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ABSTRACT: The spread of English is being promoted as an important driver of social and 

economic development (Pennycook, 2009, p.116). However, this view can be “misguided”, as 

English can also be problematic, a source of inequality, and a “formidable obstacle to 

education” (Tollefson, 2000, p. 9). In this sense, the spread of English is seen as a form of the 

“linguistic imperialism” in which English enjoys an ideologically higher status over other 

languages, thus encouraging new forms of capitalism and endorsing the practice of 

homogeneity (Phillipson, 1999, p.274). In the same vein, it is argued that “language ideology 

represents statements of identity” (Cummins, 2000, p.xi). With regard to the context of Saudi 

Arabia, it is argued that if English can be a threat to the Arabic language, then it can also be 

a threat to the Arabic and Muslims identity (Elyas, 2008a, b), which may not be the true 

reflection of the Islamic view on learning other languages (Elays and Picard, 2010). Therefore, 

this article aims to evaluate the linguistic situation in Saudi Arabia in response to the spread 

of English and the tension this might have created with the Arabic Language to compete with 

English over gaining access to power and politics in different domains.  
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Historical Background  

A better evaluation of the status of English language from an ideological perspective in Saudi 

Arabia can be arrived at when exploring the wider context of the colonisation of most of the 

Arabs’ world countries in the past century by the Western powers (English, French, and 

Italians). These powers forcefully implemented an anti-Arabic policy that has eventually led 

the Arab colonised countries to seek independence, which was much influenced by linguistics 

(Albrini, 2016). The Arabian Peninsula was a part of the wide Arabian areas that were under 

the rule of the non-Arab Ottoman Empire for about four centuries (Sulieman, 2003, p. 86). 

Similarly, the Ottomans implemented an anti-Arabic language policy by teaching Turkish in 

schools. However, these schools were “boycotted” by the Arabs (Al-Ghamdi and Al-Saadat 

2002). After defeating the Ottoman Empire after World War I, Britain and the French took 

control of the middle eastern countries (Shlaim, 1995). However, during this long period, Arabs 

“never ceased to think of themselves as Muslims and as Arabs and they, certainly, did not 

forget their Arabic language” (Zeine, 1966, p. 146). This strong sense of belonging and identity 

might have created another natural sense of the need to defend the Arabic Language. 

Additionally, the value of Arabic language also stems from the fact Saudi Arabia is the 

birthplace of the Islamic religion that was delivered in the Arabic language and which is the 

language of the Quran (the Holy Book of Muslims) to the Arab messenger Muhammed 

(PBUH). 
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The above seemingly simple relation entails other complex relations that might have defined 

the Saudi state identity and its people as we see it today. For example, a defining feature of an 

Arab person is her ability to speak Arabic (al-’Aql, 1999). This kind of breadth in Arabs 

identity belongs to the intellectual property of the people and can be understood as “linguistic” 

one (Joseph, 2004, p. 12). In Saudi Arabia, this extends to include the religious identity as the 

Saudi state was established on a religious basis. In 1744, an agreement was held between two 

people: Ibn Saud (the current ruler) representing the political power and Ibn Abdul-Wahab who 

represented the religious dimension of the state (Lacroix, 2011). This agreement is the skeleton 

of the Saudi socio-political structure that shapes the current ideological stance towards the 

West. Therefore, we can understand that Saudi Arabia, being an Arab country in the first place, 

holds a unique religious position that is empowered by its responsibility in safeguarding the 

sacred Islamic places. Now, the important question here is how this bond between Saudi 

Arabia, Islam, and Arabic language is reflected in the ideological stance toward English and 

how this can be considered a tension between the two languages.  

 

Particular to the Saudi context, another two factors came into play. The first is the Sahawa 

Islamic Movement (means awakening in Arabic), that was founded in the early 1980s and that 

was criticized for excluding other moderate Islamic voices in the Saudi scene (Al Samadani, 

2013, p.12). Moderation here can be understood as accepting the others, their values, and their 

products, the diversity of the modern society or as describe by the Muslim orientalist Dale 

Eickelman “moderation as pluralism” (Al Yahya, 2011). The second factor is the incident of 

the 9/11 terrorist attack that destroyed the World Trade Centre in 2003. Being falsely blamed 

for this incident, Saudi Arabia faced great pressure to rethink its educational system (Karmani, 

2005, p. 262). The pressure stems from the ongoing debate between the West and Arab world 

regarding the link between the teaching of Islam and such attacks (Bar, 2006). This particular 

debate had ramifications on the teaching of English, being the product of the West, in Saudi 

Arabia (Elays and Picard, 2010). Now, we can see that the Saudis are under pressure from the 

West to change; something reflected in how Saudis see the West and its products, such as 

language. Therefore, this chaotic socio-political and socio-religious landscape in Saudi Arabia 

is echoed in two important domains: the education and the media (Al Yahya, 2011). 

