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TEXT

Introduction

1 “I learned Arabic in Libya”, a young Gambian man who had recently
arrived in France told me in 2015, four years before I embarked on
this research. At the time, this statement challenged my perception of
the migratory movement between Sub-Saharan Africa and Europe. It
was influenced by Eurocentric media narratives that portrayed Libya
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solely as a horrific gateway to Europe, discarding the complexity of
migratory motives and trajectories. However, many social scientists
have emphasized the nonlinearity of these irregular mobilities,
describing them as “stepwise migrations” (Bredeloup and Pliez 2005;
Schapendonk 2007). Individuals often undertake long and complic-
ated journeys guided by projects rather than predefined destinations.
Their plans and strategies regularly mutate in response to the
obstacles and opportunities they may encounter. Whether their
primary destination is North Africa or Europe, migrants heading
north often stay in Maghreb countries, sometimes for years.

2 The linguistic dimensions of these migratory movements have
received limited attention in studies exploring their motivations,
methods, and impacts. However, these mobilities involve multiple
linguistic adaptations as each stage of the journey is characterized by
distinct sociolinguistic settings. The multifaceted interactions give
rise to new communicative practices, including Arabic practices, a
perfect illustration of the non-linearity of migratory journey. In this
paper, I argue that studying the diverse emerging practices of Arabic
provides valuable insights into the sociolinguistic dynamics of
transnational mobility networks. In addition, it allows to outline
personal, social, and geographical trajectories as well as the lived
experiences of individuals engaged in these movements.

3 This paper presents and discusses a narrative language biography
that describes an elaboration of a practice of Arabic along transcon-
tinental trajectory, first in Libya then in Europe, through encounters
with Arabic speakers from different origins and heterogeneous
language practices. The speakers’ narrative and language uses will be
examined using the analytical tool of repertoire, which allows to
correlate language practice with individual life trajectories across
geographical and social topographies (Blommaert 2008), with the
linguistic resources available in particular spaces (Pennycook and
Otsuji 2014), with language ideologies, and with the lived experiences
of language (Busch 2015).

4 In order to situate the narrative in a larger context, the first part
builds on the existing literature on migration in Libya to identify
macro-geopolitical elements that have shaped and reconfigured the
migration landscape in Libya and the settings in which migrants
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come into contact with Arabic. I will then discuss motives for
acquiring new language uses in response to power dynamics and
social environments. In the second part, I share and comment on
excerpts from the narrator’s linguistic biography, before analyzing
the repertoires employed during the narration. The last section
focuses on the speaker’s discourse on Arabic and its varieties that
allows to better apprehend his lived experience of the language.
Finally, I summarize the main arguments and discuss this language
elaboration in relation to sociolinguistic settings as well as to the
speaker’s projects, struggles, and strategies. I argue that the speaker
has developed a unique language use, and that his repertoire and
representations of Arabic reflect his personal trajectory in transna-
tional settings, as well as his feelings of social affiliation and non-
affiliation.

Theoretical framework

5 The narratives of trajectories and language use are approached
through the framework of the sociolinguistics of mobility, which
focuses on “language-in-motion” (Blommaert 2010, p. 21). This frame-
work provides pertinent concepts to grasp the sociolinguistic
complexity of a culturally globalized world in which language prac-
tices are transformed by the mobility of both speakers and linguistic
resources. Rather than thinking of language in relation to stable
geographical locations, this framework aims to insert language “in a
spectrum of human action which is not defined purely in relation to
temporal and spatial location, but in terms of temporal and spatial
trajectories” (Blommaert 2010, p. 37).

6 The literature on the sociolinguistics of mobility builds on a critical
poststructuralist understanding of language and linguistic boundaries
that challenges a perception of languages as static, delimited, and
separate entities (Silverstein 1979; Pennycook and Makoni 2007,
Irvine and Gal 2000). Like other poststructuralist approaches to
language (e.g., translanguaging), this framework shifts away from
language as system and acknowledges the hybridity and the fluidity
of linguistic practices. The literature employs thus the notion of
‘repertoire” as an alternative to languages as bounded entities
(Busch 2012). The repertoire was first defined by Gumperz as “The
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totality of linguistic resources [...] available to members of particular
communities” (Gumperz 1972, p. 20-21 in Blommaert and Backus 2011).
Several scholars revised the notion to propose alternatives to the
“speech communities”, the point of departure in the original concept,
as it has been defied by “phenomena such as increased mobility,
migration or participation in transnational networks of communica-
tion” (Busch 2015, p. 3). Blommaert reconceptualizes the repertoire as
related to “individual life trajectory” (Blommaert 2008). Pennycook
and Otsuji use the term “spatial repertoire” to consider the available
language resources in a particular space (Pennycook and Otsuji 2014).
Hence, the repertoire, linked to spaces and trajectories:

dispenses with a priori assumptions about the links between origins,
upbringing, proficiency, and types of language, and it refers to
individuals’ very variable (and often rather fragmentary) grasp of a
plurality of differentially shared styles, registers, and genres, which
are picked up (and maybe then partially forgotten) within
biographical trajectories that develop in actual histories

and topographies (Blommaert and Rampton 2011, p. 5).

7 Busch expands the concept of repertoire to include two further
dimensions: the first is “language ideologies,” because “personal atti-
tudes to language are largely determined by the value ascribed to a
language or language variety in a particular social space” (Busch 2015,
p- 9). The second is “the lived experience of language” consid-
ering that:

the emotionally charged experience of outstanding or repeated
situations of interaction with others [...] keeps alive the process of
inscribing language experience into body memory, or more
specifically into the linguistic repertoire, whether a specific
experience is charged with feelings of wellbeing or of discomfort
(Ibid., p. 11).

8 To explore these two dimensions, she proposes complementing the
spatial approaches to repertoire from an observer’s perspective with
“a first-person perspective based on biographical narratives” (Ibid.,
p. 6). The language biographical approach recognizes “the heterogen-
eity and the singularity expressed in the individual stories”
(Busch 2016, p. 2). At the same time, its main interest is not in the
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uniqueness of a story, but “what its apparent singularity can reveal
about specific dimensions of language practices and ideologies that
are neglected when taking an assumed ‘average’ speaker as repres-
entative for a certain group” (Ibid., p. 9). This study follows Brigitta
Busch’s methodological approach to language narrative biographies
and also takes into account the recommendations of other scholars
who study narratives related to migration.

These scholars emphasize the need to consider the micro-context
and interactional properties of the narratives in addition to the
macro-sociopolitical context (Pavlenko 2007; Canut 2021; De Fina and
Tseng 2017). De Fina and Tseng argue that narratives collected in
interviews are representations of language practices, and that these
practices can be better observed through ethnography. However, in
contexts where ethnography is unfeasible (as is the case in this
research), they insist on the importance of analyzing these represent-
ations in detail and with attention to “the social and linguistic context
of utterance” (Ibid., p. 391).

To my knowledge, no published study in the framework of language
and mobility examines the effects of migrations and contacts on
Arabic uses from a transnational perspective. This is despite the
significant flows of people to and from predominantly Arabic-
speaking regions, as well as the increased interactions between
speakers of different varieties of Arabic in the diaspora and through
digital communication channels. It is necessary to note here that the
term “Arabic” does not refer to a homogeneous language, but rather
to a linguistic continuum that encompasses diverse standard and
non-standard, written, and oral varieties, variables, registers, and
styles. One of the aims of this study is precisely to highlight (and
celebrate) this heterogeneity.

