitude questions therefore, we have
attempted to meet the criticism of Walters and others by designing not only
general, but also specific attitude questions about use of varieties in different
contexts.
Regarding self-reported language practices, such questions have been crit-

icized from two angles. First, there is a concern that even if the respondent
wanted to, s/he would not be able to provide a reliable answer to what variety
s/he chooses when and why, because s/he does not remember correctly or is
unaware of her or his own practices (Walters 2007: 652). While this argument
is relevant, we argue that it is more so for spoken language than written. And
it is also more relevant when asking detailed questions about styles of writ-
ing. In our survey we do not ask questions about morphological or syntactic
details, but very general questions aboutwhich language variety (dārija, fuṣḥā)

Kristian Takvam Kindt and Tewodros Aragie Kebede - 9789004346178
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:24PM

via free access



a language for the people? 21

or language (Arabic, English, French) respondents use when writing in differ-
ent contexts.We argue that rememberingwhich language variety ones employs
on Facebook is easier than remembering howone usually pronounces a certain
word or phrase.
A second and more fundamental line of criticism is that self-reports cannot

be trusted because what people say they do is something very different from
what they actually do. This argument largely stems from LaPiere’s classic study
(1934) where he called several hotels in usa and asked if they allowed Chinese
guests in their establishment. They all said that of course they did not allow
Chinese to stay in their hotel. However, when LaPiere travelled with a Chinese
couple to the same hotels, they were allowed to stay in all but one of them.
In other words, the hotel managers reported to do one thing, but actually did
something very different. This study it has been interpreted as a fundamental
epistemological critique, not only of surveys, but of all interviewing techniques
trying to understand what people do, based on what they say they do. Some
social scientists use findings from LaPiere to argue that we should not take
anything people say they do as being related towhat they actually do, but rather
see it only as a narrative, or ideological construction that is “abstracted from
lived experience” (Jerolmack & Khan 2014). A version of this argument has
been raised by Milroy and Milroy (1999:15–16) in sociolinguistics, who argue
that “statistical counts of variants actually used are probably the best way of
assessing attitudes.”
In our view, to dismiss self-reported practices as unrelated or weakly related

to actual practice is wrong, both epistemologically and empirically. Even
LaPiere (1934) did not argue that all self-reports were useless, but rather argued
that self-reports were useful for a number of purposes. For questions on non-
sensitive issues, the errors in self-reporting are generally proven to be small or
manageable (Viasey 2014).We therefore seeno reasonnot to trust the responses
of non-sensitive questions in the survey, such as reading practices, informa-
tion on education level, age etc. When dealing with sensitive questions, there
is reason to bewary of biases. (Tourangeau&Yan 2007). However, the empirical
literature on the subject argues that even sensitive questions on self-reported
practices tend to be more reliable than critics think (Schuman & Johnson
1976, Viasey 2014:1). The critics (see Jerolmack & Khan 2014 for a recent exam-
ple) overstate the reluctance people have in reporting what they do. The link
between self-reporting and actual practices is actually very high when asking
for self-reports on social practices. Election surveys for example,which askpeo-
ple about what they intend to vote are remarkably accurate, with only a few
percentages in reporting errors, despite the obvious sensitivity in saying which
party one votes for (Silver 2012). A recent experiment on the link between
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reported action and actual for sensitive questions found that the correlation
between self-reported action and actual action was at 0.85 (where 1 is perfect
correlation), based on nine sensitive survey questions on grades in University
(Kreuter et al. 2008) Inotherwords, the research indicates that the vastmajority
of survey respondents actually tell the truth, evenwhen questions are sensitive
(Viasey 2014). Taking this result into consideration, it becomes difficult to argue
that self-reporting is not at all reflective of actual practices. Therefore, rather
than discard questions on self-reported action, we will assess which questions
might be sensitive, and review in which direction to suspect a bias, after the
presentation of the findings.