Additionally, the domain of economy has shown similar tension and thus will also be discussed. 

In the next section, such tensions within the educational system are discussed.  

  

Domains of Tension between Arabic and English 

The Domain of Education  

We have seen the origin of the tension between Arabs and the others (the West and the 

Ottomans) over power and politics. The long and the historical building up of this tension 

extends to include other local domains, such as education, through the rejection of the western 

values, including the English language. This is portrayed in the early introduction of formal 

education in Saudi Arabia through the “madrassa” (means a school in Arabic) (Tibi, 1998). A 

madrassa is a modern form of the schooling system that replicates the Islamic teaching methods 

in which the teacher (the cleric) teaches Islam (ibid). Most important here is that, in the 

madrassa, the introduction of English language into the classroom was not welcomed because 

of the fear that teaching the English language would lead to a decrease in the teaching of Islam 

(Azuri, 2006, p. 1).  
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It is worth noting here that the position of Islam from learning an additional language is very 

encouraging and a positive one. This is evident from the Islamic hadith (the words of the 

prophet Muhammed PBUP) that says “He whoever learns other people’s language will be 

secured from their cunning” cited in Elays and Picard (2010).  On the contrary, the ideological 

stance toward English in the Saudi teaching system is fuelled by the argument that English is 

not “neutral” but ideologically-loaded and that the values presented in the English curriculum 

are “at odds” with the teachers’ Islamic values and identity (Elyas, 2008a, b). In fact, languages 

are “anything but neutral”, which is very evident in multilingual societies (Pavlenko and 

Blackledge: 2004: 3). This is also evident when we know that Arabic has “an ideologically 

faith-based” role to play in the Arab world (Abuhamdia, 1988, p. 42). Here, having a strong 

bond between Arabic and Islam, it is possible that his fear might have been echoed in the 

teaching of the Arabic language, especially in the early years at schools.  

 

With regard to this, the introduction of English in the Saudi primary schools was a topic of 

heated debate over opposing ideologies for years. At one hand, in response to the pressure put 

on the Saudis after 9/11, it was seen as a great step forward in the introduction of the idea of 

living “in harmony” with the West and others (Azuri, 2006, p.6). Additionally, on the linguistic 

level, English is seen as an important subject in this early age (between 6 and 12 years old), 

where young Saudis start to receive their first formal Arabic education and are thought of as 

the right age to acquire other languages (Al-Jarf, 2004). On the other hand, English can be seen 

as an ideologically loaded language that bears anti-Islamic values as “a missionary language” 

(Pennycook and Makon, 2005). Moreover, English can be a threat that might hinder the 

development of Arabic that should be prioritized at this critical stage (Al- Summary, 1989). 

However, arguing against teaching English in primary schools lacks empirical research and 

should be considered speculative (Al-Naser, 1991). Therefore, despite all this debate, there is 

the political will to introduce English in the primary schools, which is evidence of the 

ideological shift in how English or the West are seen by the education sector in Saudi Arabia 

(Elyas and Mahboob, 2014).  

 

The Domain of the Media 

The tension between Arabic and English is also present in the media, particularly social media 

and public discourse. In social media platforms, this is represented by the use of 

English/Latin/Roman alphabet letters and some verbs to write Arabic words; a phenomenon 

called “Arabizi” (Yaghan, 2008). Arabizi became popular among young Saudis, and Arabs in 

general, as a way to express one’s self on the internet during times when the most popular 

websites (e.g., Facebook and Yahoo) were not translated into Arabic (until 2009), and has 

remained popular since (Black and Kiss, 2009). Now, the attitude toward Arabizi is ambivalent. 

