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In Maghreb, struggle over Tamazight script endures
Lamine Ghanmi
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hildren in Libya’s Nafusa 
mountains in the weeks 
before the ouster of 
strongman Muammar 
Qaddafi started studying 

an almost unknown alphabet.
Their volunteer teachers had 

learned to read and write Tamazight 
from the internet as Qaddafi’s 
crackdown on Amazigh dissidents 
limited access to books and other 
learning material on the language.

The Nafusa mountains, 750 
metres above sea level, are the 
Amazigh’s main stronghold where 
their ancient language survived 
through waves of culture and civi-
lisation cycles across the Maghreb.

The coastal Zuwara area, 60km 
from the Tunisian border, is anoth-
er enclave of the Libyan Amazigh, 
who number about 600,000, which 
is approximately 10% of the coun-
try’s population.

Amazigh are native inhabitants 
of North Africa, with an estimated 
population totalling about 25 mil-
lion extending from Morocco’s At-
lantic coast to the west bank of the 
Nile in Egypt. The Touaregs of the 
Sahara desert share the same an-
cient tongue.

Students in Nafusa’s Tamazight 
classrooms sing: “Nanna a Nan-
na, sekker asif n zalla, asif n zalla 

yeshur s yimtekan d wzemmur“. 
That translates in English: “My 
grandmother, my grandmother, 
you wake the valley of Zalla, the 
valley of Zalla filled with figs and 
olives.”

It suggests that Libyan Amazigh’s 
language was based on Latin while 
their brethren in Morocco officially 

opted for the Tifinagh alphabet to 
underline that Tamazight is the ex-
pression of an independent culture 
and ancient civilisation.

The Moroccan option is based 
upon findings of linguistic special-
ists who say owning and mastering 
a written language are the main cri-
teria for the foundation of a civili-

sation.
Islamists had been locked in a 

tug-of-war with secularists and 
Amazigh activists about the choice 
of the alphabets, with Islamists 
claiming Arabic, as the language of 
Quran, is the obvious option and 
secularists mostly embracing Latin 
as a way of modernisation.

For anti-Islamists, bringing 
Amazigh symbols from oblivion is 
a way to belittle fundamentalist Is-
lamist view of the world that slams 
pre-Islamic era as jahiliya — a pe-
riod of darkness of ignorance and 
heresy.

Morocco’s reform-minded King 
Mohammed VI, whose mother is 
Amazigh, sided with the group in 
2007 in a broad strategy to erect 
hurdles to Islamist expansion.

In Algeria, where the Amazigh 
language (Tamazight) was recog-
nised in January as an official lan-
guage, along with Arabic, in the re-
vised constitution, there has been 
no decision on the selection of al-
phabet amid fierce debate between 
secularists and Islamists backed by 
conservative Arabists.

Governments in Rabat and Al-
giers had feared language plural-
ism as threat to national unity as 
authorities struggled to rebuild the 
countries after independence.

In 1968, the Algerian government 
decreed that all civil positions use 
the Arabic language.

 The government ruled in 1990 
that Arabic is the only language to 

be used in institutions and public 
service.

In 1997, the government passed 
legislation prohibiting officials 
from speaking any language other 
than Arabic publicly. Laws imposed 
a fine on officials who prepared of-
ficial documents in any other lan-
guage than Arabic.

“It is better to foster pluralism 
of the alphabet in the writing of 
Amazigh to avoid tensions and ri-
gidity about language and culture 
identities and strengthen the pil-
lars of a state of democracy and cit-
izenship,” said Abderrazak Douray, 
the head of the Algerian National 
Centre of Pedagogy and Amazigh 
Language Teaching.

Amazigh comprises variations 
across the Maghreb and its Sahara 
periphery. These include dialects 
in the Kabilye region in northern 
Algeria, Mzab in the southern Mzab 
valley, Chaoui in the eastern moun-
tainous areas, Chleu and Chnoui in 
Morocco’s Atlas areas, Rifia in the 
Moroccan northern Rif regions and 
Touareg in the Sahara of southern 
Algeria and Libya and in Niger, Mali 
and Mauritania.

Amazigh are native 
inhabitants of North 
Africa, with an 
estimated population 
totalling about 25 
million.

A 2012 file picture shows Amazigh demonstrators flashing the 
three-finger Amazigh symbol, which stands for land (akal) 
language (awal) and man (afgan), in Casablanca, Morocco.

Sarraj struggles to gain traction in Tripoli
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ibya’s UN-backed govern-
ment has rallied support 
of the main militias and 
tribes in western Libya, 
drawing enough momen-

tum to silence the guns of his  ri-
vals in Tripoli.

The value of the Libyan curren-
cy on the black market strength-
ened from 4 dinars to 2.74 dinars 
to the US dollar in one day after 
Prime Minister-designate Faiez al-
Sarraj and the Presidency Council 
reached Tripoli abroad a Libyan 
Navy ship on March 30th.

Threats by rivals in Tripoli to jail 
Sarraj and his aides as “infiltra-
tors” evaporated and Presidential 
Council members sipped coffee at 
a café on Tripoli’s Algeria Street 
while Sarraj hugged and shook 
hands with Libyans as he walked 
in Martyrs’ Square nearby.

According to a senior diplomat 
from a Maghreb country, reports 
by Libyan military and intelligence 
officials indicated that backing for 
Sarraj’s government was broaden-
ing even though he was working 
out of a naval base on the edge of 
the city.