Findings

Background Characteristics
We begin by presenting some basic background characteristics of the sample,
seen in table 1.1. As mentioned in the previous section, all the findings are rep-
resentative of the population of Rabat and Cairo, for those between 18 and 64
years of age, who have completed preparatory education. Or to put it differ-
ently, it is representative of the literate population of these two cities. The sam-
ple size in Cairo is 2450 while it is 959 in Rabat. The reason for the discrepancy
ismainly due to lower response rates inRabat. InCairo, the response ratewas at
98 percent while it was at 60 percent in Rabat (for more details see appendix).
As is clear from table 1.1, all age groups, different levels of education, and

both sexes are well represented. In both cities we are dealing with a young
population, with themajority under 34 years old. Almost all of them have gone
to public school, and the vast majority had Arabic as their main language of
instruction in school. Only 12 percent of the Rabat population were taught in
schools where French was the main language of instruction.
In the following, we present findings from the survey on writing practices,

attitudes to the colloquial in writing and classifications of fuṣḥā and the collo-
quial. Finally we look at whether attitudes and practices vary according to age,
socioeconomic position, gender and education.

Writing Practices
The frequency of writing in different languages/varieties in Cairo and Rabat
is presented in figure 1.1. The question posed was “how often do you write in
the following languages”. “Often” means that respondents reported to write the
language in question “every day”, or “at least once a week”. The question is not
about writing in a specific context, but writing in general.
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table 1.1 Background characteristics

Cairo Rabat

Age

18–34 55 66
35–49 30 23
50–64 15 11
Total 100 100

Sex

Male 40 49
Female 60 51
Total 100 100

Education

Preparatory 20 44
Secondary 53 37
University 27 19
Total 100 100

Type of school

Public 92 96
Private 6 4
Other 2 0
Total 100 100
n = 2408 959

Language in school

Arabic 97 87
French 0 12
Others 3 2
Total 100 100
n = 2411 959
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figure 1.1 Writing practices in Rabat and Cairo (in percent)

The table shows that the colloquial variety is used often by a majority of the
population in both Cairo and Rabat. In Cairo, ʿāmmiyya is by far the most used
written language with two thirds writing it often. Fuṣḥā is usedmuch less, with
around a third claiming to never write in that variety. English is the least used
of the three, with around a fifth of the populationwriting English frequently. In
Rabat, French is themost usedwritten language, closely followed by dārija and
fuṣḥā. The main difference between Rabat and Cairo is not the frequency of
writing the colloquial, but rather that the colloquial is not dominant compared
to fuṣḥā and French.
The natural follow-up question is what people use these different lan-

guages/varieties for. That is presented in table 1.2 for Rabat and table 1.3 for
Cairo.
The answer options in the Rabat and the Cairo surveywere slightly different,

in the sense that the question in Cairo was which Arabic variety they used,
while in Rabat it was asked for which language, opening up for French and
English. In this sense, the tables are not directly comparable. If we focus on
the use of the colloquial however, there are some differences between the two
cities. In Rabat it is clear that dārija is mainly used for writing on Facebook
and sms, but not so much for e-mails, work or school-related writing. In Cairo,
ʿāmmiyyahas somewhatwider usage, being used also for e-mail and to a certain
extent work and school-related issues. This makes sense, keeping in mind that
ʿāmmiyya is usedmore often than fuṣḥā and English in Cairo, whereas dārija is
by no means dominant compared to fuṣḥā and French in Rabat. This picture
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table 1.2 Rabat:What language do you use when using …?

Facebook E-mail Work School sms

Fuṣḥā 19 15 39 52 17
Dārija 60 8 5 4 56
French 19 76 54 42 26
English 1 1 2 2 1

Total 100 100 100 100 100
n = 680 630 632 445 895

table 1.3 Cairo:What language do you use when using …?

Facebook E-mail Work School sms

Only fuṣḥā 5 10 42 40 5
Only ʿāmmiyya 52 45 31 18 68
Mix 43 45 27 42 27

Total 100 100 100 100 100
n = 757 636 730 293 1888

is confirmed if we look at tables 1.4 and 1.5, presenting answers to the question
“what was the last thing you wrote in the following language?”
Tables 1.4 and 1.5 are directly comparable, with the exception that sms was

not one of the answer categories in Rabat. In Rabat almost all the respondents
reported to either have written on Facebook or a personal letter in dārija,
while the respondents in Cairo reported to have used ʿāmmiyya for wider set
of purposes, including work and to some extent school assignments.
In short, writing in the colloquial is reported to be widespread in both

cities, being the most used written language in Cairo and equally much used
as French and fuṣḥā in Rabat. While previous research has acknowledged that
it is employed, this is the first representative estimate showing that colloquial
varieties are actually used often, for writing, by over two thirds of the popu-
lation. While ʿāmmiyya dominates writing practices in Cairo, and is used for a
variety of purposes, the usage of dārija is narrower in Rabat, being employed
mainly for Facebook, Twitter and personal notes.
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table 1.4 What was the last thing you wrote in …?

