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TEXTE

1. Introduction
Post- World War II immig ra tion to France from North Africa has
increased situ ations of multi cul tur alism and language contact in
French urban areas, as Arabic- speaking immig rants are now the
biggest ethnic minority in France (Blanc- Chaléard, 2001; Hargreaves,
1995). Major waves of immig ra tion from the Maghreb to France
started between WW1 and WW2, motiv ated by a need for foreign
labor to support the economic revival of France (Blanc- Chaléard,
2001). This immig ra tion intens i fied after WW2, but after the first oil
crash of 1973, the begin ning of the economic crisis, and the end of the
“Trente Glorieuses”, immig ra tion from North Africa to France slowed
down signi fic antly and became mostly driven by family reuni fic a tion
policies (Bruneaud, 2005). Despite this slow down, in 2023, direct
immig rants from the three Maghreb coun tries (Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisia) were still the biggest immig rant group in France (Insee,
2024), and communities of North African origin—later gener a tions
included—consti tute the biggest non- European minority in the
country: they represent 29.7% of first-  and 1.5- generation immig rants
and 33% of second- generation immig rants, with a total of about 4.5
million indi viduals, or 6.6% of the French popu la tion, without
counting third and fourth gener a tions for which data is missing
(Insee, 2021, 2022) 1.

1

These immig rant communities were histor ic ally often housed  in
grands  ensembles (“projects”), usually built at the peri phery of big
cities and now known  as banlieues or cités, where North Africans
consti tute the largest ethnic group (Blanc- Chaléard, 2001). This
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context increased situ ations of language contact between French and
(dialectal) Arabic in metro pol itan France, and as a result, language
mixing prac tices, including the use of contem porary Arabic borrow‐ 
ings—such  as heps/hebs  “prison”, shitan/sheitan “devil”,  and seum
“rage, lit. venom”—have been attested in the setting of these multi‐ 
ethnic working- class urban neigh bor hoods since the 1980s (e.g.,
Billiez, 1992 and Trimaille, 2003 in Gren oble, Goudail lier, 2002 and
Gadet, 2017 in Paris, Melliani, 2000 in Rouen, etc.). Language mixing
prac tices between French and dialectal Arabic have also long been
attested in the post- colonial Maghreb coun tries (Bentahila & Davies,
1983; M’barek & Sankoff, 1988), with both languages serving as a
donor language in the case of borrowing (e.g., Morsly, 1995; Mzoughi,
2015). In France, despite the situ ation of language contact being more
recent, Arabic forms have now trav elled beyond the limits of the
spaces where they emerged into collo quial metro pol itan French
regard less of the origin and social class of the speakers, espe cially
finding their way in the language of young people 2. The use of Arabic
borrow ings by adoles cents has become so salient that the
phenomenon is discussed in national news pa pers such  as Le Figaro
and Le Monde (e.g., Mouchotte, 2022; Santolaria, 2021; Vinçotte, 2024).
However, the pres ence of these forms has seldom been studied in
popu la tions beyond the youth from  the banlieues and other multi‐ 
ethnic urban neigh bor hoods (see Hebbleth waite, 2018 for an excep‐ 
tion), raising ques tions as to who these new users are, where they
live, and what forms they use.

