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Special Focus State of the Arabic Language

Cairo

T 

he “Arab spring” events, 
affinity with Islamic cul-
ture and the desire to 
seek employment oppor-
tunities in Arab countries 

are reasons there is a rising interest 
in Arabic, especially in Europe and 
the United States.

Sayed Ramadan, a language spe-
cialist in his early 40s, has been 
teaching Arabic to foreigners since 
1997 when he and friends founded 
the Arab Academy, one of several 
centres teaching Arabic in Cairo.

“Interest in Arabic has never 
been higher,” Ramadan said.

It is hard to gauge exactly how 
many people travel to Egypt to 
learn Arabic because the bulk of 
learners attend privately owned 
centres.

The chance to learn Arabic had 
been sought by a large number of 
people in many parts of the world 
— from South Korea, where univer-
sities have Arabic language depart-
ments, to the United States, where 
a sizeable portion of foreign lan-
guage students opt for Arabic.

The “Arab spring” increased 

interest in the language as de-
velopments in Arab states made 
headlines in Western newspapers. 
Increased interest in Arabic in the 
United States started even before 
that, with the 9/11 attacks focusing 
many Americans’ attention on the 
Arab-speaking world.

Karin Nemri, an American learn-
er of Arabic, said studying the lan-
guage was an intuitive decision 
based on knowing that it would be 
beneficial in the future.

“Recent developments in the 
Arab region have contributed to 
motivating me to continue moving 
forward in my studies,” said Nemri, 
60.

The same developments moti-
vated Helena Salame, an Ameri-
can born in London, to study the 
language. She said her impetus for 
studying Arabic was spiritual and 
personal.

“Recent political developments 
combined with the ugly campaign 
rhetoric in the US and utter dismay 

at the scope of human suffering 
during the refugee crisis undoubt-
edly encouraged me to persevere in 
my studies,” Salame said. “Having 
had the exceptional opportunity of 
spending close to a year in Egypt 
many years ago, I know very well 
that, as humans, we have way more 
in common with each other.”

Some of the students live in 
Egypt already and seek to learn 
Arabic to communicate with locals.

Kriszta Veres, a 43-old Hungar-
ian who has lived in Cairo for some 
time, said: “I need Arabic to com-
municate with people more effec-
tively. Nevertheless, it is not easy 
to learn, especially the grammar, 
which seems totally illogical to 
me.”

Ahmed Samir, an Arabic lan-
guage specialist, said he has seen 
the difficulties foreigners have 
while learning Arabic. Before he 
starts teaching, Samir suggests stu-
dents familiarise their ears with the 
language.

“Listening is a very important 
initial step for learning,” Samir 
said. “When the learners’ ears are 
accustomed to Arabic sounds, this 
makes learning easy.”

The interest in Arabic has largely 
been from Europe and the United 
States, according to Ramadan, 

although “a large number of the 
learners also come from Asia and 
Latin America”.

US and UK students are often 
more ready to learn, according to 
Samir, because some of them may 
have been in contact with Arabs in 
their countries. Students from Lat-
in America are far from the Arab re-
gion, which can steepen the learn-
ing curve, Samir adds.

Ramadan attributes this desire to 
learn Arabic to economic and busi-
ness reasons.

“These learners know that the 
language can give them good ac-
cess to the Arab market,” Rama-
dan said. “They can find jobs or do 
business in Arab countries if they 
learn the language.”

Even with this, Ramadan has 
seen Egypt lose its edge as an im-
portant centre for language learn-
ing.

Cairo used to compete with Bei-

rut, Damascus, Baghdad and Rabat 
for foreign learners. With Baghdad 
and Damascus out of the equation 
because of the ongoing turmoil, 
Beirut and Rabat receive most of 
the learners because Cairo contin-
ues to suffer from the aftermath of 
its 2011 popular uprising.

“We lose a large number of learn-
ers because of political conditions 
here,” Ramadan said. “I try to con-
vince people to come and learn but 
it takes more than just my assur-
ances for these people to come.”

He and his colleagues try to 
make up for the decline in student 
numbers by creating an interactive 
website through which they teach 
Arabic to people still in their home 
countries.

The website features language 
tips and lectures delivered by 
skilled instructors.

“I am sure once the current polit-
ical situation settles down, learners 
will come here in large numbers,” 
Ramadan said. “Compared with 
other places, Egypt is the most ide-
al place for learning Arabic, given 
that its people speak the language 
and that its dialect is well-known 
everywhere in the Arab world.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

New York

S 

ome Americans are fear-
ful of Arabic. Airline pas-
sengers have raised alarms 
upon hearing the language 
spoken. Anxious parents 

have rallied outside schools that 
teach Arabic to youngsters, even 
if it is just showing examples of its 
calligraphic script.

