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Communal and epistemic functions and value
of the Arabic language in Norway

Nora S. Eggen, University of Oslo

In the beginning of May 2025, the literary festival Hurriya: New North African Literature
took place in Oslo.! The festival was dedicated to a series of talks celebrating the
authorship of three writers, presented as North African authors who explore freedom
and independence in their literature and who write about the recent history of their
countries of origin, Morocco and Egypt. Leila Slimani writes novels in French, situating
her stories in the Moroccan and French contexts of the past few generations. Youssef
Rakha writes fiction and non-fiction in Arabic and English, exploring topics like the
Arabic language and the Egyptian identity. Soukaina Habiballah’s poetry and fiction in
Arabic draws on her Moroccan family memories and on contemporary life in Morocco.
Professor in Arabic literature at the University of Oslo, Teresa Pepe, contributed with
a lecture on new Arabic literature. The festival was a rare occasion for the Norwegian
public to meet with authors and discuss Arabic and North African literature outside of
the specialist circles.

I attended one of the talks at the House of Literature in Oslo. This multistorey building,
housing a bookshop, a restaurant, many small and large venues, and a writer’s loft, is
a major cultural meeting place in Oslo, established in 2007 with a mission to “promote
interest in books, reading, and knowledge across all age groups”.? This evening, one of
the semi-large rooms was filled to the brim with an audience of literarily and culturally
engaged listeners. In the small talk among the listeners before the event started, I heard
of someone who had read some of the works of the authors, others who had travelled
to the region, and yet others who were just curious to learn. Slimani’s name was often
mentioned, as her novels are translated into the Norwegian language. From what I could
gather, the other two authors were less or hardly known to the audience in general. Also
from what I could gather, the audience was overwhelmingly non-Arabic-speaking.

The conversation on stage took place in the English language only, led by a Norwegian
literary critic and journalist Helene Hovden Hareide. The questions evolved around the
intersection between personal lives and literary works, against a backdrop of mixed
cultural nostalgia and critique, and the conversation often circled back to the topic of a
quest for freedom. English was not the first language of either of the panel participants,
nor the chair. The authors presented their arguments, stories, and jokes professionally
and routinely. Nevertheless, the tone seemed both genuine and at times spontaneous.
The points, stories, and jokes were well received by the audience, and the listeners could
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probably easily imagine the Moroccan grandmother who sang a lullaby or the bustling
streets of Cairo. In between, a few words in Arabic could be heard from the scene, adding
some flavor and aesthetic value to the conversation. To me, the atmosphere was friendly,
yet somewhat distant.

The second event of the festival which I attended was an Arabic language only event
featuring Youssef Rakha and Soukaina Habiballah, led by the Norwegian cultural
worker of partly Moroccan decent, Selma Benmalek. It had moved out of the House
of Literature. The organizers were the same, but the venue was the House of Mela, a
space dedicated to cultural art and expressions reflecting the cultural diversity in the
Norwegian society.® The audience was smaller than at the House of Literature event.
A good part was obviously native speakers of different variants of Arabic, from the
mashrigi to the maghribi. Others, like me, were not native speakers, but with sufficient
proficiency to follow and take part in the exchange.

The atmosphere was friendly, and as the conversation evolved, it developed into a
familial, almost intimate mode. The arguments, stories, and jokes seemed to resonate
deeply with the audience. They could on a personal level relate to the stories, and they
laughed lovingly, and self-ironically, with and at their own families and social circles,
while bitterly mocking the harsh life conditions and Kafkaesque situations they seemed
to know so well. They could engage with, and critique, the arguments with insights from
their own personal experiences, both from the diverse contexts in the Arab world, and
from their short- or long-term interactions with the Norwegian society.