Consequently, this paper sets out to invest igate the diffu sion of
contem porary Arabic borrow ings in metro pol itan French through an
online survey assessing speakers’ famili arity—defined as know ledge
and self- reported usage—of 38 forms from Arabic iden ti fied during a
previous ethno graphic study in a high school in Orange, France.
There is a lot of scientific debate concerning what consti tutes a
borrowing, espe cially as opposed to one- word inser tional code- 
switching (see for instance Poplack & Dion, 2012, and Poplack,
Sankoff, & Miller, 1988 on how borrowing and code- switching involve
different processes and are two different phenomena vs Stam mers &
Deuchars, 2012 and Myers- Scotton, 2002 on how they are points on
the same integ ra tion continuum or two instan ti ations of the same
process), these debates resting mostly on the argu ment of the phon ‐
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o lo gical, and, most import antly, the gram mat ical integ ra tion of the
foreign form in the recip ient or base language. It is there fore para‐ 
mount to define what is considered a borrowing in this study. Arabic
borrow ings are under stood in this work as Arabic one- word inser‐ 
tions and prefab ric ated multi word expres sions used in verbal
routines that func tion like a single semantic unit (Kesckes, 2014), and
which do not require bilin gual profi ciency (Bullock & Toribio, 2009).
The forms concerned are thus lexical borrow ings, more specific ally
loan words (Haspel math, 2009; Winford, 2003). Loan words are often
considered to consist only  of estab lished  borrowings (Haspel math,
2009; Myers- Scotton, 2002), but  here nonce  borrowings, i.e.,
momentary other- language items that appear in the spon tan eous
speech of bilin gual speakers (Poplack et al., 1988), are also included.
All these forms are gram mat ic ally integ rated into French or at least
do not show evid ence of non- integration. Moreover, this study
focuses specific ally  on contemporary Arabic borrow ings, i.e., forms
mostly imported in the contem porary period and reflecting the
settle ment of Arabic speakers from North Africa in France after WW2
and media atten tion on Arab coun tries (Fasla, 2008; Hebbleth waite,
2018). This new wave of Arabic borrow ings into French follows the
first wave in the Middle Ages and Renais sance and the second wave in
the Modern period of the 19th and 20th centuries, driven by the
French colon iz a tion of North Africa (Fasla, 2008; Melander, 1932).
Some borrow ings from this latter period that are still highly relevant
nowadays in the speech prac tices of the multi ethnic, working- class,
urban youth (e.g., bled) were also included. Import antly, these forms
are salient to French speakers: most of them are still recog nized as
coming from Arabic—or at least from a foreign language. They are
thus partic u larly relevant for this soci o lin guistic study, since their
socio- indexical poten tial seems to be what drives their diffu sion (see
Section 2).

While most previous studies of contem porary Arabic borrow ings in
France have offered a micro- perspective on the phenomenon,
looking at how they are used in inter ac tion to perform rela tional and
iden tity work, this study offers a macro- perspective focusing on the
sociodemo graphic factors that may explain famili arity with Arabic
borrow ings, inspired by survey studies in dialect o logy and the vari‐ 
ationist tradition.
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2. Arabic borrow ings and
social meaning

2.1. Invest ig ating vari ation and
social meaning

This study is anchored in a vari ationist approach to language use,
relying on ideas from both the first and third waves of vari ationism. In
the first wave, born out of William Labov’s fourth floor exper i ment in
New York City (1966), vari ation was seen as system atic and linguistic
vari ables as indexing macroso ci olo gical categories such as class,
gender, and ethni city. The goal of first- wave soci o lin guistic studies
was to reveal the patterns of social vari ation of a given vari able, and
the use of a vari able was under stood as a reflec tion or consequence
of belonging to a given group. Thus, there was very little room for
speaker agency. However, subsequent waves, starting with the
second, and later the third, high lighted the role of more local and
situ ated factors in explaining vari ation (Eckert, 2012). While earlier
approaches to linguistic vari ation focused on how vari ables index
social categories at the macro and local levels, the third wave places
meaning—instead of vari ables—as the point of depar ture (Eckert,
2012). In the third wave, vari ables are viewed as styl istic resources to
construct social meaning and posi tion oneself in the social space.
There fore, the speaker is an active social agent who uses linguistic
vari ation as a semi otic resource to express their concerns, and not
simply index social iden tities and categories. Because these concerns
are chan ging, the meaning of vari ables is not fixed, and vari ables are
char ac ter ized by their « index ical mutab ility » (Eckert, 2012, p. 94).

5

As mentioned above, the use of Arabic borrow ings in metro pol itan
French is no longer the prerog ative of North African (chil dren of)
immig rants living in the  French banlieues, and has seem ingly tran‐ 
scended class, age, and ethnic bound aries. A macroso ciodemo graphic
approach to vari ation taken alone hence seems to be short sighted in
explaining the diffu sion of these lexical forms. However, the socio- 
indexical poten tial of these forms from a third- wave perspective
seems to be better suited to explain their diffu sion, as will be elab or ‐
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ated further below. This study invest ig ates the diffu sion of contem‐ 
porary Arabic borrow ings in metro pol itan French according to
primarily macro- social char ac ter istics of the survey respond ents in a
first- wave fashion, but under stands these patterns of vari ation as
only indir ectly related to broad social categories «  through [the]
asso ci ation [of linguistic vari ables] with qual ities and stances that
enter into the construc tion of categories » (Eckert, 2008, p. 455).