He noted that the militia tasked 
with protecting the Tripoli-based, 
self-proclaimed National Salvation 
government headed by Khalifa 
Ghwell shifted loyalty to Sarraj. 
Ghwell had displayed strong op-
position to any transfer of power, 
threatening to close the capital’s 
airspace.

In a statement posted after Sar-
raj’s arrival, the National Salva-
tion government struck a milder 
tone, saying any opposition would 
be “by peaceful and legal means 

without use of force or incitement 
to violence”.

“We will not cling to power,” the 
statement said. “We demand that 
the revolutionaries, civil society 
and the senior clerics be given the 
opportunity to take the necessary 
decisions to avoid bloodshed and 
find a solution to the Libyan crisis.”

“The brigade could have handily 
arrested Ghwell but they did not 
want escalation,” said the uniden-
tified diplomat.

However, on March 6th Ghwell 
ordered his ministers not to step 
down citing “requirements of pub-
lic interest “. 

A statement by his government 
announced a day earlier that Gh-
well was resigning to spare Libyan 
lives and prevent further upheav-
al. No official explanation for the 
U-turn was immediately available 
but Libya’s politics have been buf-
feted by abrupt changes because 
of ideological and regional divi-
sions fanned by outside influenc-
es.

The European Union has frozen 
assets and imposed travel bans on 
Ghwell and the heads of the par-
liaments in Tripoli and the east, 
citing their role in obstructing the 
unity government.

“I guess I should start by com-
mending you on entering Tripoli as 
peacefully as possible. In a coun-
try where any political move can 
set off a chain reaction of violence 
acts, this is a promising achieve-
ment,” Nada Abdulgader, an ar-
chitect from Benghazi, wrote in an 
open letter to Sarraj.

Hussein Dawwadi, head of Sa-
bratha municipality, one of the 
radical Islamists’ strongholds, 
said: “The situation of the country 
is very bad. The cost of living is be-
coming very expensive and there 
is no cash in the banks.

“We see that it is time to back 
Sarraj’s government.”

Sabratha is one of ten western 
Libyan towns that expressed sup-
port for Sarraj.

Libya has missed out on more 
than $68 billion in potential oil rev-
enues since 2013 amid the power 
struggle that brought the oil indus-
try to near collapse.

Mohamed el-Qorchi, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund’s mission 
chief for Libya, said the country 
posted a fiscal deficit in 2015 of 

54% of gross domestic product — 
“one of the highest in the world”.

“The groundswell of popular 
anger and desperation has caused 
militias and political groups to lose 
support in the street. They have 
become in the eyes of the popula-
tion the symbols of the country’s 
problems. People cannot take it 
anymore,” said Ismail Alghwol 
Alsharif, a member of the interna-
tionally recognised House of Rep-
resentatives.

Dialogue over months among 
the various factions helped isolate 
radical politicians and warlords. 

Lobbying governments in North 
Africa and the Middle East helped 
cement support for Sarraj’s govern-
ment and deterred radicals from 
stepping outside their boundaries 
in western Libya.

The security team of Sarraj pre-
pared the ground to silence armed 
opposition as they have good re-
lations with militias and factions 

within Tripoli government,” Alsha-
rif said.

Libyan political sources and dip-
lomats in the Maghreb said all Arab 
states pulled in the same direction 
to back Sarraj by playing their in-
fluence with Libyan factions in 
western Libya, either out of fear of 
Islamic State (ISIS) expansion or to 
accommodate Western powers for 
whom Sarraj’s government is the 
only alternative to Libya’s chaos.

But analysts said a scrutiny of 
the quality of political support Sar-
raj is enjoying showed the country 
is still divided, with most of the 
backing coming from moderate Is-
lamists while extremists, such as 
Ansar al-Sharia, were watching for 
a change in the winds.

“If you put together the boycott 
of Sarraj’s government by Zintane’s 
region representative (Said) Las-
soued and representative of the 
eastern region (Ali Faraj) al Qat-
rani you get that Sarraj is backed 
by moderate Islamists factions 
from Fajr (Dawn) Libya in Misrata 
and Tripoli,” said Libyan analyst 
Ezzedine Aguil.

He and other analysts said that 
many are backing Sarraj out of fear 
of ISIS in Libya but there are diver-
gent views among neihgbouring 

Arab states about Sarraj.
“Egypt backs General [Khalifa] 

Haftar as they consider Islamists 
a threat to the state stability,” said 
Aguil, who argues that Algeria and 
other neighbouring states differ-
entiate between Islamist factions 
and would like to focus on more 
extreme groups, such as ISIS and 
al-Qaeda.

Haftar and his political backers, 
including Aguila Saleh Issa, the 
speaker of the House of Represent-
atives, have voiced opposition to 
Sarraj’s government. They brand-
ed it as illegitimate.

A source close to Sarraj fell short 
of blaming Cairo’s government 
saying: “Egypt’s Foreign Minis-
try backs Sarraj’s government but 
Egypt’s Mukhabarat (intelligence 
services) are taking a different path 
in eastern Libya.”

“The groundswell of 
popular anger and 
desperation has 
caused militias and 
political groups to 
lose support in the 
street.”

Ismail Alghwol Alsharif,
An HoR member

Libya’s UN-backed 
government has 
rallied support of the 
main militias and 
tribes in western 
Libya.
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