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Amazigh Language Policy in Algerian Education: Between Revendication and 

Slow Implementation 

 
 

Silvia Quattrini 
 

 

 

Abstract  

 

Language policy in education is often a site of struggle for equality and identity, 

especially for minorities and Indigenous peoples.1 This paper focuses on Amazigh 

language policy as it relates to, and sits in tension with, the advocacy of Indigenous 

Amazigh activists and language practitioners in Algeria. While the country has made 

some progress at a policy level concerning Tamazight teaching in schools over the past 

thirty years, this progress has often come at a high price for Amazigh activists and has 

been accompanied by socio-political tensions. Hence, the slow rollout of Tamazight 

teaching on the ground cannot be analysed without looking at the structural 

discrimination faced by the community and the overall shrinking of civil society space. 

The paper employs a human rights framework, particularly an Indigenous peoples’ 

rights lens, while borrowing concepts from decolonial linguistics. Drawing on desk-

based research of existing policies and targeted interviews with Tamazight speakers, 

the paper concludes that state-sponsored measures must be supported by genuine civil 

society participation, especially of representatives of concerned communities, through 

a human rights-based approach to language planning. It identifies priority areas for 

Amazigh language policy in multilingual education to advance equitable and inclusive 

education in Algeria.    

   

 

Keywords: Algeria; Amazigh; Language Policy; Education; Advocacy  

 

 

 

Introduction    

 

Language policy is often associated with state policies that involve the official recognition of a 

language, and its use in education, public media, and administrations. Indeed, state policies 

represent a major component of language policy and ideology as they have historically played a 

fundamental role in creating and perpetrating patterns of (linguistic) subjugation.2 In classical 

language planning, designed for European nations (mainly from the eighteenth to twentieth 
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century) monolingualism was seen as an ideal objective for national unity,3 a model exported to 

colonised Southern multilingual countries (mostly through the imposition of English, French and 

Spanish, but also Portuguese and Dutch).4 In colonial and post-colonial contexts, language 

policies in education have been used as a tool to govern and oppress, with exclusionary 

consequences that are still tangible today. Individuals and communities without access to those 

‘major’ colonial languages5 are marginalised, as exemplified by the persisting lower rates of 

school retention in several African countries, especially when those languages are not associated 

with socio-economic opportunities.6  

Throughout West Asia (Middle East) and North Africa, this monoglossic ideology was also 

adopted by recognising Arabic as the only official language (and Islam as the religion), with the 

aim of achieving national unity and legitimacy following independence.7 As highlighted by Kabel 

(2018) for the case of Morocco,  

 

Language ideologies were central to the construction and legitimation of ethnic 

difference and at the same time a cornerstone of colonial administration. The 

association of Arabic and Arab with Islam on the one hand and Amazigh with 

shallow Islamization and a profound European if not secular collective political and 

cultural unconscious on the other hand further fortified the political 

instrumentalization of language ideologies for the purpose of defining and ruling 

the natives [sic].8  

 

In Algeria, language, identity, education, and religion have been heavily politicised and language 

policies often used as a proxy for political conflict.9 Although the Tamazight-speaking population 

represented over half of the Algerian population in 1830,10 presently it ‘constitutes a minority of 

the population. Since the 1960s, and arguably before, the Arabic-speaking population vastly 

increased numerically, and importantly, became the governing class’.11 While Arabic was 

introduced through the Arab conquests starting from the seventh century, its main impact on the 

progressively severe endangerment of several Indigenous Amazigh language varieties12 has been 

mainly caused by its sole imposition in modern official state policies.  

This paper starts by situating the Amazigh struggle within the context of the Hirak (‘movement’ 

in Arabic; a non-party-aligned pacificist movement started in 2019), and the Covid-19 pandemic, 

before moving to a historical overview of Amazigh advocacy for language rights. The paper 

acknowledges Amazigh (pl. Imazighen) people13 being largely recognised as Indigenous to North 

Africa;14 their cultures are not homogenous and different varieties of the Amazigh language exist 

across countries and areas. 