Methods of data collection
and presentation

The first part of this paper is based on data that was collected, as part
of an ongoing doctoral research, in three European localities:
Palermo (June - September 2019), Paris (October 2019 -
February 2020), and Marseille (February 2021 - March 2022). All the
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participants in this research were in Libya after 2011 and reported
learning and using Arabic there. They come from different states in
the West African region, but they have undertaken similar traject-
ories, experienced the same migratory policies, and have moved in
related networks. This is not an attempt to ignore individual social
and linguistic backgrounds; they will be highlighted in the analysis
that adopts a biographical approach.

I collected narratives about migration trajectories and language prac-
tices through semi-structured qualitative interviews (18 in total, of
which 10 have been transcribed and analyzed so far). The interviews
ranged from 30 minutes to 3 hours. They focused on individual
trajectories, forms of socialization and interaction, and language
practices in the localities crossed. I cover these topics with open-
ended questions, but often ask more direct follow-up questions
related to the speakers’ perceptions of the languages they mention.

Besides interviews, observations and informal exchanges took place
during my intermittent work as an Arabic-French-English interpreter
over a period of six years, in formal and informal hosting structures
for newcomers in France. Encounters with participants in Paris were
facilitated by social workers at an associative reception center. In
Sicily and Marseille, due to the different political and administrative
functioning of the reception centers there, I relied on informal
encounters and personal relationships to meet interviewees.

The second part of the paper is an in-depth analyze of one narrative
collected in Marseille. I met Abdelhakk! through a common Sudanese
friend. We discussed the research theme before the interview, which
took place two weeks later in my apartment. The setting was there-
fore informal. We recorded twice in the same day. The total length of
the recordings is 94 minutes.

The profile of the researcher influences the contact with the parti-
cipants and the research results. Being a migrant from Syria myself
seemed to facilitate contacts and create a sense of complicity with
the participants. For example, when talking about conflict, irregular
border crossings, and being a foreigner, some openly referred to the
Syrian war and migration. In their narratives, many participants high-
lighted their encounters with Syrians along their journeys. Further-
more, [ am identified as an Arabic speaker, which obviously influences
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the discourse about Arabic and Arabic speakers. On the linguistic
level, I used Arabic as the main medium of communication, employing
mixed repertoires mainly from Levantine and standard Arabic, and to
a lesser extent from North African vernaculars (which I developed in
France). I took care to avoid terms that are highly restricted to a
certain variety and to adapt my repertoires to the interlocutor. I also
used English, French, and Italian when my interlocutors took
the initiative.

Contexts of language elaboration

Geopolitical elements shaping Libya’s
migratory landscape

Libya has historically been part of a dynamic Saharan space charac-
terized by the movement of people (Pliez 2006). Since the 1960s,
however, the country has become particularly attractive to interna-
tional immigrants, as oil exploitation has fueled rapid economic
growth (Jacques, Romdhani and Prestianni 2012). The regime of
Muammar Gaddafi (1979-2011) promoted immigration to Libya from
countries in the Sahel (Bredeloup and Pliez 2011). Work immigrants
were joined by political and climate refugees, as well as displaced
populations from neighboring regions. Gradually, Libya became a
composite migratory zone of seasonal workers, refugees, transit
migrants, and immigrants mainly from  African and
Levantine countries.

The North African migratory landscape has been reshaped by the
EU’s exclusionary migration policies. Since the early 2000s, EU
strategies to externalize its border control have been implemented
through multilateral (EU-North African states) and bilateral (e.g.,
Italy-Libya) agreements to combat the so-called “illegal migration”?.
As a result, access to North African countries has become increas-

ingly difficult and living conditions for migrants have deteriorated.

The uprising against the Gaddafi regime in 2011 and the armed
conflict forced some 800,000 migrants to flee, according to the
International Organization for Migration (Libya’s total population at
the time was 6.2 million). More migrants soon arrived. Because of the
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civil war and the chaos that followed, Libya’s borders became less
controlled by the state, while the influence and power of interna-
tional trafficking networks increased (Morone and Favier 2020).
Border crossing became easier, but once inside Libyan territory,
migrants were often victims of arrest, torture, deportation, and traf-
ficking (Jacques, Romdhani and Prestianni 2012). Crimes are
committed likewise in the traffickers’ warehouses or in the detention
centers for “Combating Illegal Immigration”. It should be noted that
those centers were built under Gaddafi with Italian funds, and oper-
ated later by militias that receive European financial support as part
of the politics of border control externalization (Ibid.).

Despite the war and the high risks, the country maintains a strong
economy and relies heavily on migrant workers in the service sector.
As a result, it continues to attract migrants of different profiles and
projects, whether their primary intention is to stay in Libya or to
transit through it, also because of the obstacles to going elsewhere.
According to the IOM, at least 625,638 migrants from 44 countries
were living in Libya in 2020 (International Organization for Migration
2020), which is about 10% of the population. However, the number of
migrants is often underestimated due to the irregularity of entry and
stay. Migrants with different profiles and origins gather in both
national and transnational groups, often in specific districts of
Libyan cities.

Descriptions of sociolinguistic settings
in Libya and contexts of contact
with Arabic

The narratives collected for this study portray Libyans as monolin-
gual Arabic speakers and Arabic as the dominant medium of interac-
tion in Libya. The data do not mention the possibility of using other
languages with individuals who hold economic, political, and social
power. Participants describe an informal labor market where the
ability to communicate in Arabic is a prerequisite for access. This is
highlighted as the main motivation for learning the basics of this
language, and they emphasize that communication in the work envir-
onment is predominantly in Arabic. Interestingly, in some interviews
conducted mainly in English or French, participants showed a tend-
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ency to use Arabic terms when describing their work-related activ-
ities in Libya.

Among the motivations for learning basic Arabic, access to work is
not the only factor directly related to power structures and hier-
archies in Libya. Some openly identify the ability to understand
Arabic as a means of gaining protection and power in a hostile envir-
onment. Yet, it is important to consider other social aspects and
dynamics. Many participants mention the acquisition of Arabic or
other languages such as French, Bambara, or Wolof in Libya through
interactions with other migrants, colleagues, co-residents, and
friends. This phenomenon underscores the sociolinguistic diversity
of transnational mobility networks highlighted in the narratives. As in
the following excerpt from Abdelhakk’s narrative:

ya‘ni libya aslan ya‘ni zayy (.) 3 ma (1.5) zayy hosh kebir (.) issa entum
fil-tabeq ar-rabe‘ sah? (.) f1 talga ya‘ni tabeq el-awwal f1 nas (.) tabeq
et-tani f1 nas (.) talet wa rabe‘(.) ya‘ni ajnas yekhtelef ya‘n (2) fi marrat
masriyin fi talga tawansa (.) wa marrat talga sudaniyin wu tshadiyin
wu nijer (.) ya‘ni yekhtelefu kida (.) Fa ’ana sakanta kan f1 masriyin wu
tawansa wii senegalyin wii tshadin wii siidanyin (.) kida ya‘ni*

I mean Libya in the first place is like (.) not (1.5) like in a big house (.)
you are on the fourth floor right? (.) you find some people on the first
floor (.) people on the second floor (.) on the third and the fourth (.)
Different kinds of people I mean (2) sometimes Egyptians (.) you find
Tunisians (.) Sometimes you find Sudanese (.) Chadians (.) and Niger
(.) I mean they differ like that (.) For me where I lived there were
Egyptians, Tunisians, Senegalese, Chadians, and Sudanese (.) like that
[ mean

Abdelhakk - Recording 2 - Min 5

Arabic is also a language spoken by other migrants. The term “Arabic,’
in the participants’ narratives, is not used only to refer to local vari-
eties in Libya. Just as Abdelhakk, many mention encounters and daily
interactions with Arabic-speaking migrants from different countries,
in workplaces, shared housing, and even in prisons. For instance, the
descriptions of the social environment in the prisons of “Direction for
Combating Illegal Migration” underline the presence of other “Arabs”
(e.g. Egyptians, Moroccans and Sudanese) that undergo the same



Developing one’s own language: a narrative of Arabic acquisition during mobility from West Africa to
Europe via Libya

23

24

25

26

repressive policy. They share the status of irregular migrants. Arabic
speakers thus are placed on different levels of the social hierarchy
in Libya.