The conversation between the two authors and the chair, with questions and remarks
from the audience, flowed in different variants of the Arabic language. The writers on
stage fluctuated between excelling in poetic language, reviving poignant memories, and
leading us through complicated trains of thought. The chair, writers, and the audience
communicated in the available registers and dialects, switching between the literary and
the everyday, the common standard and the regionally colloquial language. Inevitably,
language, as a tool of social interaction as well as an emotional, artistic, and intellectual
tool, was or became the main topic underpinning the entire event. In particular, the
conversation evolved around the function of the Arabic language in the production
of knowledge and culture in the contemporary Arabic world and in the diaspora. At
the closure of the conversation, the Arabic speaking Norwegian residents expressed
their contentment and appreciation for this opportunity to engage with cultural, and
by extension, deeply political issues, with authors from the Arab world, in the Arabic
language, without having to accommodate the expectations of a non-Arabic speaking
audience. Although they would use the Arabic language on a daily basis, this was a rare
occasion for this community to interact with each other in this language on a public scene.

The presence of the Arabic language in Norway is, however, age old. For centuries,
European students of theology would study the Arabic language as part of their training
in the Biblical languages Hebrew and Aramaic. From the second quarter of the 1800s this
training was also offered at the University of Oslo, then the newly established Kongelige
Frederiks Universitet. Christopher Andreas Holmboe started in 1822 started to teach
the Semitic languages including Arabic at the Philological Seminar, and he became the
tirst Professor of Eastern Languages. Over the past couple of centuries and with shifting
focus according to the societal, mercantile, and political needs, the University of Oslo,
and from the 1960s the University of Bergen, has housed small, but vibrant academic
milieus researching topics related to the Arabic language and to Middle Eastern culture,
religions and politics.

In an article from 2018, tracing the development of the academic field of the Arabic
language in Norway, I found that while philology in the early phase was mainly serving
theology, then linguistic and cultural studies, it later came to mainly serve area studies
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where the language became a tool for understanding the contemporary Arabic societies
and politics, with less emphasis on culture (Eggen, 2018). However, the profiles at the
University of Oslo and the University of Bergen have remained somewhat different from
each other. While the latter have continued to mainly focus on the grammar-translation
approach, the first use predominantly the communicative approach in teaching Arabic
for non-native speaker (Dahle and Gyda Neess, 2017).

A substantial number of students have graduated from studies in the Arabic language
at these two universities, some heritage language users and others new language users.
The universities have produced academics, journalists, and cultural workers, as well as
diplomats, analysts, social workers, and professionals within a host of other fields. These
academic environments have also been vital in disseminating knowledge about Arabic
culture for a larger audience, such as op-eds on current issues or translations of Arabic
prose. One example of this activity is the annual film festival Arab film days, held in Oslo
since 2011, with a parallel film festival in Bergen.* The festival grew out of the Arabic
and Middle Eastern students film club Babel started in 2007, and it has developed into a
highly professional yearly event presenting the most recent films from the Arabic world,
as well as organizing talks and lectures.

From the late 1960s, Arabic became one of the languages perceived as immigrant
languages in Norway. In the late 1970s, a Nordic initiative consisting of library staff
and the national librarian organizations, with financial support from the Nordic
Culture Fund, started the work to prepare a two-volume handbook designed to further
knowledge about the new immigrants into the Nordic countries: KITAB (Berggren
et al., 1983). In this period, a prevailing view within migrant pedagogy was to assist
new immigrants to immerse themselves in the new languages, while simultaneously
assisting them and their children in maintaining their cultural and linguistic identities
of origin. The libraries were instrumental in this endeavor, and some enthusiasts within
the library sector had by this time realized that the libraries could and should take upon
themselves the responsibility to provide knowledge and literature both for the library
staff and society at large about the immigrants, and to provide the immigrant families
with culturally and linguistically relevant reading material.

The book, entitled KITAB, an acronym for Kulturell identitet tryggad av biblioteken
[Cultural Identity Secured by Libraries], which at the same time constitutes the Arabic
word kitab, meaning “book”, contained informationabouta selection of relevant countries,
ethnicities, and languages, as well as important literature, journals, and newspapers
from different countries with substantial immigration population. In addition, the
book was one of the earliest attempts to establish a Nordic standard for transcribing/
transliterating non-Latin alphabets and for organizing Nordic cooperations within the
field for interlibrary loans of books in foreign languages. Through local and national
cooperation, libraries in Norway established small collections of books in Arabic and
other languages.