Indigenous peoples have a right under international human rights law to ‘establish and control 

their educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner 

appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning’ (art. 14.1 UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples).15 The right to education for all or for specific groups is recognised 

in several international treaties, while explicitly or implicitly acknowledging the right to receive 
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education in one’s mother tongue.16 However, even when not explicitly acknowledged in these 

conventions, some relevant UN committees have issued commentaries that elaborate on the 

application of the right to education for Indigenous peoples.17 Moreover, UN bodies concerned 

with the rights of Indigenous peoples have issued several reports elaborating on this matter.18  

Therefore, this article starts from the general assumption that Imazighen as Indigenous peoples 

have a right to quality and equitable education under international law, which entails the right to 

be educated in their mother-tongue as well as in the majority/dominant language of the country 

where they live. There are several modalities in which this right can be implemented, and the 

paper will not delve into a legal analysis of this principle nor a detailed assessment of its 

applicability from an educational perspective. Its aim is to present an analysis of Amazigh 

revendications and negotiations about their language in education by looking at socio-political 

tensions, historical developments, legal concessions and some relevant linguistic elements. 

 

Methodology 

 

Definitions of language policy that are solely centred on state policies can be problematic as they 

dehumanise, decontextualise and de-historicise those policies which have contributed to the 

creation of an ideological apparatus.19 Therefore, this paper does not only focus on the recognition 

of languages from a legal perspective per se (i.e. to look at public policy at the macro level); it 

also looks at the performance of decision-making and the processes of reclaiming, negotiating and 

subverting those policies led by Indigenous peoples, in this case how Amazigh movements kept 

their language alive at the micro level and advocated for its recognition despite operating within 

an authoritarian context.  

The main questions addressed by the article are: how have Indigenous Imazighen advocated 

for the official recognition of Tamazight and its teaching in schools? Do the necessary legal and 

sociopolitical conditions exist today to ensure an equitable and effective enactment and integration 

of Tamazight language policy in education?  

To answer these questions, the article employs a corpus of NGO/CSO reports, statements, and 

documents from local to international organisations, together with official government policies 

and documents. These resources are complemented by five in-depth interviews conducted online 

with three Algerian Tamazight speakers, two of whom were initially interviewed in April 2021 

and then again in September 2023, alongside a third speaker. These reports, read alongside 

relevant literature on linguistics, are used as the foundation for a socio-political and analytical 

narrative of the rollout of Tamazight teaching in schools since the 1990s and its implications for 

Amazigh rights. The paper concludes by assessing the consistency of Algerian education policy 

planning with the right of Indigenous peoples to education in their mother tongue and by 

addressing gaps and priority areas in Tamazight language planning for multilingual education.  
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The Hirak, Covid-19, and the Amazigh People 

 

In 2019, just before the Covid-19 pandemic, the then-president of Algeria Abdelaziz Bouteflika 

was seeking his fifth re-election after having ruled the country for two decades (1999-2019). 

However, as the elections approached, people took to the streets in what became widely known 

as the Hirak (‘movement’ in Arabic)—a non-partisan, pacifist movement demanding Bouteflika’s 

departure and advocating for radical, structural change. These would have involved the 

replacement of the long ruling elite, keeping in mind that the country had gone through decades 

of high social tension, including a civil war, while experiencing endemic corruption.20 While 

Bouteflika left the country, the elections that followed did not deliver any of the anticipated 

promises.21 The December 2019 election of Abdelmadjid Tebboune,  followed by a constitutional 

referendum and local elections in 2020, saw very low popular participation (twenty-four per cent 

and thirty per cent respectively). This left most Algerians disillusioned and many kept peacefully 

demonstrating in the street.22 Tebboune was recently re-elected for a second term in September 

2024 amidst claims of fraud.23 

In March 2020, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, several restrictive measures were put in place 

and protests’ organisers had to temporarily halt the demonstrations.24 As many Amazigh 

communities live in mountainous or remote areas, they established community-solidarity 

initiatives during the pandemic. These included committees based on traditional systems, which 

functioned to provide assistance to those in need and limit the spread of the virus by stationing 

representatives at village entrances to ensure that only residents would come in and out. These 

forms of self-management and support were often seen with suspicion by Algerian authorities, 

who dismantled the committees and intimidated their representatives.25 

These governmental reactions need to be situated within a broader and intensifying climate of 

civil society repression and intimidation in Algeria, particularly against journalists and human 

rights defenders,26 including Indigenous Amazigh activists.27 Since 2019, while the president’s 

official discourse promised to promote the rule of law and respect for human rights,28 the reality 

on the ground shows that civil society space in Algeria has been shrinking further.29 For instance, 

during the Hirak, some Amazigh activists were imprisoned simply for raising the Amazigh flag, 

a symbol of cultural identity shared by all Imazighen in North Africa. Even when not accompanied 

by claims of self-determination or autonomy, such acts have often been perceived by authorities 

as a threat to national unity.30 Moreover, the Algerian president of the World Amazigh Congress, 