The elaboration of Arabic use in North Africa is influenced by macro
geopolitical factors, global and local power structures as well as
migratory projects, strategies, and activities. For those who choose to
stay and work in Libya, acquiring communicative basics of the
language may be motivated by the need to generate income and
navigate the local social dynamics and hierarchies. Other social
factors come into play as Arabic can serve as a communicative
medium with Arabic-speaking migrants. Thus, the relationship to the
language and its varieties becomes more complex, as it can be both a
language of the dominant and the dominated.

Furthermore, according to both narratives and to observations, the
use of Arabic is not limited to predominantly Arabic-speaking loca-
tions. It can be practiced in any context where it proves to be a useful
medium of communication, including European localities. Some
participants report having stopped using Arabic once they left Libya,
whereas others say that they still use it in Europe, either as a main
medium of communication in their daily life or only on
specific occasions.

In what follows, I share and analyze the narrative of a speaker who
continued to use Arabic in his daily life in Europe, to underscore the
complexity of the factors that guided his language use in Libya and
beyond. I then examine the repertoires employed by the narrator and
his discourse on Arabic to better understand his relationship to a
language shaped by this experience.

Focus on one narrative on Arabic
acquisition and use: Abdelhakk

The narrative language biography

Abdelhakk is an only child, raised by his mother in a village in the
center of Niger®, where, as he describes, everyone speaks only
Hausa. He has been to the “koranic” [school], but he stresses that he
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did not learn any language there, nor reading or writing. I asked in
which language he and the other students were taught to recite
the Koran:

la qor’aniyya nagru bi lugha darijiyya ya‘ni ma nagru ‘arabiyya [...]
tagra min nagra qor’an d‘if (.) d‘if shadid ya‘ni (.) ma naftham minnu
(1.5) masaln ya‘ni (.) 'inta tagra wi yifahhimak bel (.) bel hausa ya‘ni
mosh yifahhimak bil bil ‘arabi (.) la’inna huwwa mosh yetkallam ‘arabi
’aktar. Fanihna mt ma ‘arfin ‘arabi

No in the Koranic we read in colloquial (vernacular) not in Arabic [...]
you read from the Koran in a weak way (.) very weak [ mean (.) We
don’'t understand it (1.5) I mean for example, you read and he [the
teacher] explains to you in (.) in Hausa [ mean. He doesn't explain to
you in (.) in Arabic. Because he himself doesn’t speak Arabic that
much (.) So we don’t know Arabic

Recording 1 - Min 9

Abdelhakk was 17 years old when he started his journey. He left his
home village and headed directly to Sabha, a southern city in Libya,
without a clear idea of what to expect there. He explains that after
two difficult days on the streets, a Libyan man led him to a building
mostly inhabited by Nigeriens. He stayed there and was able to
communicate with the others using Hausa. But, as he describes in the
following excerpt, he quickly realized that in order to work, he had to
learn some Arabic:

’ana kan kunta fi sabha fa ma nafham ‘arabi ya‘ni ’illa ghér as-salam
[...] fa libiya 'inta ma ta‘ref ‘arabi ma gader tishteghel (1.0) fa ana
tagriban ‘indi tsbu‘én lakin f1 ba‘d 1I”’asdiqa’ yifhamu ‘arabi shwayya
shwayya yishtoghulu (1.0) fa ’ana ma nafham ‘arabi ga‘ed fil-’bét [...]
fa'ana badéta nishufa vidyo ‘arabiyya katir (.) khalas ana badét
nifham ‘arabi shwayya shwayya shwayya shwayya shwayya (.)
lamman shaher fa’ana tala‘ta b‘ed da

[ was in Sabha and I didn’t know a word of Arabic other than Salam
(hello) [...] In Libya if you don't know Arabic you can’t work (.) I was
there for around two week and some friends who understood Arabic
a little bit were able to work (.) but me because I didn’'t understand
Arabic I was sitting at home [...] So I started watching a lot of Arabic
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videos (.) That was it (.) I started to understand Arabic, little by little,
little by little (.) and that during a month then I went out
Recording 2 - min 12

He states having used audiovisual media to learn Arabic. But in which
variety of Arabic? So, I ask him “what kind of videos?” He mentions
Egyptian series and Turkish series dubbed in Arabic by Syrian actors.
That would mean that he was exposed to different varieties of Arabic
since the very beginning of his language acquisition.

Shortly after, he explains, a Libyan contractor engaged his services as
a casual daily worker on construction sites. In the following excerpt,
he describes acquiring new repertoires of Arabic during work:

awwal marra kan sa‘eb inna ash-shughla neshteghel (.) yiqul enta
muwen ma tafham ‘arabi wala tafham kida kéf neshtegholu ? (.)
khalas hamdellah fi nasib 'innt neshtegholu ma‘at (1.5) b‘d yomén
talata yomen talata (.) ne‘allem kalema kalmatén kalema kalmateén (.)
hatta al-hamdellah ligit mustawwa shwayya kida fil-‘arabiyya

The first time it was difficult for me to do the work (.) [The
contractor] was saying where are you from? You don’t understand
Arabic and you don’t understand that (.) how can we work? (.) But
thank God it was destined for me to work with him (1.5) After two
three days two three days (.) [ was learning a word or two a word or
two (.) until I attained a certain level in Arabic thanks to God
Recording 2 - Min 13

While he was mainly using Arabic in his work environment interac-
tions, he reports that he still used Hausa in his daily life, particularly
when communicating with Nigeriens and Nigerians with whom he
was living. Since working on construction sites wasn't regular, he
explains, he started working in a “barraka’, a greengrocer’s shop, for
an Egyptian employer. He comments, saying that in the city of Sabha,
all the greengrocery stores are held by Egyptians.

After two years of living in Sabha amid the second Libyan civil war,
and due to the increasing intensity of armed confrontations, he
moved to Tripoli, only to discover other kinds of difficulties. He
started considering travelling further, especially after learning that
his mother in Niger had passed away, as he explains. Nonetheless, he
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had to collect money to realize this project. In Tripoli, he worked
again on construction sites, but this time for a Syrian contractor. He
describes plurilingual interactional dynamics in the two-room apart-
ment that he shared with three of his co-workers: a Sudanese, a
Guinean, and a Senegalese. In his words, the Senegalese and the
Guinean communicated in French and in “another language they
had... like a mother tongue” In the following, he describes how he
communicated with Amadou, the Senegalese who was closest to him:

ya‘ni yihebba nitkallam ma‘ah nitwannas ma‘ahu kitir (.) ya‘ni agrab
sadiq an kaman (1.5) ya‘ni huwa yitkallam faransi wu 'ana mush
nitkallam faransi (.) laken kan jit trablos 'ana ba‘ref ‘arabi bita‘ libiya
shuwayya ya‘ni (.) fa huwa ya‘ref ‘arabi libiya basit ya‘ni (.) fa khlas
kunna nitwannas bisu‘tuba ya‘ni (.) fil-bidaya bis‘uba laken al-
hamdilla yathamni wa nafhamu ‘adi ya‘ni (1.5) kunna ‘ayshin kida

I mean I liked to talk to him to spend a lot of time with him (.) He was
my closest friend too (1.5) he speaks French and I don't speak French
() but when I came to Tripoli [ knew a little bit of Libya’s Arabic (.)
and he knew some basics of Libyan Arabic (.) So we used to
communicate with difficulty (.) In the beginning with difficulties but
gladly he understood me and I understood him normally I mean (1.5)
We used to live like this

Recording 2 - Min 3

Arabic in his narrative isn't used only with “native” Arabic speakers,
whether from Libya or other Arabic-speaking countries, but with
anyone with whom he shared repertoires of Arabic and not Hausa. In
the last excerpt, when he exposed the languages that Amadou could
speak, he only mentioned French, even though he had earlier stated
that Amadou spoke another language “like a mother tongue” (but
which he did not name). We will see later that Abdelhakk differenti-
ates between two types of languages: “a mother tongue” and “general
language”, the latter referring to a language that is more
widely shared.