Cairo ʿĀmmiyya Fuṣḥā English

Work related letter or notice 12 39 17
Text messages 37 8 12
Facebook and twitter messages 21 8 25
School assignments 5 19 22
Personal writings/notes 16 13 9
Other 6 6 0
E-mails 1 1 7
Personal letter 1 2 1
Creative writings 0 2 0

Total 100 100 100

table 1.5 What was the last thing you wrote in …?

Rabat Dārija Fuṣḥā French

Facebook and twitter messages 51 13 17
Personal letter 43 9 19
Comments on Youtube videos 0 18 22
School assignments 1 19 20
Personal writing/notes 2 16 4
Autre 2 12 5
Work related letter, notice, etc 1 8 4
E-mail 0 2 7
Creative writings 0 3 1

Total 100 100 100

Language Attitudes
How is the use of colloquial varieties perceived? In figure 1.2, we see that the
vast majority think that ʿāmmiyya or dārija is easier to understand than fuṣḥā.
In this, the respondents in Cairo and Rabat agree.
Regarding whether the language has a place as a written language however,

the population in the two cities differs quite markedly. In figure 1.3 we see the
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figure 1.2 ʿĀmmiyya is easier to understand than fuṣḥā

figure 1.3 ʿĀmmiyya/dārija has a place as a written language

answers to the question of whether ʿāmmiyya and dārija respectively has a
place as a written language.
The attitude toward the colloquial as a written language follows opposite

patterns in Cairo and Rabat. Around 60 percent of the population in Cairo
thinks that ʿāmmiyyahas a place as awritten language,while around a third dis-
agrees. The reverse is true for dārija in Rabat. In both cities, around 10 percent
are unsure or answered “don’t know”. The seeming trend that the population in
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figure 1.4 Percentage who agrees ʿāmmiyya/dārija is suitable on the following platforms

Rabat ismore conservative in their attitudes towards the colloquial as awritten
language is confirmed by the findings presented in figure 1.4.
While the respondents in Cairo and Rabat generally think that ʿāmmiyya

is suitable for Facebook, the Rabat population is skeptical towards the use of
dārija in any other platforms. In Rabat they are even skeptical of using dārija
in media often associated with the colloquial, such as ads. In Cairo on the
other hand, over half the population view ʿāmmiyya as suitable for comics,
printed ads, subtitles, blogs short stories and newspaper columns. It is only
poems where less than a third of the Cairenes think that ʿāmmiyya is not
suitable. Despite the differences, it is important to keep in mind that even in
Rabat, around one third of the population thinks dārija has a place as a written
language, which is a significant portion of the population. But as with writing
practices, dārija seems to be present, but more confined compared to Cairo,
where ʿāmmiyya is widely written and accepted.
The relatively high acceptance of dārija as awritten language does notmean

that the acceptance or status of fuṣḥā is diminishing. For Egypt we see in
table 1.6 that the vast majority think fuṣḥā is an important language both for
oneself and for Egypt.
Table 1.7, similarly show that more people want fuṣḥā to be the main lan-

guage of instruction in school, rather than ʿāmmiyya.
For Rabat, we included some more direct questions on the status of fuṣḥā

that were not included in the Cairo survey. Table 1.8 shows the reactions to
two statements. Statement 1: “Fusha is the only language that should be used
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table 1.6 Importance of fuṣḥā to yourself and to Egypt

Importance of fuṣḥā to: Oneself Egypt

Very important 40 70
Important 33 23
Neither important nor unimportant 7 2
Less important 17 4
Not important 3 1

n = 2416 2416

table 1.7 Which language should be used in the
classroom?

Secondary Preparatory Primary

Fuṣḥā 35 34 33
ʿāmmiyya 21 22 28
Both 40 41 36
English 4 3 3

n = 2.348 2.400 2.389

table 1.8 Attitudes to fuṣḥā in Rabat

Statement 1 Statement 2

Agree 77 60
Disagree 17 26
Unsure 7 14

Total 100 100
n = 956 956
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figure 1.5 Percentage who think fuṣḥā is suitable within the following platforms

for writing Arabic”. Statement 2: “It is more important to master writing and
reading Fusha than writing and reading French”.
In Rabat we also asked if fuṣḥāwas a suitable variety for a number of differ-

ent platforms. The results are shown in figure 1.5. Both table 1.8 and figure 1.4
confirm that fuṣḥā is a highly valued variety in Rabat, deemed suitable by al-
most all on all platforms, and consideredmore important to learn than French.