Kamira Nait Sid, has been detained since 24 August 2021 on criminal charges of ‘undermining 

national security and state security’ and belonging to a ‘terrorist organisation’ and is serving a 

three-year sentence.31 While the Hirak and Covid-19 pandemic presented new challenges for the 

Algerian government, eventually triggering specific repressive tactics, the overall history of 

containing civil society efforts and Amazigh advocacy for recognition in Algeria is not new. It is 

within this backdrop that the following historical analysis should be read. 
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Amazigh Advocacy for Language Rights: Historical Overview 

 

Estimates of current Tamazight speakers in Algeria vary significantly, from seventeen per cent to 

forty-five to fifty-five per cent of the population. As there are no official statistics, most sources 

report twenty-five per cent. This also depends on whether one accounts only for those who 

actively speak the language or also includes those having a passive knowledge of the language 

with various degrees of understanding (as language use can be mixed with Arabic and French). 

Some regions are heavily Tamazight-speaking, such as Kabylia, while other Tamazight-speakers 

are concentrated in the Aurès Mountains, Mount Chenoua, Ghardaïa (Wadi Mzab) and the 

Sahara.32 

While sources report that Amazigh language teaching was first provided in Algeria in the 1880s 

at the Faculty of Humanities in Algiers,33 the post-colonial construction of the Algerian nation 

based on linguistic (Arabic) unification created a hostile environment for diversity, something that 

became discursively associated with threats to national unity.34 After Algeria gained independence 

from France in 1962, Tamazight university courses were banned by the authorities35 and the state 

started sponsoring assimilationist policies with the aim to promote Arabisation in education, 

administration and all public domains.36 Arabic was recognised as the only official language in 

the 1989 Constitution and the use of languages other than Arabic was restricted in many contexts 

by a 1991 law on ‘The Generalisation of the Use of Arabic’.37  

These policies sparked a reaction from Amazigh activists whose aspirations to be recognised 

as integral to the Algerian nation were not being met. For instance, in 1980, the government 

banned a lecture on ancient Kabyle poetry at Tizi Ouzou University, which led to demonstrations 

and strikes throughout the Kabyle region and other Amazigh areas, reaching the capital Algiers. 

However, these demonstrations were met with repression by the authorities, leading to the death 

of over thirty people and the injury and/or arrest of several hundreds.38 This movement is known 

as the 1980s ‘Berber Spring (of Kabylia)’ (tafsut imazighen in Tamazight), and Kabylia came to 

represent for many and remains until today the stronghold and pioneering site of the Amazigh 

movement.  

Despite previously mentioned laws passed during those years on the Arabic language, Chaker 

identifies 1989 as a turning point that witnessed the reversal of a state trend in repressing and 

excluding Amazigh language and culture since independence.39 Following the 1980s spring and 

the pressure of the Amazigh Cultural Movement, the setting up of a department of Berber 

Language and Culture at the University of Tizi Ouzou was announced by the Ministry of Higher 

Education in 1990, then followed by other cities.40 Despite those concessions, protests continued, 

as exemplified by the 1994-1995 region-wide strike in Kabylia enacted by school teachers and 

students that paralysed the entire education system for an entire academic year. The main demand 

of this general boycott, known as grève des cartables (‘Schoolbags Strike’), was to introduce the 

teaching of Tamazight in schools. A main outcome of this movement was the government’s 

decision in 1995 to establish the High Commission for Amazighness (Haut Commissariat à 

l'Amazighité, HCA) after negotiations between the government and factions of the Amazigh 
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Cultural Movement.41 This body, which is still functional today, has as its mission to: ‘rehabilitate 

and promote Amazighness as one of the foundations of national identity; introduce the Amazigh 

language into the education and communication systems.’42 Over the years, the Commission has 

organised several activities, including academic conferences and seminars, and commissioned 

translations of literary and scientific work between Arabic, French, and Tamazight. 