Abdelhakk recounts his journey with a joyful tone and generally
positive terms. Yet, his tone shifts to one of hesitancy and unease as
he recalls the hardships he endured while in Libya. The deprivation of



Developing one’s own language: a narrative of Arabic acquisition during mobility from West Africa to
Europe viaLibya

34

rights opened the door to all sorts of abuses and exploitation, which
he experienced firsthand:

A: [...] fa taji nafsa 1-sana ’alfén w tamantashar ja wasal fayakun as’ab
min ’alfén w sabta’shar (1.5) fa kulli sana yikun as‘ab min as-sana al-
akhar

M: min ’ayy nahiye kan as‘ab ?

A: wallal min nahiyat el-’amni wa min nahiyat aaah (2.0) ’annu
humma el-libiyin aslan ma bihibbu fi n-nas es-sud (.) ma bihebbuhum
kitir ya‘ni fi libia (2.0) fa (.) khlas ya‘ni kulla sana inta tiwajih su‘abat
katir ya‘ni (1.5) Fa w/ law inta ma metfakker ’innu fil "akhra we kida (.)
innu tikun\(ta (.) tinteher wu ta‘mel ’ayya haja (.) ya‘ni ’ihana katir
bi’ahanuk katir marrat fi libia (.) ya‘ni ’inta teshtaghel (.) marrat (.)
ma,/ kan law ishtaghlta ma“ libi ma ya‘tik fulusak(1.5) law inta tigul
‘atini fulusi yishil yiwaddik lilshurta (1.5) wish-shurta yimsikak fil aaa
fi es-sijin

A: [...] then when the year 2018 arrives, it turns out to be even harder
than 2017 (1.5) Each year is harder than the previous

M: In which terms harder ?

A: In terms of security and in terms of aaah (2.0) that the Libyans
they don't like black people in the first place (.) They don't like them
much I mean in Libya (2.0) so (.) each year you face many difficulties I
mean (1.5) So and/ if you don't keep the Day of Judgement in mind
and all (.) You would be/ you would suicide or do anything (.) I mean
they humiliate you a lot and many times in Libya (.)  mean
sometimes(.) you work (.) and not/ if you work with a Libyan he
won't give you your money (1.5) If you ask him for your money he
would take you to the police (1.5) and the police will put you in prison
Rec 2 - Min 20

After living for five years in Libya and surviving four long detentions
in the prisons managed by the “Department for Combating Illegal
Immigration”, he managed to cross to the other side of the Mediter-
ranean. But to his surprise, he says, the boat did not land in Italy,
which he had heard of before, but in Malta. There, he was immedi-
ately imprisoned for entering the country irregularly. “The place is an
island”, he discovered three months later when he was released from
detention. Getting out of the country was going to be complicated
and expensive, and he had to work to collect the money to finance
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this trip. So, as he describes, he headed to the main square to find a
job as a daily worker. He was thrilled to find a Syrian contractor again.

Fa’ana et‘awwadta 'innu eshteghel sbbagh wu hajat dak (.) Fa gabalta
sur1 fagulta al-hamdillah fa haza ahsan haja lay (.) Li'annt nafham
minna wayafham minni aktar ya‘ni (.) khlas eshtaghalta ma‘ahua

I'm used to working as a painter and that stuff () So, when I met a
Syrian, [ said thank God, this is the best thing for me (.) Because I
understand him, and he understands me more I mean (.) So I worked
with him

Rec 2 - Min 38

Abdelhakk states that he worked alongside a Sudanese and a Seneg-
alese for this contractor, and that Arabic was the main language of
communication in the workplace. Since the Senegalese did not speak
Arabic, the Syrian contractor communicated with him in English and
then translated for the other two when necessary. Although Abdel-
hakk began to understand English during his stay in Malta, as he says,
he primarily used Arabic both at work and in his place of residence.
He lived in the main detention/reception center for migrants in Hal
Far, where he spent most of his time with Arabic-speakers
from Sudan.

A few months later, he explains, he managed to get out of Malta and
arrived in France. He was sent by the French administration to a
reception center in the south. He says to have started learning
French with local elders volunteering to teach the basics of reading,
but that he practiced French the most with an Arabic-speaking
Moroccan resident:

fakhalas it‘arrafta ma‘a ma‘a wahda (.) stka (.) ismaha stuka (.) min
maghreb(.) fakhlas hiya bardu tab‘an ta‘ref titkallam ‘arabi () ‘arabi
bita‘a sa‘b shuwayya laken nitfaham ‘adi [...] hiya ga‘da fi s-sakan ma
nafs es-sakan laken ma b‘ida minnina zayy khamasta‘shar dagig kida
[...] nitwannas ma‘aha ktir (.) fa hiya ta‘ref faransi mitawila shuwayya
(.) fa marrat titkallam an bil-faransi (.) fa 'ana nitkallm laha bil-faransi
() wu ‘ashan kida shuwayya shuwayya t‘allamta faransi
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Then [ met a woman (.) Suka (.) her name is Suka (.) from Morocco (.)
she also knows how to speak Arabic of course (.) her Arabic is a little
difficult but we understand each other normal [...] She was in the
residence not the same residence but not far from us (.) like fifteen
minutes away [...] we used to talk a lot (.) she knew French (.) she was
there since a while (.) so she used to speak to me in French
sometimes (.) and I replied in French (.) This is why little by little I
learned French

Rec 2 - Min 54

Based on this extract, we could say that Abdelhakk’s acquisition of
French repertoire through communication with Suka was facilitated
by his practice of Arabic. His statement “Her Arabic is a little difficult,
but we understand each other” reflects an openness toward unfa-
miliar varieties: as he does elsewhere, he emphasizes the possibility
of intelligibility and communication. When discussing Suka’s use of
French repertoires, he justifies it by saying that “she was there since a
while”, although it is very possible that she used French repertoires
before living in France, considering the sociolinguistic landscape in
North-West Africa and the widespread plurilingual practices that
include French repertoires. However, it seems that he draws on his
own experience here when he makes direct links between unex-
pected language practices and the mobility of the speaker.

Abdelhakk was later transferred to a reception center in a small
Provencal city. He was administratively based there when we met. He
considers being in this city problematic because he has very limited
opportunities for socialization. He reports that the only person he
knows in the new city is a Nigerian who was transferred to the same
residence at the same time, with whom he communicated in Arabic:

huwa kan sakan fi libiya fatra (.) fa ba‘ref bitkallam lugha libiyya
shuwayya shuwayya (1.5) fa ’ana law tal‘ta min ghurfa fa nitwannas
ma‘ahu (.) law ma ligitu (.) 'ana nog‘od f1 ghurfa ya‘ni

He had lived in Libya for a while (.) So he knows how to speak the
Libyan language a little bit (1.5) If I get out of the room I chat with
him (.) otherwise (.) I stay in my room

Rec 2 - Min 49
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For this reason, he further explains, he tries to go as often as possible
to the Parisian region where he stays with friends who are Arabic-
speaking Sudanese and Chadians that he met earlier on his trajectory.
And he expressed his intention to move to the capital to be
around them.