On the one hand, Arabizi is found to be easier and faster than Arabic, stylish and trendy, and 

is not harmful to the Arabic language (Alghamdi and Petraki, 2018). On the other hand, Arabizi 

is seen as problematic and has a negative impact on the Arabic language (Romaih, 2014) as it 

might lead to a decline in the young generation’s ethics and morals (Boyd, 2014). Moreover, 

Arabizi is used in writing religious text, which could be considered a prohibited act as it might 

lead to what is called “Tahrif”; “a corruption in the [Quranic] text” (Oxford, n.d). Therefore, 

Arabizi is a good example of the kind of tension between Arabic and English.    
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Another media domain that is being increasingly problematic with regard to the influence of 

the speared of English on L1 is public discourse. For example, using English in the public 

landscape (e.g., shops names) is being prohibited by a governmental Act, especially in Mecca 

city where the two holy mosques are located, and that receives about 19 million visitors 

annually for the pilgrimage (Stats, 2019). The prince of Mecca argues that using English to 

name shops is an act of westernization that would lead to a loss of the Islamic and Arabic 

identity, which is a marker of Saudi Arabia, especially in this holy area (Alriyadh, 2019). 

Acting accordingly, the new legalization issued by the Meccan prince gave shops owners only 

6 months to change the names of their shops from English to the Standard Arabic (Talib, 2018). 

In this, the Saudis realize that the media is an important factor in the making of ones’ identity, 

or even more particularly “the national identity” (Park, 2009). 

 

The Domain of Economy  

The final domain in which there is a tension between Arabic and English is the economic 

domain, particularly the petroleum industry. Saudi Arabia is one of the largest oil producers in 

the world, producing 7 million barrels a day, which accounts for 70% of its total exports 

revenues in addition to the 18% of the world’s oil reserves (OPEC, 2018). This major oil market 

is run by the Saudi Aramco Company, founded in 1938 (Elyas and Mahboob, 2014). Although 

the company is run by the Saudis, it has issued a strict English-only communication policy 

among its personnel (Al Essa, 2009). This policy puts pressure on the demanding job market 

as well as Aramco workers to learn English to be able to communicate “effectively” with each 

other as well as with the Americans who work with them. In fact, it is argued that Aramco can 

be the company that has the most influencing power on the English instruction in Saudi Arabia 

through its early programs to teach English to its employees (ibid). The spread of English along 

with the discovery of oil in the gulf regions (Saudi Arabia, Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait) 

is a phenomenon named “perto-linguistics” (Karmani, 2005c). This phenomenon explores the 

impact of oil on the status and dynamics of English in Saudi Arabia, and it is worth further 

investigation to explore its impact on the status of Arabic.  

 

It must be noted that the unstable oil markets have led Saudi Arabia to announce an initiative 

that aims to reduce its dependence on oil and to promote a knowledge-based economy (Saudi 

Vision 2030, 2016). In this regard, there are internal calls to the Saudi Vision to recognize the 

role of the English language in the building up of the world’s economy as we see it today 

(Alzahrani, 2017). Moreover, the tension with the West has led the kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

to seek new allies in the east, particularly China. In recognizing the power of the Chinese 

economy, the kingdom announced taking steps to teach the Chinese language in Saudi schools 

(Arabiya, 2019), which is expected to create further tension between Arabic and English.   

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

We have seen that the linguistic situation in Saudi Arabia is very much influenced by that of 

the surrounding Arab world, which had long been colonized. The sufferings are echoed in how 

Saudis value the English language as one of the products of the West. This was evident when 

looking at the different domains that used to be preserved solely for the Arabic language. These 

domains include education, the media, and economics. In education, we have explored the 

heated debate with regard to the teaching of English in primary schools and how this can be 
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regarded as a threat to the Arabic language and the identity of young Saudis. In the media 

domain, we have seen that the phenomenon of Arabizi is regarded as a threat to the Arabic 

language and the young generation as well. Additionally, the spread of English in the public 

discourse in the holy city of Mecca was banned by a governmental Act, which symbolizes the 

tension between Arabic and English. As for the economy, we have seen that Aramco, the Saudi 

oil company, adds more to the tension through its English-only policy. We have also seen how 

the unstable oil markets have led Saudi Arabia to seek new relations with China, which has led 

to the introduction of the Chinese language in Saudi schools; something that might take the 

tension between Arabic and English to its peak.  
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