Despite these gains, another year of civil unrest, known as the ‘Black Spring’, played out in 

2001. Initiated as a peaceful remembrance of the ‘tafsut imazighen’, and accompanied by demands 

for official recognition of the Amazigh language, violent riots erupted between authorities and 

protestors after lethal provocations by the gendarmerie, which led to the death of 120 people and 

the injury of thousands of protestors.43 Another round of negotiations followed, leading to a 

constitutional amendment in 2002 that instituted Tamazight as a national language, while keeping 

Arabic as a national and official language (art.3). Another amendment was passed in 2016 with 

the new Article 4 stating that ‘Tamazight shall also be a national and official language’, therefore 

adding the official character to Tamazight. A presidential decree was passed in 2018 to support 

the officialization of the language brought by Article 4 of the 2016 Constitution through the 

creation of the Algerian Academy for the Amazigh Language.44 Finally, in the 2020 Constitution 

(following the Hirak and the ousting of Bouteflika), Tamazight was conferred the status of an 

immutable language, meaning that it shall be excluded from any future constitutional amendment. 

Nevertheless, as noted in an interview with an Algerian language rights expert: ‘Every time there’s 

a step forward in recognition, it’s because a confrontation has happened. I fear the next step 

forward will be after another crisis.’45 

The creation of the Algerian Academy for the Amazigh Language would technically be a 

positive step forward for the practical implementation of the constitutional recognition. Its 

mandate is clearly stated in the second chapter of the law. Of relevance for this analysis, among 

the nine tasks listed under Article 6, are: ‘to collect the national corpus of the Amazigh Language 

in all its linguistic varieties; to establish a standardisation of the Amazigh Language at all levels 

of linguistic description and analysis’. We shall see in the next section why these tasks are 

important for the teaching of the language. Unfortunately, the Academy is still not in place in 

2024, around a half decade after the decree was passed, which, according to some activists, speaks 

volume to the lack of political will to address specific issues beyond mere symbolism.  

 

Some Language Planning Considerations on Tamazight in Algeria 

 

Algeria is the largest country in Africa. With a total population of forty-four million inhabitants, 

and most of its territory covered by desert, Algeria’s population predominantly lives in the 

northern parts of the country (closer to the Mediterranean or in the mountains). However, several 

remote communities and cities are located in the southern parts and Algeria is overall a relatively 

populous country (tenth in Africa).46 Since 2019, Algeria has been organised into fifty-eight 

governorates (wilayas), thus adding ten governorates to the previous administrative organisation. 

These are not mere geographic considerations; they can have an impact on language policy and 
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practice, including (but not limited to): the varieties spoken of a specific language, the 

communities’ distribution and the connections between them (or lack thereof), the level of 

maintenance of their mother-tongue, depending on remoteness and exposure to other languages, 

and provincial administrative freedom when it comes to their territorial and economic resources 

and the implementation of education policies.47  

As previously mentioned, there are no official statistics on Tamazight-speakers (most sources 

mention twenty-five per cent of the total population), and different varieties of Tamazight exist in 

Algeria (and elsewhere in North Africa), with some areas of the country having a stronger 

concentration and higher numbers of speakers, thus often resulting in stronger claims for rights. 

The following table provides a brief overview and some basic information on those language 

varieties, listed from the most to the least spoken, according to available data.  

 

Table 1: Amazigh Language Varieties in Algeria  

 

Language 

Variety48 

Number of Speakers and Threat 

of Endangerment 

Where it is Spoken 

Kabyle/Taqbaylit Between 3,000,000 and 5,000,000 

Safe / potentially vulnerable 

Kabylia (Governorates of Tizi 

Ouzou and Bejaïa, as well as parts 

of Boumerdes, Bouira, Bordj Bou 

Arreridj, Sétif, Jijel, Algiers, Oran, 

Tiaret, Ouargla) 

Chaouia / 

Tachawit 

Between 1,000,000 and 

3,000,000 

Safe / potentially vulnerable 

Aurès Mountains 

(Governorates of Batna, Khenchela, 

Biskra, Oum El Bouaghi, Tébessa, 

Souk Ahras, Setif and Mila) 

Tumzabt / 

Tamzabit 

Between 150,000-300,000 

Unsafe / endangered 

Mzab valley (Governorate of 

Ghardaïa) 

Tahaggart 

Tamahaq 

Around 130,000 

Unsafe / endangered 

Hoggar Mountains (Governorate 

of Tamanrassret) 

Chenoua / 

Tachenwit 

Around 70,000 

Unsafe / endangered 

Chenoua Mountains 

(Governorates of Ténès and Tipaza) 