When describing his strategies to learn Arabic upon his arrival in
Libya, Abdelhakk mentioned watching videos in Arabic. During the
interview, he stated that he still consumes multimedia in Arabic, but
now for entertainment purposes. He accesses YouTube with his
phone and uses voice search to look up videos since he doesn’'t have
literacy practice of the language. Among his favorite musicians, he
named a Sudanese singer, Nancy Ajaj, who has a “tender and
sensuous voice” (sot rahif wu hassas); a Lebanese singer, Miryam
Fares; and a Tunisian singer and rapper called Balti. He said that he
also likes to watch “funny clips”, of which he mentions a prank show
by a Syrian YouTuber and a Sudanese cartoon:

f1 musalsalat kartoniyya sudaniyya kida ya‘ni (.) bi tamsil mudablaj
(2.0) blel (.) wahed bigulu blel (.) hada nihebbu katir ya‘ny

There’s a Sudanese cartoon like that (.) with dubbing (2.0) Blail (.) it is
called Blail (.) I like this one a lot
Rec 2 - Min 48

Different vernaculars of Arabic are used in these videos. He is
conscious of the linguistic plurality and speaks explicitly about it
when I ask him in which language he watches videos:

Bilugha ‘arabiyya(.) Bass 'ayyi lugha ‘arabiyya kan (1.5) Nasma' ‘ayyi
lugha l'arabiyya masalan(.) Bita' tawansa wu ssuriyin (.) tsa (.) shinu
gasdi () libiya (.) 'ayya ya‘ni betakallam ‘arabi ’ana nishufa

In Arabic language (.) but I mean no matter which Arabic language (.)
[ listen to any Arabic language like the one of Tunisians, and Syrians
(-) tsa (.) what do I want to say (.) Libya (.) No matter which one if they
speak Arabic I watch

Rec 2 - Min 48
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To summarize, in Abdelhakk’s narrative, the acquisition of Arabic was
first motivated by his need to access jobs in Libya. Yet, along the
trajectory he used Arabic pragmatically, realizing his projects and
building social connections even in Europe. Abdelhakk did not speak
English, Maltese, nor Italian when he arrived in Malta, and did not
speak French either when he arrived in France. Thus, Arabic turned
out to be a useful medium of communication and socializing with
other mobile or “de/reterritorialized” speakers (Jacquemet 2005)
including those for whom Arabic is not a first language (the Seneg-
alese flat mate in Tripoli, Libya, and the Nigerian co-resident in a
reception center in France). Arabic practice seems to have facilitated
his acquisition of French repertoires through interaction with a
Moroccan woman he met in France.

Besides, the role of media is highlighted in Abdelhakk’s narrative. He
reports watching videos and series to learn Arabic when he first
arrived in Libya. At the time of the interview in 2022, he declared still
consuming digital media in Arabic for entertainment purposes,
mentioning audiovisual productions from Syria, Sudan, Tunisia, and
Lebanon. The diversity of language resources appears to be further
enhanced through exposure to mobile digital media. This diversity of
resources and orientations is reflected in the repertoire that Abdel-
hakk employs during our interaction, as we shall now see.

The repertoires employed during the
narrative interview

Abdelhakk distinguishes variation in Arabic use and refers to varieties
with respect to countries (e.g., Algerian, Syrian, Soudanese, etc.). In
this section, I examine speech form to identify some of the reper-
toires he employed. Only basic and easily identifiable features will be
discussed, such as the verbal prefixal pronouns that distinguish
western and eastern varieties, and lexical items that indicate specific
varieties. These are compared to the varieties of Arabic as docu-
mented in Arabic dialectology. Meanwhile, I remain conscious of the
fluidity of borders between documented languages and between the
repertoires used by one speaker. The choice was made here to refer
to both the largest geo-linguistic groupings traditionally identified in
the linguistic literature as Eastern (Oriental) versus Western
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(Maghreb) Arabic %, and to smaller regional dialect groupings (e.g., the
five groups in Versteegh and Versteegh 2001) and national groupings.

Biographical, personal and “polynormative”

Abdelhakk employes heterogeneous repertoires of Arabic during the
interview. In the present tense, he uses mostly western Arabic
pronouns like in nitkallam-nitkallamu (I speak-we speak). Yet he uses
the eastern Arabic prefix b- with few specific verbs as in ‘ana ba‘ref (I
know) and bihibbu (they like). Sometimes, he mixes both systems as in
kunta ana binishtaghal (I was working) where the verb has both the
western n- and the eastern b-, thus creating an unconventional and
innovative speech form.

His speech contains lexical items that point to specific verities like zol
(man/person) that is used exclusively in Sudan, and kida (like this)
used in Sudanese and Egyptian Arabic. For “house” he uses exclus-
ively the name hosh, as in Libyan varieties and to a lesser degree
in Iraqi varieties. He also employs equivalents from different varieties
to designate the same object. For example, to say “cell phone” he
uses three jawwal, naqqal (that seems to be widely used in Libya) and
telefon. For “money” he uses gorush (used in Sudan and to a lesser
degree in Saudi Arabia) and fulus (very widely used in North Africa
and in different parts of Asia).

These repertoires point to different Arabic varieties. In that sense,
they can be qualified as “polynormative”, to use Blommaert's term,
that is: “reflecting the availability of normative-functional ‘standards’
in a complex superdiverse environment” (Blommaert 2018 in
Schneider 2021, p. 40). The speaker has delt with different norms of
Arabic with the different speakers and medias. His speech draws from
a unique combination of resources related to his individual geograph-
ical and social trajectory which are being reinterpreted, rearranged,
and employed with respect to his communicative objectives and
strategies during interaction. This process gives an idiosyncratic and
highly personal speech form and indicated a creative reorganization
and appropriation of repertoires used.
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Fluid, negotiated, adapted to interlocutor

Not surprisingly, during our conversation, Abdelhakk seems to select
from his repertoires what he believes would be the most compre-
hensible to me, his interlocutor. This process is made explicit in the
following excerpt in which he describes his work as tiler in Libya, and
tries to find a ‘Syrian’ equivalent for a ‘Libyan’ lexical:

Esh-shughul ma‘ruf ya‘ni fil-bidaya {1 (1.5) gazza (.) f1

libya yigulu gazza laken ma ‘aref bes-suri tigal shinu (.) Bigulu er-
ramla (1.5) es-sturi er-ramla (.) raml ta‘rafi sah ? (.) khalas nijibu er-
ramla w ba‘dén nijibu ez-zillés hada wa ismanti w khalas (.) Nakhlit
wa nijib/ esh-shughl wadeh ya‘ni

The work is known I mean in the beginning there is the (1.5)

gazza (sand) (.) In Libya they say gazza but I don’t you how you say it
in Syrian (.) They say ramla (sand) (1.5) in Syrian the raml (sand) (.)
you know raml right ? (.) So we bring the ramla and then we bring
the tiles and the cement and that’s it (.) We mix and bring/ The work
is clear  mean

Rec 2 - Min 7

The question he addresses to me is further evidence of negotiation of
meaning. In the following, he continues using the more widely used
synonym that he perceives Syrian, using it both in feminine and in
masculine form. It is to be noted that for “tiles”, he employs the term
zilles, which is used exclusively in North Africa. This illustrates a
relevant distinction of repertoires and a process of speech accom-
modation with respect to these categories.

He employs the lexical zol (person), which is, as mentioned above,
usually restricted to Sudanese varieties. He used it twelve times
during the interview, and on three occasions he complemented
with equivalents.