Implications of Age, Education and Sex
Who writes the colloquial and who finds it suitable as a written language?
As mentioned in the introduction, an advantage of this survey is that we
can look into differences between sub-groups of the population. Do we see
clear patterns in terms of which social groups write the colloquial and find it
acceptable as a written language?
All the figures presented below are based on regression analysis. The pre-

sented results are the estimated likelihood for either writing often in the collo-
quial or accepting the colloquial as a written language, for different sub-groups
of the populations. In all the regressions we controlled for age, socioeconomic
status, education and gender (for full tables and methodological explanation,
see appendix).
In figure 1.6 we see the estimated likelihood of writing often in the colloquial

for people with different education levels, controlling for age, income and gen-
der. The most important finding in this graph is the lack of large differences
between those with higher education and those without. In general, people
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figure 1.6 Likelihood of writing colloquial for different education levels

are likely towrite in the colloquial across different levels of education. In Cairo,
the small differences observed in the figure are not statistically significant. For
Rabat, there is a statistically significant downward trend for those with uni-
versity education.While those with only preparatory education are 65 percent
likely to write often in dārija, those with university education are only slightly
above 50 percent likely to do the same.: The less educated parts of the popula-
tionwritemore frequently in the colloquial than thosewith a university degree.
In figure 1.7 we see the likelihood for writing colloquial across different age

groups.
We see a clear trend in both cities that young people write much more fre-

quently in the colloquial compared to older people. As with education, the
clearest trend is visible in Rabat, where people are 80 percent likely to write
in dārija if they are between 18 and 34 years old, while there is only a 23 per-
cent chance of doing the same if they are more than 50 years old. In Cairo,
there is around 70 percent likelihood of writing ʿāmmiyya for 18 to 34-year-olds,
while the likelihood of writing ʿāmmiyya for those who are over 50 years old is
slightly below 50 percent. All the differences in this regression are statistically
significant.
Regarding gender, there is no statistically significant difference for Rabat. In

Cairo however, there is a slightly higher likelihood for writing ʿāmmiyya often
for men than for women. We also analyzed the importance of income and
socioeconomic status, but they were not significant factors when controlling
for age and education.
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figure 1.7 Likelihood of writing colloquial for different age groups

Thepicture that emerges is that in bothCairo andRabat, it is young peoplewho
are themost frequent writers of ʿāmmiyya. The implications of the finding that
younger people write more frequently in the colloquial then older people are
difficult to assess. Either, the young peoplewritemore in the colloquial because
they are young, but they will stop doing so and write more fuṣḥā when they
get older (an age effect). But the explanation might also be connected to new
technologies and developments in recent decades. This would perhaps mean
that the young today will continue to write in the colloquial when they get
older, and the newgenerationsmay follow them, implyingmore frequent usage
of the colloquial in all age groups in a couple of decades (a cohort effect). Both
scenarios are possible, and it is impossible to determine which is true based
on the data from this survey. All we can say at this point is that ʿāmmiyya is
quite frequently used in all social groups in Cairo, while the educated and older
population of Rabat is much more skeptical than the young. This corroborates
the finding that use of the colloquial is present, but more confined in Rabat
compared to Cairo.
Turning to attitudes, we see the importance of education for having positive

attitudes to the colloquial as a written language in figure 1.8.
The level of acceptance of the colloquial is generally higher in Cairo than

Rabat, as we have seen. Interestingly we see that the highly educated are less
likely to accept the colloquial as a written language, pointing toward the exis-
tence of an elitewith amore conservative outlook on language compared to the
less educated parts of the population. In Cairo, those with a preparatory edu-
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figure 1.8 Likelihood of accepting colloquial as a written language across education levels

cation have a 75 percent chance of accepting ʿāmmiyya as a written language
while the likelihood of accepting ʿāmmiyya is around 20 percent less for those
with a university degree. In Rabat, those with preparatory education have over
40 percent chance of accepting dārija as a written language, while less than 30
percent of those with a university education do the same.
Neither gender, income nor age were significantly correlated with attitudes

towards ʿāmmiyya or dārija as a written language. Generally therefore, the
Rabat population is more conservative than the Cairenes, and the attitudes are
fairly stable in all social groups, with a minor exception of education, where
the educated are more conservative.