In the mid-1970s, extraordinary state funding ensured a substantial increase in foreign
language books, including Arabic, as well as journals and newspapers in the main
libraries, especially in Oslo (Ringdal, 1985, p. 231). Over the years, the collections include
for instance Arabic language books for children presenting classical stories from the
Scandinavian literary canon, such as works by Thorbjern Egner or Astrid Lindgren, or
bilingual folk tales. Interlibrary loans ensured circulation and renewal of books, and in
recent decades, the library has maintained access to both electronic and paper-based
reading materials, The public library has become a place to read and borrow books, but
also for people of all ages to gather, do their homework or discuss recent events. To this
day, the local libraries in the capital and to different degrees throughout the country,
serve as low-threshold meeting points and forums for a plethora of groups engaging in
different forms for community learning. For instance, as a semi-public arena, the newly
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rebuilt main library in Oslo, Deichman Bjervika (opened in 2019), hosts gatherings and
meetings organized by civil society groups and organizations, including Arabic language
and bilingual podcast recording, film screening, seminars, and lectures.

As for the public school, the role of foreign language learning has changed since it
first started to accommodate the immigrant children in the 1970s onwards. European
languages not considered immigrant languages, like English, French, German, and
Spanish, have been offered as foreign language (L2), while languages like Arabic, Urdu,
and Turkish, were from the late 1970s offered as mother tongue languages for children
of immigrant families. The immigrants from the Arabic world in the first few decades
were mainly Berber speaking Moroccans, but nevertheless, Arabic was perceived to be
as their mother tongue (Eggen and Aschim, 2026). The argument for teaching mother
tongue languages was both ethical and pedagogical. On one hand, in the early days, the
immigrant families were expected to stay in Norway only temporarily and should be
given a chance to learn and preserve their culture and language of origin. On the other
hand, the children were considered entitled to learn about their home culture in school
as this would ease their way into the new, Norwegian language. The Arabic language
was, alongside other immigrant languages, considered a tool for communications as
well as for intellectual growth, and sometimes the designated hours were also used for
religious education. Although in practical terms the learning outcome may have been of
varied quality, it is possible to argue that the Arabic language in this context was valued
as a means of communication as well as an epistemic tool.

By the mid-1990s, the previous politics of catering for a multicultural society had
somewhat altered in Norway. What followed was a de facto devaluation of mother
tongue and heritage language learning (Haukds, 2022). To the extent that mother tongue
learning was offered in the public schools, it should have the instrumental function
of facilitating learning the Norwegian language. In the same period, in several cities,
organizations with a cultural program, such as social and cultural clubs dedicated to
certain cultural or national ethnicities, i.e. the Kurdish, Albanian, or Moroccan clubs,
seized to receive public financial support. To the extent that they had offered mother
tongue or heritage language learning for children, this became difficult to sustain. This
political turn happened in parallel with changes in the religious education in the public
school. The confessional religious education offered in public school had up to the 1990s
mainly been Christian, but with the possibility for students in some schools to replace the
Christian religious education with an other religion- and worldview education program,
and in other cases with non-formal learning in a faith or life stance community of choice.
With the new Education Act in 1998, confessional religious education and alternative
programs were replaced with a new, compulsory, non-confessional religious education
program.

These changes in the school curriculums, contributed to the community learning in the
mosques taking on a new role from the late 1990s. The Arabic language has always had a
particular role in the mosque school, where one explicit aim most commonly is to acquire
basic Qur anic literacy, meaning the ability to pronounce, read out, and at a simple level
understand the Quranic Arabic language (Eggen, 2019). While the Arabic language
perceived as a minority immigrant language ranks low on the linguistic hierarchy, in
the mosque weekend schools it ranks highly, although with somewhat limited functions
(Gonzalez-Dogan, 2022). This language learning has primarily a ritual function, as
reading the Quran is part of prayer and several other Islamic religious rituals. With
an emphasis on learning correct and beautiful recitation, often in a social setting, this
language learning also has an aesthetic dimension. For a number of students, however,
Arabic is, in addition to being a scriptural and ritual language, also a spoken and written
heritage language which they encounter in dialectal and situational varieties. In some
of the mosque weekend schools in which the students are mostly from an Arabic family
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background, a further aim for the language learning is to gain or develop communicative
skills in the Arabic language.