It is surprising, then, that Ara-
bic has made remarkable gains in 
the United States in recent years. 
Students, would-be diplomats and 
budding entrepreneurs have joined 
a growing number of Americans 
who speak or are studying the Mid-
dle East’s major language.

“Some Americans study Arabic to 
get jobs in business and diplomacy 
but many just want to learn about 
a unique culture,” said Mahmoud 
al-Batal, a Lebanese-American pro-
fessor of Arabic at the University of 
Texas at Austin.

“They are not dissuaded by me-
dia outlets that tend to only report 
on the latest car bomb blasts in 
Middle Eastern cities. They want 
to learn about and understand the 
Arabic culture and its language for 
themselves.”

According to the Modern Lan-
guage Association, whose mem-
bership includes foreign language 
professors and scholars, the num-
ber of US college students enrolled 
in Arabic courses tripled to more 
than 32,000 from 2002-13. Analysts 
point to an interest in the Middle 
East following the 9/11 attacks.

The next growth area for Arabic is 
among younger learners, with doz-

ens of school programmes in large 
US cities and rural areas, Batal said. 
Arabic teachers, many of whom 
were trained thanks to government 
funds made available after 9/11, are 
trickling into classrooms.

At Mary White Ovington School 
in New York, Arabic teachers ex-
plain the 28-letter cursive alphabet 
to children from a mixed commu-

nity of Arab-Americans, Asians, La-
tinos and white families.

They aim for truly bilingual stu-
dents by teaching the immersion 
method: Each class is split evenly 
between pupils who speak Arabic 
at home and those who use English, 
Spanish or another language. Half 
the curriculum is taught in Arabic 
and half in English.

Merilla Deeb, a Lebanese-Amer-
ican teacher, said the school steers 
clear of controversy to avert pro-
tests that hamper Arabic teaching 
elsewhere. “There’s no politics, 
no religion in our classrooms,” she 
said.

Arabic teachers can have a hard 
time. An entire Virginia school dis-
trict was closed in December after a 
backlash against a lesson in which 
students were asked to write the 
Shahada, the Muslim oath of faith, 
in Arabic calligraphy.

When the Khalil Gibran Interna-
tional Academy opened in New York 
in 2007 with plans to teach Arabic, 
demonstrators decried the “Mad-
rassa in Brooklyn”. The school has 
struggled to entice enough teachers 
and Arab-American students.

An upstate New York school re-
ceived complaints in 2015 after a 
student recited the US Pledge of Al-
legiance in Arabic. In August, locals 
rallied outside an Arabic immersion 
magnet school in Texas, denounc-
ing Islam and the 9/11 attacks.

Protesters also blasted the Qatar 
Foundation International (QFI), a 
government-backed charity that 
spends $2 million-$5 million a year 
on Arabic classes in US schools, 
including those in Texas and Bay 
Ridge.

“Our programmes have faced 
some criticism but typically from 
conservative right-wing bloggers 
who object as soon as they hear the 
word Arabic,” said QFI spokeswom-
an Sara al-Hemaidi.

“One of our goals is to make the 
teaching of Arabic and Arab culture 
more mainstream and to tackle the 
kind of stereotypes and misrep-
resentations that are all too com-
mon.”

Less than 1% of students study 
Arabic at America’s 33 million el-
ementary schools but the number 
has grown rapidly in the past 15 
years and scores of new courses 
were launched from 2006-11, ac-
cording to a QFI study.

Growth is happening elsewhere. 
Census data reveal Arabic as the 
fastest-growing language in the 
United States overall, with 29% 
growth from 2010 to 2014. There 
are 1.1 million Arabic speakers in a 
country of 323 million people.

These numbers may be incom-
plete, because census researchers 
count few undocumented Hispan-
ics, so Spanish could be underre-
ported. Nevertheless, Arabic has 
made impressive gains despite 
widely reported hostility towards 
Islam, the Middle East and its peo-
ple.

This trend may be short-lived, 
however. Students flocked to Rus-
sian classes during the Cold War 
and studied Japanese during the 
1980s boom. Both languages have 
since become less popular with 
American students. Arabic learning 
may similarly slow as the strategic 
value of the Middle East and its hy-
drocarbon reserves diminishes.

James Reinl is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in New York.
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Foreign students attending lectures at the Arab Academy in downtown Cairo.

“Learners know that 
the language can 
give them good 
access to the Arab 
market.”

Arabic is the 
fastest-growing 
language in the 
United States 
overall, with 29% 
growth from 2010
to 2014.

Some of the students 
live in Egypt already 
and seek to learn 
Arabic to 
communicate with 
locals.

New York’s Mary White Ovington School offers an Arabic 
immersion programme beginning in kindergarten.
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