CanWe Trust the Results?

What do these results mean? Can we deal with them as accurate represen-
tations of language practices and attitudes? As mentioned above, a real con-
cern in all survey research is that there are biases in reporting on sensitive
questions. A sensitive survey question is defined in the literature as a ques-
tion where “there are clear social norms regarding a behavior or attitude” and
where “answers reporting behaviors or attitudes that conform to the norms are
deemed socially desirable, and those that report deviations from the norms
are considered socially undesirable.” (Tourangeau&Yan 2007:860). In our case,
asking about how often you write in different varieties might be interpreted as

Kristian Takvam Kindt and Tewodros Aragie Kebede - 9789004346178
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:24PM

via free access



34 kindt and kebede

sensitive questions. The assumption is that there are clear social norms which
say that fuṣḥā is the only variety suitable for writing. Following this logic, we
should expect that people underreport their use of colloquial varieties, as it is
socially undesirable according to this norm, and over-report the use of fuṣḥā,
as this is seen as socially desirable according to the norm.
Judging from our findings however, there are reasons to doubt how strong

the social norm against use of the colloquial really is. When we see that in
Cairo over 70 percent of the population accepts ʿāmmiyya as awritten language
and a third of the Rabat population do the same, can we still say that it is
a clear social norm against writing colloquial? And even if it is, this would
imply that the estimates for writing dārija and ʿāmmiyya are conservative, and
that people actually write even more than what they admit to in this survey.
In terms of their reported fuṣḥā practices, it seems more relevant to discuss
bias. Judging from the Rabat results, fewer people accept dārija as a written
language. This does not seem to influence their reported practices of writing
dārija, but it might have influenced their self-reports of writing in fuṣḥā. The
reportedpractices of fuṣḥā aremuchhigher inRabat than inCairo.Noprevious
research indicates that this should be the case, which may indicate that is an
effect of a social norm saying that it is socially desirable to write fuṣḥā. In other
words, the sensitivity of self-reporting language practices does not necessarily
lie in writing colloquial, but rather in notwriting fuṣḥā. Practices of fuṣḥāmay
be over-reported in Rabat, rather than dārija being under-reported. In any case,
it does not seem likely that biased reporting has altered the general direction
of our results.
Another factor that may potentially bias the results is the respondents’

definitions of ʿāmmiyya, dārija and fuṣḥā. The definition of what constitutes
fuṣḥā is not at all clear, and by extension, the boundaries of ʿāmmiyya or dārija
are not clear, either. In a series of linguistic experiments with both written and
spoken discourse in Egypt, Dilworth Parkinson showed that a wide array of
terms exists among Arab scholars and lay people alike to designate different
stylistic levels and registers of written Arabic (Parkinson 1991, 1993, 2003).
Parkinson comments that “people do not agree on a term, and (…) they do not
agree onwhat specific part of the communicative continuum, i.e., what specific
varieties, any particular term should refer to” (Parkinson 1991:33). In addition,
different people may mean different things by referring to ‘fuṣḥā’: For some,
only the most eloquent prose qualifies as fuṣḥā, while perhaps others view
fuṣḥā as almost everything that is written down with Arabic letters (Parkinson
1991:34). In other words, it is not necessarily clear what literate Egyptians
and Moroccans mean when they talk about writing and talking in fuṣḥā or
ʿāmmiyya. To understand better how these respondents actually classified the
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different varieties, we presented them with a number of sentences that the
respondents were asked to classify as fuṣḥā, ʿāmmiyya/dārija or both. The
sentences were not read aloud. The respondents were just given a piece of
paper with the sentence on it, one sentence at a time. They were not asked
to evaluate the correctness of the sentence, but just how they would classify it.