'ayyi zol mashghul 'ayyi insan mashghul

every man is busy every human is busy
Rec 2 - Min 36
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kan ana law ma ‘indi mathalan anuary aw ma‘indi ayy haja (.) fa ana
khalas nirja‘ baris li'anna 'ana it‘'wwadta baris ketir min [city] (.) [city]
ma f1 ba‘ref zol ya‘ni ma ba‘ref shakhs ya‘ni

If I don't have [to get] mail for example or anything (.) I go back to
Paris simply because I got used to Paris more that [city] (.) In [city] I
don’t know a man [ mean [ don't know anyone I mean

Rec 2 - Min 52

He employes shakhs only once, here in example (b). This is the lexical
that 1 employ during our interaction to say person, beside wahed
(one). On the contrary insan, in example (a), is a lexical he uses
frequently (24 times). It is a lexical shared in different varieties but

not always used as “person”.

Interestingly, he is conscious of the adaptations and verbalize this
process in the following excerpt:

'ana nit‘awwad ‘ala ayyi 'insan ya‘ni (.) ayyi 'insan (.) assa msalan
'insan masalan yitkallam masalan min jazayer (.) fa ’ana bengdar
nihawel nitkallam ba‘d. / joz’ min lugha jaza’iriyya hatta huwa yifham
minni shuwayya (.) ya‘ni ma yegder yizbutni belzabt

I adapt to any person I mean (.) any person (.) like for example a
person who speaks from Algeria for example (.) I can try to speak
some/ partially Algerian language so he can understand me a little (.)
I mean he won't be able to pin me down exactly

This quote illustrates awareness of the diversity of repertoires of
Arabic and of the repertoires the speaker employs. When he estim-
ates that his interlocutors have different set of repertoires, he would
accommodate his speech by choosing from his repertoires what he
believes to be the most efficient to achieve mutual understanding.
This statement also reflects a sense of mastery over his repertoire,
which he can accommodate to suit his communicative goals.

Perception of Arabic and its varieties

Abdelhakk’s discourse on language sometimes contains labels and
categories that conform to widespread beliefs about language, or
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language ideologies. However, at other times, he offers much less
common commentary on language. For instance, he refers to Arabic
as a linguistic unity distinct from other languages, which is a common
perception in Arabic-speaking regions and sub-Saharan Africa due to
various historical and political factors, by both Arabic and non-Arabic
speakers (Miller 2009, p. 234). However, he uses an unfamiliar label
for this linguistic whole: a “general language.” Abdelhakk describes his
first encounter with Arabic and says that in his region in Niger, when
he used to go to the well to bring water, he had heard strangers say
“salam”(Hello), but he didn't know at that time what kind of language
it was. Then he comments:

fa’ana ’awwal kunta be‘raf lugha ‘arabi zayy lughat umm ya‘ni (.) ma
‘aref ’innu ‘arbi hiya lugha ‘amma w dowal katir bittkallam ‘arabi

Before I thought that the Arabic language is like a mother tongue |
mean (.) [ didn’t know that Arabic is a general language and that
many countries speak Arabic

Rec 2- Min 28

He uses the term lugha ‘amma (general language) to describe Arabic,
in opposition to lughat ’umm (mother tongue). I understand
the opposition general language / mother tongue as lingua
franca / vernacular in academic terms. This interpretation also works
for the other matches of the term, for example when listing the
languages spoken by his flatmates in Tripoli: “French, and another
language they had (1.5) like a mother tongue” Later in the interview I
ask him if he considers Hausa a general language, as it is spoken in
different countries too. He says:

lissa nas ma ma bitkallmu hausa ktir ya‘ni (.) illa 'insan el-lugha
bikhus huwwa yitkallam

People still don't speak Hausa that much I mean (.) only a person who
is related to this language speaks it
Rec 2 - Min 48

Abdelhakk would have had a different perception of Hausa and its
diffusion if he had travelled West rather than North. Regardless, he
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seems to exclude it from the category of general languages because
he believes that it is only spoken as a “first” language. This would
mean that he perceives Arabic as a general language as it is used by
speakers from different linguistic backgrounds, and not only as a
“first” language.

In his narrative, Abdelhakk distinguishes varieties of Arabic and refers
to them geographically, using state names, conforming to common
use, as “generalizing labels are commonly used to refer to dialect
types spoken in the respective countries” (Palva 2006). Despite the
fact that “national boundaries often do not correspond to regional
dialect boundaries - the Arabic of northeastern Algeria is surely
closer to that of northwestern Tunisia than it is to the dialect of
Arabic spoken in southwestern Algeria, yet both are perceived and
treated as Algerian Arabic” (Walters 2007).

He refers to regional varieties as languages - Arabic languages - and
still uses the term “Arabic language” as a generic label. He evaluates
the varieties according to a perceived “difficulty” (to be understood)
and “familiarity”. Interestingly, the adjective “difficult” is the most
often used to describe what he calls “the Arabic of Libya™

li’anna libiya ’ana kunti f1 biladhom (.) famahma lugha sa‘ba fa’ana
t‘awwadta ‘alo

Because Libya [ was in their country (.) So no matter how difficult
the language is I got used to it
Rec 1 - Min 16-17

The pronoun “their” in “Libya, I was in their country” seems to reflect
a feeling of otherness or alienation. A few minutes later in his
narrative, he qualifies this “Libyan language” again as the most diffi-
cult Arabic he has ever been confronted with, which is a strong state-
ment since Libya is the only dominantly Arabic-speaking country he
has lived in. One can assume that it is the most familiar to him. When
asked why, he makes an explicit link between a repertoire and the
emotional experiences associated with it:

A: tayyeb hatta asdiga’i el min nijer ma bafhamt/ ya‘ni ana bitkallam
ma bafhamu niha’1 (\) li’anni ’ana ta‘allmta ‘arabi min musalsal wu
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hajat kida (.) li’anna humma bitkallamu ‘arabi bita‘ libia bitkallamu
shwayya shwayya (1.5) laken ‘arabi tani ma bafhamu minnu (1.5)
fa‘arabi bita‘ libiya innt sa‘b ya‘ni mukhtalef min ‘arabi ta‘ suriya we
es-sudan w jazayer w hajat ya‘ni (1.5) yekhtalef minhum ktir (.) ‘arbi
bta‘ aa (1.5) shenu isma (.) libiya (1.5) fareg katir minhom ya‘ni (2)
htwa sa‘b (1.5) as‘ab ‘arabiyya ana wajhta ‘arabi bita‘ libia

M: wallah (1.5) kif / lésh bithiss inno kan as‘ab shi lak ?

A: tayyeb li‘annu (1.5) libiya huwa mufh balad ta‘(.) ‘amna (.) mafish
‘amni (.) Famman inta tikun fi makan ma fi ‘amni (1.5) fa‘inta

khayif katir (2) fakulli marra ya‘ni inta titla® fi sh-share® wahed
yitkallam kalam mush kuwayyes (.) khlas inta tikrah el-balad we
tikrah el-lugha za/ aslan ya‘ni (.) khalas ma geder fehemt minhom
‘aktar (.)‘arabi bita‘ libiya (.) kan as‘eb ketir ya‘ni (.) humma as‘bin
will-lugha al-‘arabi bita‘om as‘b

A: ok even my friends that are from Niger don’t understand/ I mean
when I speak they don’t understand at all (.) Because I learned Arabic
from series and this kind of things (.) Because they speak the Arabic
of Libya they speak it a little (1.5) but [when it’s] another Arabic they
don’'t understand it (1.5) The Arabic of Libya is like difficult I mean
different from the Arabic of Syria and Sudan and Algeria and stuff I
mean (1.5) it’s very different from them (.) The Arabic of aa (1.5) what
is it called (.) Libya (1.5) big difference I mean (2) It is difficult (1.5)
That hardest Arabic I have ever been confronted to is the Arabic

of Libya

M : really (.) How / Why you feel that it was the hardest for you ?