Ouargli / 

Tegargrent 

Around 10,000-20,000 

Endangered 

Governorate of Ouargla 

Tugright / 

Tugurt 

Less than 10,000 

Endangered 

Oued Righ, Touggoourt 

(Governate of Ouargla) 

Tidikelt 

/Tagcurt 

10 to 99 

Definitely endangered 
 

Tit (Governorate of Adrar) 

 

Source: All data is from the UNESCO World Atlas of Languages,49 complemented with data fromEthnologue,50 and 

summarised by the author.  
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Although these are all varieties of what is usually identified as one single language, significant 

differences exist between them, particularly at the lexical level.51 The level of documentation of 

each of these varies significantly too, with implications on the availability of descriptive and 

pedagogical materials (grammars, teaching supports, etc.). The most documented variety is 

Taqbaylit (Kabyle), not simply because it has the highest number of speakers, but also for 

historical reasons mentioned above (being the centre of the Amazigh cultural movement and 

political revendications). Kabylia also has a high concentration of universities and researchers, 

and many Kabyle Imazighen in diaspora have been actively writing in their mother tongue and 

creating teaching materials. As a matter of fact, and due to these factors, only a couple of varieties 

are currently taught in Algerian schools, despite a series of measures employed for the rollout of 

Tamazight teaching.  

While the lack of written materials does not necessarily exclude the possibility of teaching and 

transmitting a language – African societies and Indigenous communities around the world have 

orally transmitted their languages for millennia often without having a writing system52 -if the 

language is to be integrated into the modern teaching system employed in most countries, then 

there is a general assumption that these materials constitute an important prerequisite for this 

integration.  

The role of the Algerian Academy for the Amazigh Language, mentioned in the previous 

section and which has yet to see the light,53 should then be, among other things, to collect the 

national corpus in all its linguistic varieties, meaning that they should collect all existing materials 

and invest in further documentation. Once this is achieved, they should plan to work on the 

standardisation of the Amazigh language, meaning that, by collecting all the national corpus, they 

would seek to develop one standard version of the language that can be used for official purposes, 

including its teaching. Although ‘[t]he academy is composed of about 50 qualified Berber experts 

with proven skills in the field of education, pedagogy and didactics, Berber linguistics, planning, 

anthropology, history, and computer science’,54 this process should ideally also happen in sincere 

consultation with Amazigh community representatives and experts, to promote community 

ownership of what will become the official version.  

Standardisation also means choosing a writing system. Tamazight has its own ancient alphabet, 

Tifinagh, which has been officially employed by Morocco since 2003, including in education. 

However, because of the lack of standardisation in Algeria, most people informally use the Latin 

script, with a smaller group using the Arabic alphabet, often resulting in ideological debates (Latin 

being associated with international languages and French colonisation, while Arabic being the 

language of Islam and also a symbol for the process of linguistic unification and Arabisation 

against diversity for many Imazighen).55 Regardless of the alphabet that will be adopted, it must 

be stressed that language planning is a long-term process. This would feel as entirely top-down if 

the efforts made so far by both civil society organisations and academic contributors to language 

planning were to be excluded.  
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The Rollout of Tamazight Teaching in Schools 

 

Specialised departments for Amazigh language and culture were set up in Algerian universities in 

the early 1990s, starting with the universities of Tizi Ouzou (1990) and Bejaïa (1991), both being 

situated in the Kabyle region. Similar departments were then created in Bouira (Kabylia) in 2010 

and in Batna (Aurès) in 2013 (after the officialization of the language).56  

In 1995-1996 experimental teaching was launched in some middle and high schools in sixteen 

governorates, immediately after the creation of the HCA and under its supervision. The last 

official report on the situation of Tamazight teaching in Algeria by the HCA, which dates back to 

2014, provides the following figures.57 Unfortunately, more recent official statistics are 

unavailable. 

 

Table 1: Number of Learners and Teachers of Tamazight in Algerian Schools 

From 1995 Until 2013 

 

School 

Year 

1995-

1996 

1998-

1999 

2001-

2002 

2004-

2005 

2007-2008 2009-2010 2012-2013 

Learners 37,690 55,730 68,995 94,047 139,293 193,226 234,690 

Teachers 233 184 217 387 670 1,148 1,654 

 

Source: Haut-Commissariat à l’Amazighité (2014). 