In the Rabat survey, we presented them with the following four sentences:

ةيموكحلاسرادملاةفاكيفباسحلاسردتيك r1

باسحلاسردتةفاكةيموكحلاسرادملا r2

ةيموكحلاسرادملاعيمجيفىرقتيكباسحلا r3

ةيموكحلاسرادملاةفاكيفسرديباسحلا r4

They are all varieties of a sentence that roughly translates into: “Computer
science is taught in all public schools.”
In Egypt the following three sentences were presented to the respondents

اهدالوأنعمالكلابحتسانلا c1

اهدالوأنعمالكلاسانلابحت c2

اهدالوأنعمالكلاسانلابحي c3

All the sentences roughly translate into: “People like to talk about their chil-
dren.”
All the sentences are meant to be more or less ambiguous in terms of

whether a scholar would classify them as colloquial or fuṣḥā, but some lean
more towards fuṣḥāwhile others lean more towards the colloquial.
The results for the Rabat sentences are seen in table 1.9.
The first sentence is overwhelmingly classified as a mix, the second fuṣḥā,

the third as both or dārija, the fourth as fuṣḥā. Interestingly, none of the
sentences are classified as dārija by a majority of the population.
The results from Egypt are shown in table 1.10.
InCairo, the trend is quite different fromRabat.While none of theMoroccan

sentences were classified as dārija by a majority, all the Egyptian sentences are
classified as ʿāmmiyya by amajority, while only aminority sees the sentences as
either a mix or fuṣḥā. Even c3, which quite clearly leans towards fuṣḥā is only
classified as such by a third of the population.
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table 1.9 Classifications of dārija and
fuṣḥā in Rabat

r1 r2 r3 r4

Fuṣḥā 13 85 9 88
Dārija 13 5 25 5
Both 74 10 66 7

Total 100 100 100 100
n = 954 951 954 952

table 1.10 Classifications of ʿāmmiyya and
fuṣḥā in Cairo

c1 c2 c3

Fuṣḥā 19 24 35
Both 11 12 11
ʿāmmiyya 70 64 53

Total 100 100 100
n = 2.357 2.334 2.345

The results clearly indicate that people have different perceptions of what
fuṣḥā and ʿāmmiyya/dārija is, echoing Parkinson’s findings. In addition there
are differences between the two cities. It seems that in Cairo, the population
has an idealized image of fuṣḥā, refusing to classify anything that does not
meet a very high standard as fuṣḥā. This could imply that the estimate for
fuṣḥā writers is slightly under-reported in Cairo, In Rabat, however, we get the
opposite picture. Even sentences with clear dārija markers are understood as
fuṣḥā. This is interesting, as it might mean that if anything, the numbers for
how often they write dārija is under-reported.
None of this changes the main direction of the findings in any signifi-

cant way. However, it is clear that people do not agree on what ʿāmmiyya,
dārija and fuṣḥā is, and that this is a subject which should be researched fur-
ther.
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Summing Up Findings
The main findings from the survey can be summed up in four points. First,
the colloquial varieties are frequently employed by the vast majority of the
population in Cairo and Rabat.Written colloquial is not the preserve of an elite
who can afford to flout conventions; it is the property of the people. Second, the
population in Cairo use ʿāmmiyya for a wider variety of purposes, compared to
Rabat where dārija is almost exclusively used for Facebook and personal notes.
Third, the Rabat population is more skeptical to the use of dārija as a written
language, despite the fact that they use the variety frequently. Only a third of
the population accepts it as a written variety, compared to two thirds in Cairo.
Fourth,whether onewrites in the colloquial ismore dependent onwhich social
group one belongs to in Rabat than in Cairo. Those with higher education have
a lower likelihood of writing the colloquial in Rabat, but not in Cairo. In both
cities, the young write more frequently than the old, but the impact of age on
writing is significantly higher in Rabat. In Cairo, the use of ʿāmmiyya is spread
widely across all walks of life, while both practice and acceptance of ʿāmmiyya
remains more confined to the young with low education in Rabat.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this survey open up many questions, which we hope will be
subject of further research. In the final part of this chapter, we will pose some
of these questions and suggest some angles from which the findings could be
interpreted. First, why is the colloquial so widespread?
The survey findings underscore and corroborate qualitative research that

has noted an increase of writing in the colloquial (for example Daoudi 2011,
Elinson 2011, Doss et al 2013). How to account for the frequent usage of this
variety? One possible explanation is the increasing level of literacy in Egypt
and Morocco. When literacy spreads, writing is no longer confined to formal
channels, but becomeswidespread in thehouseholds of ordinary people.There
the need for a more informal style of writing might arise, as fuṣḥā is generally
seen as too formal to use in interpersonal communication, be it written or
oral, as suggested by Belnap and Bishop (2003). Walters similarly argues that
informality is key to understanding why people write in the colloquial rather
than standard (Walters 2003: 98).
With the internet revolution, there has been an enormous increase in plat-