A : Ok because (1.5) Libya is not a country of (.) secure (.) There is no
security (.) So when you are in a place that is not secure (1.5) you feel
very afraid (2) Each time I mean you go out to the street someone
says words that are not good (.) So you hate the country and you
hate that language itself I mean (.) So I couldn’t understand much
from them (.) the Arabic of Libya (.) It was very difficult I mean (.)
They are difficult and their Arabic of difficult

Rec 1 - Min 16-17

First, he differentiates in this passage his own Arabic from “the
Libyan Arabic” and attributes this difference to a process of learning
Arabic through audiovisual media. He distinguished the Arabic
spoken in Libya from all forms of Arabic, listing “Sudanese”, “Syrian”,
and “Algerian”. On the purely linguistic level, this might sound little
convincing. However, what he expresses here in clear terms are not
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opinions on the language but on the speakers, and the negative feel-
ings of fear, insecurity, exclusion, and humiliation that he experi-
enced in Libya and that he associates to the repertoires employed
by locals.

In a countermove, Abdelhakk seems to have dissociated “Libyan
Arabic” from all other forms of Arabic, on which he has generally a
positive discourse. A language that he uses in his interactions with
other mobile Arabic speakers he met along his journey, and who
constituted his social network:

fi b‘d al-nas, hati haliyyan fi b‘d en-nas bigulu ana sudani ya‘ni
(laughing) li’an ana nitkallem ‘arabi katir (2) fahatta haliyyan ashabi fi
baris kullohom suidanyin wu tshadiyin ya‘ni (.) fakhalas humma/ il
bigul illa bigul inta ya‘tu inta sudani aw inta tshadi (.) ana gullom la
ana min nijer (.) fayestaghrabtu anno kéf inta/ min es-sa‘b inna
niwajih wahed min nijer yitkallam ‘arabi (.) Fa ana khalas nitkallam
‘anhom wagt libiya we kida

Some people, even in the present, some people say that

I'm Sudanese | mean (laughing) (.) Because I speak Arabic a lot (2)
even in the present my all friends in Paris are Sudanese

and Chadian [ mean (.) so they/ when someone makes a guess they
say either you're Sudanese or youre Chadian (.) I tell them I'm from
Niger (.) That surprises them like how you/ it’s rare to find someone
from Niger that speaks Arabic (.) So [ speak to them about the period
of Libya and so on

Rec 2 - Min 45

The way he describes the variety of Arabic, categorized with respect
to states, seems to express his lived emotional experience and his
feelings of affiliation/non-affiliation (Busch 2012). His negative
perception of what he categories as Libyan Arabic is related to his
experience in the country and echoes a disaffiliation related to his
struggles and the feelings of humiliation because of the depravation
of right and of liberty, of otherness in face of racism that were
discussed higher in his narrative.

What Abdelhakk expresses here is his social affiliation to other indi-
viduals and groups with whom he communicates in Arabic. In the last
excerpt, he mentions to be assimilated by strangers to a social
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entourage of Chadians and Sudanese, because he speaks Arabic well”.
As discussed earlier, these social relations seem to have influenced
both his repertoire and media preferences.

Concerning his perception of his own language, Abdelhakk associated
his mastery of Arabic with his stay in Libya, but says that when he
speaks Arabic other Nigeriens, who know “Libyan” solely, will not
understand him at all, as he speaks “another Arabic”. He does not
assimilate his speech form to any variety he mentions and insists that
it cannot be “pinned down.” He attributes this difference to a process
of learning from audiovisual content. His language does not fit in the
national categorization he reproduces in his discourse on
Arabic varieties.

Discussion and future directions

Abdelhakk’s detailed narrative describes unmonitored language
acquisition through audiovisual media, activities, and socialization
with speakers from different backgrounds during his seven-year
journey from Niger to Libya, Malta, and France. This narrative
provides insights into a complex process of language elaboration in
relation to migration policies, mobility constraints, local and global
hierarchies, as well as the speaker’s strategies, social network,
projects, and means to realize his plans. Initially motivated by his
need to access the labor market in Libya, his use of Arabic seems to
have facilitated his integration into the labor market in Malta. It was a
tool to finance his travel, to overcome obstacles to mobility, and to
build social connections with other mobile Arabic speakers in Libya,
in Malta, and later in France.

An important theme in his narrative is the use of digital media.
Although Abdelhakk has an exclusively oral use of the language, the
voice-based research function allows him to benefit from new tech-
nologies and to access a wide range of audiovisual media through his
phone. He repeatedly reports that he learned Arabic by watching
series on YouTube upon his arrival in Libya, emphasizing his
autonomy in language acquisition and distinguishing his form of
language use from the local “Libyan Arabic”. During the interview, he
says that he continues to consume media in Arabic for entertainment
purposes. He talks about his favorite shows and singers from
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different Arabic-speaking countries in Africa and Asia, valuing his
ability to understand different repertoires of Arabic. His use of the
media is a significant indicator of his relationship with the language,
which goes beyond mere communicative necessity to include
pleasure and enjoyment.

Based on the narrative and its analysis, I have argued that Abdelhakk
have reappropriated the heterogeneous linguistic resources to which
he was exposed along his trajectory and elaborated a unique reper-
toire - an individual, polynormative idiolect. Yet, this personal
language is fluid and adaptable, allowing him to communicate effect-
ively with a wide range of speakers who have different uses of the
language. In this narrative, Abdelhakk dissociates his language use
from the settings that initiated his Arabic acquisition in Libya and
focuses on his agency in the process and on the forms of sociability
that he builds around him along his journey. He has thus developed a
language in the Derridean sense (Derrida 1996), his own relationship
to language.

While this preliminary analysis has shed light on various aspects of
the language biography discussed, there are still many unexplored
dimensions that warrant further investigation. Studying the different
narratives of these emerging practices seems promising in various
fields, allowing us to reflect on language and migration in a non-
binary way (country of origin - host country), and on language at the
intersection of power dynamics, resistance, and agency. Further-
more, at a time when the mobility of speakers and linguistic
resources are fluidifying linguistic boundaries, it provides opportun-
ities to observe the sociolinguistic mutations related to the use of
Arabic in transnational settings, and to participate in rethinking
Arabic in itself, beyond the established categories, in a more realistic
and inclusive way, in which fluidity and variation are
inherent characteristics.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

BrommaerT Jan and Backus Ad, 2011, Language’ in Superdiversity”, vol. 67,
“Repertoires Revisited: ‘Knowing p. 1-26.



Developing one’s own language: a narrative of Arabic acquisition during mobility from West Africa to

Europe via Libya

BrommaerT Jan and Rampron Ben, 2011,
“Language and superdiversity: a
position paper”, Diversities, vol. 13, n° 2,
London: Tilburg University and King’s
College.

BrommaerT Jan, 2009, “Language,
Asylum, and the National Order”,
Current Anthropology, 2009, vol. 50,
n° 4, p. 415-441.

Brommaert Jan, 2010, The Sociolinguistics
of Globalization, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press.

BrepeLoup Sylvie and Pliez Olivier, 2005,
« Migrations entre les deux rives du
Sahara », Autrepart, vol. 36, n° 4, p. 3-
20.

BrepeLoup Sylvie and Puiez Olivier, 2011,
“The Libyan Migration Corridor”, in
Philippe Fargues (eds.); Demetrios
Papademetriou (eds.), Improving EU
and US Immigration Systems’ Capacity
for Responding to Global Challenges:
Learning from experiences, European
University Institute.

Busch Brigitta, 2012, “The Linguistic
Repertoire Revisited”, Applied
Linguistics, vol. 33, n° 5, p. 503-523.

Busch Brigitta, 2015, “Linguistic
repertoire and Spracherleben, the lived
experience of language”, Working
Papers in Urban Language and
Literacies, paper 148, 16 p.

Busch Brigitta, 2016, “Biographical
approaches to research in multilingual
settings: Exploring linguistic
repertoires”, in Researching
Multilingualism, Routledge.