 

The governorate of Tizi Ouzou contributed by itself to an average of fifty per cent of the above 

figures. The most taught variety is by large Taqbaylit. This is due to this concentration in Tizi 

Ouzou in particular, and Kabylia more broadly; to the university departments’ training of teachers 

mostly in Kabylia; and the lack of standardisation mentioned above. 

 

Table 2: Number of Students per Tamazight Language Variety for  

Academic Year 2012-2013 

 

Language Variety Number of Students  Percentage 

Taqbaylit 208,676 88,92% 

Tachawit 24,965 10,64% 

Tamahaq 1,049 0,45% 

Tachenwit 0 0 

Tumzabt 0 0 

Total 234,690 100% 

 

Source: Haut-Commissariat à l’Amazighité (2014).58 
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Reports from the academic year 2015-2016 confirm that the increase in number of teachers is 

essentially concentrated in Tizi Ouzou, Bejaïa, Bouira and Batna, thus hinting that ‘this teaching 

only exists mainly in regions where the social demand is significant’.59 Therefore, the vast 

regional disparities in language teaching can be read either as a limitation or a reflection of 

community demands.  

According to all three interviewees (all adult Tamazight speakers, two men and one woman), 

the most significant limitation to implementing Tamazight teaching in schools is by far its 

facultative character. In fact, despite being an official and national language, according to a 2008 

law on national education still in place today,60 Tamazight teaching in schools remains optional 

(for schools to teach and students to study), unlike Arabic and French. This means that taking 

Tamazight classes does not contribute to students’ final results. An optional exam for the 

baccalaureate was established in 2003/2004.61 One of the interviewees affirmed: ‘Students are not 

interested in learning Tamazight because it’s optional; they already have too much content, and 

they don’t see the benefit of studying a language that is different from their variety. They prefer 

studying English or French.’62 This interviewee identified as Amazigh but still stated that she did 

not see the interest in teaching Tamazight in schools. Moreover, all interviewees, regardless of 

whether they advocate for language rights or not, agreed that students are not encouraged to take 

Tamazight classes because they need to focus on content that is contributing towards their final 

grades.  

Sources also report that, despite the introduction in 1995 of Tamazight teaching in schools, this 

was mostly a symbolic response to the socio-political demands, as teaching was instituted without 

standardisation and sufficient training materials.63 In 2001, Chaker observed that ‘the means put 

forth are for the moment very limited; so much the actions of the Berber associations, in terms of 

teaching and training, appear still much more significant than that of the HCA’.64 Pedagogical 

materials were developed only from 2003 and these were mostly based on the Kabyle variety, 

another factor that may explain the refusal of teachers in other regions to teach such materials.65  

Starting from 2010-2011, a new policy of generalisation of Tamazight teaching was put in 

place, which allowed for the introduction of the language in the primary schools of Tizi Ouzou.66 

Taqbaylit, Tachawit, and Tamahaq are currently taught in primary and secondary schools in the 

governorates where these varieties are spoken at an average of three hours per week.67 It is 

interesting to note that, despite having a good number of speakers, the teaching of Tumzabt seems 

to be non-existent (see Table 3) or very low (five teachers in Ghardaïa in 2016).68 While 

commenting on the facultative state of the Tamazight language teaching, the former President of 

the World Amazigh Congress stated: 

 

How can you say that you want to generalise a language if it is optional, if it is not 

compulsory? The term optional is disparaging and contemptuous. Twenty-five 

years after Amazigh language teaching began, this is still at the experimental and 

optional stage. Amazigh language teaching only survives thanks to activist teachers 
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and activist parents, but they are frowned upon by the administration and sometimes 

end up being tired. Kabylia is the region where Amazigh language teaching works 

best because it is populated by a large majority of Amazighs who are traditionally 

very attached to their language and culture.69 

 

Although the generalisation of Tamazight teaching nation-wide (i.e. introducing the language in 

every school of every governorate) was announced at the beginning of several academic years 

over the past decade, this has not yet happened in reality.70 One must also clarify that there are 

different levels of decision-making before the teaching is actually implemented on the ground. 