forms designed for informal written communication. Facebook andTwitter are
certainly platforms associated with informal writing, and as such with the col-
loquial (Abu Elijah 2014,Warschauer et al 2002). The spread of channels where
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informal writing is not only accepted, but expected, could be an important
reason for the high prevalence of ʿāmmiyya in Cairo and dārija in Rabat. This
hypothesis is also strengthened by the fact that Facebook and personal writing
are the dominant platforms where the colloquial is being written.
In terms of attitudes, a substantial portion of the population accepts the col-

loquial as a written language. At the same time fuṣḥā remains a highly valued
variety in both Cairo and Morocco, existing alongside the high acceptance of
ʿāmmiyya as a written language. In other words, the fact that people accept
ʿāmmiyya does not mean that they value fuṣḥā less. This also relates to writ-
ing practices. Those who write in ʿāmmiyya or dārija also write in fuṣḥā. More
dārija and ʿāmmiyya just means more writing, not less fuṣḥā.
Second, why is ʿāmmiyya more widespread than dārija? Here we can only

offer speculations. The findings point to clear differences between Cairo and
Rabat in terms of practices and attitudes. The use of the colloquial is more
confined in terms of social groups and which platforms it is used in Rabat
compared to Cairo. The Rabat population is also less prone to accepting the
colloquial as a written variety. One possible explanation might be that Egypt
has a longer tradition forwriting ʿāmmiyya thanMorocco has forwriting dārija.
There are writings in ʿāmmiyya dating back to the 16h century, and aside from
a break around the end of the 19th century and early 20th century, there was
a steady production of both literature, theater and news articles written in
Egyptian dialect (Doss et al 2013). Although there are examples of historical
dārijawriting, it was not as widespread as Egypt.
Part of the explanation might also lie in the different roles the Arabic lan-

guage has played in Moroccan and Egyptian nationalism. Suleiman (2003)
argues that language has become an essential part of the national identity
in all Arab countries. This process had very different outcomes in Egypt and
Morocco. InEgypt, the local colloquial dialect becamea tool for nationalism.As
early as the 19th century there was “a deep desire among the Egyptian nation-
alists to reform the language by bringing it closer to the colloquial, the spoken
language of the people” (Suleiman 2003:174). Recently, Ziad Fahmy has shown
that the colloquial was an important part of nationalist, popular culture at the
turn of the 19th century (Fahmy 2011). In other words, to use the colloquial was
not necessarily seen as corrupting the Arabic language, but rather as a part of
asserting your Egyptian identity.
InMorocco on the other hand, national identity was not connected to dārija

as much as to fuṣḥā. After independence large-scale Arabization programs
were introduced, with the main goal of promoting fuṣḥā, at the expense of
French. This might have contributed to a sense that fuṣḥā was the language
connected to the Moroccan national identity, rather than dārija. This very
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different interpretations and frames for understanding the local dialect might
be an explanation for the support for fuṣḥā as the only written Arabic language
inMorocco and themoreopenattitude towards ʿāmmiyya as awritten language
in Cairo.
This chapter is the first to establish a quantitative estimate of how often

ʿāmmiyya and dārija is written and how it is perceived drawing on samples
representative of the whole literate population in Cairo and Rabat. While the
estimates have to be interpreted with caution, it is clear that the populations
of Rabat and Cairo write dārija and ʿāmmiyya frequently. It is also clear that
this trend holds true across social groups, especially in Cairo. However, there
are also differences between the cities, with Rabat beingmore conservative. An
important factor thatmeritsmore research is howpeople classify fuṣḥā and the
colloquial varieties. We have documented that there are clear differences, but
research should pursue the question of exactly what is classified as colloquial
and what is classified as fuṣḥā in the Arab world. Despite the frequent use and
acceptance of the colloquial varieties in these surveys, there are no indications
that the spread of the colloquial is a threat to the significance of fuṣḥā, which
seems to retain its position as a prestigious language, alongside the colloquial
varieties. In our view, these findings open up new and interesting pathways to
study developments in written Arabic.
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