Canur Cécile, 2021, “Can ‘migrants’
speak? Voices, narratives and
performances” in Camilla Erichsen
Skalle and Anje Miiller Gjesdal (eds.),

Transnational Narratives of Migration
and Exile, Universitetsforlaget, p. 18-44.

Dt Fina Anna and Tsenc Amelia, 2017,
“Narrative in the study of migrants”,
p. 381-396.

Derripa Jacques, 1996, Le monolinguisme
de Uautre, ou la prothese d’origine, Paris,
Galilée (coll. « Incises »), 135 p.

International Organization for
Migration, 2020, Libya — Migrant
Report 30 (March - April 2020) | DTM.

IrvINE Judith T. and Gal Susan, 2000,
“Language ideology and linguistic
differentiation, in P. V. Kroskrity (eds.)",
Regimes of language: Ideologies, polities,
and identities., Santa Fe: School of
American Research Press, p. 35-83.

JacQueMET Marco, 2005, “Transidiomatic
practices: Language and power in the
age of globalization”, Language &
Communication, vol. 25, n° 3, p. 257-277.

Jacques Geneviéve, RompHanT Massoud
and Prestiannt Sara, 2012, Libya: The
Hounding of Migrants Must stop, fidh
Migreurop, Justice Without Borders for
Migrants.

Maxkonr Sinfree and PENNYCOOK

Alastair (eds.), 2007, Disinventing and
reconstituting languages, Clevedon,
[England], Buffalo; Multilingual Matters
(coll“Bilingual education and
bilingualism”), 249 p.

MiLLer Catherine, 2009, « Enjeux des
dénominations de I'arabe en Afrique
sub-saharienne » in Naming languages
in Sub-Saharan Africa: practices, names,

categorisations, Carole de Féral (eds.),
p. 233-254.

MoroNE Antonio M. and Favier Olivier,
2020, « Les migrations africaines dans
la Libye post-2014 : guerre, crise



Developing one’s own language: a narrative of Arabic acquisition during mobility from West Africa to

Europe via Libya

économique et politiques
d’endiguement », Migrations Société,
vol. 179, n° 1, p. 29-42.

Parva Heikki, 2006, “Dialects:
Classification”, in Encyclopedia of Arabic
language and linguistics,

Versteegh C. H. M and Eid Mushira
(eds.), Leiden; Biggleswade, Brill, p. 604-
613.

PaviENKO Aneta, 2007, “Autobiographic
Narratives as Data in Applied
Linguistics”, Applied Linguistics, vol. 28,
n° 2, p. 163-188.

PenNycook Alastair and Otsuit Emi, 2014,
“Metrolingual multitasking and spatial
repertoires: ‘Pizza mo two minutes

coming”, Journal of Sociolinguistics,
vol. 18, n° 2, p. 161-184.

ScHAPENDONK Joris, 2007, “Staying put in
moving sands: The stepwise migration
process of sub-Saharan African
migrants heading north” in Ulf Engel
and Paul Nugent (eds.), Respacing
Africa, Brill, p. 113-138.

NOTES

ScHNEIDER Britta, 2021, “Creole prestige
beyond modernism and methodological
nationalism: Multiplex patterns,
simultaneity and non-closure in the
sociolinguistic economy of a Belizean
village”, Journal of Pidgin and Creole
Languages, vol. 36, n° 1, p. 12-45.

SiversTEIN Michael, 1979, “Language
Structure and Linguistic Ideology”, in
The elements: A parasession on linguistic
units and levels., Paul Clyne,

William F. Hanks, and Carol L. Hofbauer
(eds), Chicago, Chicago Linguistic
Society, p. 193-274

VErsTeEGH C. H. M. and VErsteeGH Kees,
2001, The Arabic Language, Edinburgh
University Press, 292 p.

Warrers Keith, 2007, “Language
Attitudes”, in Encyclopedia of Arabic
language and linguistics, Versteegh

C. H. M and Eid Mushira (eds.), Leiden;
Biggleswade, Brill, p. 650-664.

1 Pseudonym

2 For an account of these agreements, see Bredeloup and Pliez 2011.

3

Transcription key:

(-) brief interval

(2s) timed pause in seconds
/ cut-off

4 The data is transcribed using international system, with kh for /z/, gh
for /¢/,shfor /& /, qfor /3/, for /¢ /, for /& /

5 Some information about the speaker is hidden to maintain anonymity.
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6 Eastern varieties include those spoken in Sudan, Egypt, Levantine, and
Gulf varieties. The Western category includes varieties spoken in Libya,
Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco.

7 This formulation may underscore racialization processes, meaning “a
black ‘native’ Arabic speaker”, as he had said in another moment that he is
often mistaken for a Sudanese in France. In other narratives, Sudanese
nationals are also mentioned in the discourse on Arabic as a legitimate
example of the association of speaking Arabic and being racialized as black.
This aspect deserves a separate in-depth study using crossed narratives.

ABSTRACTS

English

In the course of transnational, irregular, stepwise mobilities between West
Africa, North Africa and Western Europe, many migrants develop commu-
nicative practices of Arabic. Within the framework of the sociolinguistics of
mobility and using a biographical approach, this paper examines a narrative
of Arabic acquisition and use along a seven-year journey from Niger
through Libya, Malta, and then France. It aims to provide first-person
insights into the sociolinguistic dynamics and factors that influence
language practice during mobility. The first part situates the narrative
within the Libyan sociopolitical context and migratory landscape and
underlines the social diversity of mobility networks, drawing on other
collected narratives and observations. The narrative describes a multi-
situated acquisition and exposure to different varieties and norms of Arabic
through interactions with mobile speakers and engagement with digital
media. Through an analysis of the narrator’s Arabic speech form, the study
highlights the heterogeneity of his linguistic repertoire, the fluidity of his
language use, and the processes of reappropriation and accommodation. It
also explores the relationship between the speaker’s repertoire and his
emotional experiences as expressed through his discourse on Arabic and its
varieties. Ultimately, this paper argues that the speaker has developed a
unique use and perception of Arabic that reflects his personal, geographical,
and social trajectory, as well as his feelings of affiliations/non-affiliations.

Francais

Au cours des mobilités transnationales, irrégulieres et par étapes entre
I'Afrique de I'Ouest, I'Afrique du Nord et 'Europe occidentale, de nombreux
migrants développent des pratiques communicatives de l'arabe. Dans le
cadre de la sociolinguistique de la mobilité et en utilisant une approche
biographique, cet article examine un récit d’acquisition et d'utilisation de
'arabe au cours d'un voyage de sept ans du Niger vers la Libye, Malte puis la
France. 1l vise a fournir un apercu a la premiere personne de la dynamique
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sociolinguistique et des facteurs qui influencent les pratiques langagieres au
cours de la mobilité. La premiere partie situe le récit dans le contexte
sociopolitique et le paysage migratoire libyens et souligne la diversité
sociale des réseaux de mobilité, en sappuyant sur d’autres récits collectés
et des observations. Le récit décrit une acquisition multisituée et une expo-
sition a différentes variétés et normes de l'arabe par le biais d'interactions
avec des locuteurs mobiles et d'usages des médias numeriques. En analy-
sant la forme du discours arabe du narrateur, 'étude met en évidence
I'hétérogéneité de son répertoire linguistique, la fluidité de son usage de la
langue et les processus de réappropriation et d'accommodation. Elle
explore également la relation entre le répertoire du locuteur et ses expé-
riences émotionnelles telles quelles s'expriment a travers son discours sur
I'arabe et ses variétés. En fin de compte, cet article soutient que le locuteur
a développé un usage et une perception uniques de I'arabe qui refletent sa
trajectoire personnelle, géographique et sociale, ainsi que ses senti-
ments d'appartenance/non-appartenance.
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