The official decision by the Minister of Education is but the first layer, followed by the Directors 

for Education at each provincial level, who are responsible for implementing the decision. Even 

when regional directors are in agreement, the next level would be for school principals to ensure 

that teaching actually happens in their institutions and to find qualified teachers. On this matter, 

one of the interviewees commented:  

 

Even when the Minister for Education announces the generalisation of the 

language, and even when the Directors for Education at the province level agree 

with it, I know there are teachers who go to work and find themselves with empty 

classes because of the discourse around it. Students think, what is the point of 

studying a subject that does not count towards our final results? It’s sad to put it 

this way, but I’m sure they would not attend Arabic classes either if they knew that 

class wouldn’t count towards their final results.71 

 

According to the interviewees, many decision-makers are opposed to Tamazight teaching because 

of the stigmatisation associated with speaking the language, which in turn also manifests in the 

refusal, of some parents, to have their children learn it in schools. Negative attitudes towards 

Indigenous languages are a common factor contributing to their endangerment.72 McCarty 

(referring to Hymes 1980, p.110) affirms that ‘[t]he latent function of schools is to define a certain 

proportion of people as inferior, even to convince them that they are so, and to do this on the 

seemingly neutral ground of language’.73 Moreover, English was recently introduced in Algerian 

schools as a compulsory subject.74 Although competing mostly with French as an international 

language, this further demonstrates how Tamazight, despite being an official and national 

language, remains the only optional language in the Algerian curriculum. 

In conclusion, several factors were identified for the slow rollout of Tamazight teaching in 

Algerian education: 1) the large regional disparities caused by stronger demands in Kabylia and 

other Amazigh-speaking areas alongside negative attitudes in other regions; 2) the still-valid 

optional character of the language teaching, which according to commentators shows a lack of 

political will to go beyond mere symbolism aimed at calming down community revendications; 

3) the non-establishment-yet of the Algerian Academy for the Amazigh Language; 4) the lack of 

standardisation and availability of pedagogical materials and teachers. Addressing these 
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shortcomings could attend to the inclusion of other language varieties and regions in the nation-

wide generalisation plan, thus fostering inclusion and countering stigma. However, the 

implementation of these steps would still take place in a political climate where Amazigh 

associations are not particularly welcome to operate. 

 

The Impact of Covid-19 and Amendments to the Penal Code   

 

It is undeniable that the Covid-19 pandemic has presented severe challenges to teaching 

arrangements all around the world. Needless to say, the impact was felt much stronger in countries 

with limited access to resources, especially technological resources and online connectivity, and 

even more so for marginalised communities.75 In Algeria, primary and secondary schools were 

closed from mid-March 2020 for more than seven months, while universities provided online 

teaching until December 2020. However, distance learning was undermined by poor internet 

connections and limited access to laptops and other equipment (65.5 per cent of 2,000 professors 

interviewed in 2020 for a study stated it was an issue).76 

When it comes to Tamazight teaching, the teaching was reduced from three to 1.5 hours per 

week. On this matter, one of the interviewees stated:  

 

It's true that most teaching hours for all subjects have been halved, but we need to 

look at how this reduction in teaching hours is actually reflected in the subjects 

taught. For example, if you divide a large amount of teaching time in half, you are 

left with a substantial number of hours, whereas if you divide a small amount of 

teaching time in half, you are left with very little. Subjects with a low hourly 

volume, such as Amazigh, are therefore much more affected. It often happens that 

these 'marginal' lessons are simply cancelled. This is not fair, and everything seems 

to be done in such a way as to suggest that teaching with a small timetable is not 

important.77  

 

Because of this reduction, and because Amazigh associations had been historically working on 

activities related to language teaching and cultural promotion, they tried to sustain their efforts in 

this direction. At the same time, the monitoring of Amazigh associations’ work by authorities 

seemed to increase during the management of the Covid-19 crisis.78 In this context, it is worth 

noting that two laws were swiftly passed in April 2020, seemingly taking advantage of the fact 

that the population’s focus was predominantly on the pandemic: a Law on Preventing and 

Combating Discrimination and Hate Speech, and a law amending the Penal Code. The former, 

while nominally promoting human rights, is considered very vague by many, ‘leaving the judge a 

margin of interpretation which allows them to repress under pressure in a judicial system that is 

considered far from being independent’.79 The latter has also been criticised by human rights 

commentators for the potential limitations on freedom of the press and NGO work, as it 

criminalises the broadcast of ‘fake news’ deemed harmful to ‘public order and state security’.80 
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Moreover, Article 2 of the amended code foresees up to seven years of prison and a fine for 

receiving funds from abroad with the objective of ‘carrying actions that could harm the security 

of the State, the stability of its institution, national unity and territorial integrity’. Although not 

making any direct reference to Imazighen, the World Amazigh Congress has raised concerns 

about this article being ‘very dangerous for the Amazighs because it can be used to prevent them 

from receiving contributions from their brothers living abroad (to support initiatives such as those 

to face the Covid-19 emergency), thus striking a blow against the lifestyle and spirit of solidarity 

that is part of their culture.’81  

This brief description implies that formal Tamazight teaching faced some challenges during 

the Covid-19 pandemic, as was the case for the general education sector. The shrinking civil 

society space and the monitoring of Amazigh associations also did not provide a favourable 

environment for it to thrive in the informal sector.   