In addition to the mosque schools, the Arabic language is at the forefront of ritual and
intellectual engagement in a more general sense in the Muslim faith organizations in
Norway (Eggen and Aschim, 2026). Although traditionally relatively homogenous, the
mosques in Oslo are increasingly multilingual, and to an even greater extent throughout
the country where the Muslim population may be too little to cater for different groups.
Nevertheless, in a few large mosques, beside the Norwegian language, Arabic remains
the main language of interaction. In addition, among a growing body of highly educated
religious leaders and scholars, Arabic serves as a lingua franca for discussions. As such,
within the Muslim communities in Norway, the Arabic language is valued as a means
for the ritual, ethical, and intellectual engagement with the foundational texts, as well as
with intellectual and cultural knowledge production in a more general sense.

Arabic has in the past couple of decades become a natural part of the linguistic repertoire
of Norwegian popular culture, culminating with for instance the immensely popular
rap duo Karpe’s album Omar Sheriff (2022), in which lyrics and phrases in Arabic and
other languages blend seamlessly into the music without explanations. There are also in
Norway today several platforms and arenas for Arabic or bilingual community learning,
and for intellectual and cultural production and exchange. Some of these arenas are ad
hoc, others have succeeded in establishing and maintaining a position at the Norwegian
cultural scene. One such exampleis the before mentioned Arab film days, which originally
was established by university students. Another example is the bilingual Norwegian and
Arabic journal Dar /Der, which has published close to ten issues over the past five years.
The journal, initiated by Arabs living in Norway, presents itself as “the first journal for
Arabic speakers in Norway, intended to be a tool for improving language knowledge
and socio-cultural understanding” .’ It is interesting to notice, that although the journal
is bilingual, the intended audience is first and foremost Arabic speakers, with topics of
special interest for the Norwegian context, such as navigating the refugee or immigrant
existence, or with topics of general concern, for instance pertaining to the social and
political developments in the Arabic world, to the war on Gaza, or to climate politics.

Also bilingual, and organized mainly by Arabs living in Norway, is a yearly festival
which has been celebrated the past ten years, with financial support from public and
private donors, the Masahat festival for Arabic art and culture. The festival present itself with
the aim of “curating and presenting knowledge, history, art and culture from the Middle
East and North Africa with a special focus on the Arab world”.° This festival’s intended
audience is a broad and diverse Norwegian public, and their program is multilingual
including occasional Arabic only seminars and cultural events. In activating an Arabic
language in these spaces, at the intersection between local Arabic speaking communities
and the general Norwegian society, the Arabic language is explicitly and implicitly
valued as a vehicle of artistic expression as well as of intellectual exchange. However,
in these contexts, a large part of the program and events are in fact held in English,
Norwegian, or bilingual with Arabic, to cater for a wider audience.

The organizers of the New North African Literature festival with which I started
this short exposé, chose to set up two events, rather than one bi-lingual event with
simultaneous translation between languages. Although many of the questions and
topics raised in the conversation were similar in the Arabic language event to what had
been on the agenda the English language event, it was precisely because so many of the
topics were similar, that the contrast became all the more vivid to me as I was listening.
The House of Literature event was enjoyable and entertaining, and it served well its
purpose of engaging a wider audience with literature from the Arabic contexts. But to
me it felt like the House of Mela event, by contrast, brought the conversation on the
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main topic of the festival, liberation, and revolution in Arabic societies and the role of
language in these endeavors, some small steps ahead. The Arabic language functioned,
in this setting, to create a sense of community across temporal differences. Learning and
developing together as a community, through recognition and relatability, was made
possible by participating in conversation, rather than performing the conversation, and
by replacing a discourse deeply embedded in the age-old colonial logic of hegemonic
linguistic practices with a discourse engaging the participants linguistic resources.
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