 

Conclusions: Addressing Gaps in Education and Ensuring Participation  

 

In this article, we have seen how Tamazight has been recognised as a national and official 

language in Algeria after decades of advocacy from the Amazigh movement. Nevertheless, 

recognising an Indigenous language as official does not automatically translate into its inclusion 

in the school curriculum. This is very often the result of long-term community revendications, as 

well as language policy and planning in education that must be negotiated with decision-makers 

and language experts. On the one hand, practical considerations must be made, such as on the 

level of endangerment and documentation of a language, standardisation, availability of resources, 

teaching materials and qualified teachers, and geographical distribution of the Indigenous 

population across the country and/or in specific regions. On the other, it requires thinking carefully 

about the impact that colonisation, historical developments, and socio-political factors have had 

on that language - its perception, ideology, endangerment, (mis)representation - and its 

community of speakers, their claims and identity(ies).  

Moreover, there is often a general assumption that providing education in a language other than 

the majority one somehow precludes access to the latter; an assumption that has been proved 

unfounded by numerous studies from Southern and multilingual countries that show the benefits 

of bi/multilingual education.82 Negative attitudes towards Indigenous and minority languages are 

often at the basis of those misconceptions. As expressed by an interviewee, 

 

 It's important to teach the Amazigh language, but it's also important to teach 

everything connected with that language, such as the history of the Amazigh people 

in North Africa, their knowledge and all aspects of Amazigh culture. The Amazigh 

people and their attributes (language, culture, history) are both obscured and 

devalued. […] It is essential to teach history in a scientific manner, to combat 

negative prejudices and to make non-Amazigh people aware that the Amazigh 

language and culture are a rich resource.83 
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As this article mentioned, Algeria has been witnessing a general shrinking of civil society space. 

This has included reprisals against Amazigh activists, whether during the Hirak demonstrations, 

in response to the Covid-19 crisis, or simply for their advocacy for Amazigh rights. This is part 

of a broader historical space of demands, contestations, repressions, and concessions.  

The official recognition of Tamazight at a national level and its progressive inclusion in schools 

did come at a price. However, it is in place today, despite its limitations, and it is the result of 

Indigenous Amazigh advocacy and revendications that forced the Algerian state to negotiate with 

the Amazigh movement. Some commentators see these negotiations as a political strategy to limit 

further costs and a mere symbolic act that has often not been supported by any political will at the 

implementation level. This can be exemplified by the fact that Tamazight teaching is still optional 

three decades after its first introduction and despite the officialization of the language, as well as 

the continued non-establishment of the Algerian Academy for the Amazigh Language. Moreover, 

the roll-out of Tamazight teaching and most of its current resources, teachers, and students have 

historically been, and still are, concentrated in the Kabyle region. This does not come as a surprise 

if one situates it, on the one hand, against the backdrop of Kabylia being the epicentre of Amazigh 

revendications, and on the other, the dearth of language standardisation still in place today.  

In conclusion, this analysis indicates that the conditions for an equitable and effective rollout 

of Tamazight language policy in education are currently lacking, especially when assessed against 

the framework of Indigenous peoples’ right to education in their mother-tongue. From a legal 

perspective, some policies are in place but need to be strengthened by revising the 2008 law on 

national education to make the teaching of the Amazigh language compulsory and ensuring the 

creation of the Academy, with consequent sufficient funding allocation. From a socio-political 

perspective, the conditions seem to be even more limited, due to the repression of several Amazigh 

activists and the limitations faced by Amazigh associations to operate freely, including in terms 

of language education. Adopting a human rights-based approach to language planning is 

fundamental to achieving sustainable and resilient societies: state-sponsored measures need to be 

supported by genuine civil society participation, especially by representatives of concerned 

communities without whom the current gains would have not been achieved. 
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