Although this study is situ ated in a vari ationist frame work at the
theor et ical level, it does not rely on the tradi tional data collec tion
methods of vari ationist studies (e.g., soci o lin guistic inter views, parti‐ 
cipant obser va tion), as these are not very well suited for a quant it‐ 
ative invest ig a tion of the phenomenon under study. Indeed, Arabic
borrow ings occur at low frequency in spon tan eous speech (see
Section 3)—as is often the case with lexical phenomena—so doing a
quant it ative, large- scale study based on produc tion data is hard to
imple ment at the meth od o lo gical level. Soci o lin guistic surveys allow
researchers to easily collect large amounts of data, there fore
obtaining a sample that is more repres ent ative of the whole popu la‐ 
tion and can be submitted to stat ist ical analysis, providing robust
results that make it possible to draw conclu sions about the popu la‐ 
tion at large (Avanzi et al., 2016; Boberg, 2018; Dollinger, 2012).
Though, soci o lin guistic surveys present two major draw backs: by
inquiring directly about language, they say more about the social
eval u ation of the phenomenon under study than the phenomenon
itself (see Labov’s  (1972) observer’s  paradox), and people’s linguistic
intu itions are often not good indic ators of how they speak (Boberg,
2018; Dollinger, 2012). However, for several vari ables, produc tion data
and self- reporting data have been shown to be largely congruent
(Dollinger, 2012), and some argue that surveys are most appro priate
to invest igate lexical vari ables, because lexical vari ation would be
often less affected by language ideo lo gies than gram mat ical or phon‐ 
etic vari ation (Boberg, 2018). They have been success fully used to
invest igate lexical region al isms in dialect o logy (e.g., Avanzi et al.,
2016). Moreover, Arabic borrow ings enjoying covert prestige (Trudgill,
1972), as we will see below, it was believed it could coun ter bal ance the
under re porting that can occur when invest ig ating a socially marked
vari able or socially driven change in progress like Arabic borrow ings
in French (Dollinger, 2012; Glickman et al., 2018). There fore, a ques ‐
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tion naire was deemed an appro priate tool to eval uate the diffu sion of
contem porary Arabic borrow ings in metro pol itan French.

2.2. Contem porary Arabic borrow ings in
metro pol itan French
Despite being reported in virtu ally every corpus of French Contem‐ 
porary Urban Vernacu lars (hence forth CUV) (Rampton, 2011),
contem porary Arabic borrow ings have received little atten tion from a
vari ationist perspective in metro pol itan French, likely due to their
scarcity in existing corpora. Some of the best descrip tions of Arabic
borrow ings come from ethno graphic works looking at inter ac tional
patterns and identity- building strategies among multi ethnic youths
(e.g., Billiez, 1985, 1992; Melliani, 2000; Trimaille, 2003; Tetr eault,
2015) and rap studies (e.g., Hassa, 2010; Paine, 2012; Verbeke, 2017). To
the researcher’s know ledge, there are no studies that have quant it at‐ 
ively recorded borrowed Arabic occur rences in natural speech data.

8

Although such quant it ative data is missing, eight weeks of ethno‐ 
graphic work in a high school in Orange resulted in the iden ti fic a tion
of only 38 different Arabic borrowing types, most of them being
hapax. This speaks to the low frequency of occur rence of these
forms. Studies on rap corpora confirm this empir ical obser va tion:
they report very low rates of Arabic borrow ings in rap music (~ 0.25-
0.45%) (Rilliard & Adams, 2018; Verbeke, 2017)—in comparison, verlan
is used almost three times as much in Paris- based rap (Verbeke, 2017).
Arabic borrow ings are likely even rarer in natural speech, since rap
lyrics are «  a hybrid of impro vised speech and care fully written
poetry » (Paine, 2012, p. 48) that serve as a display of a certain culture
and language, as they are used by artists—primarily from  the
banlieues—to build iden tities and appeal to a specific audi ence
(Hassa, 2010; Verbeke, 2017). Never the less, the results on speech data
and rap music appear to be conver gent as to who their greatest users
are: their use or know ledge has been mainly asso ci ated with (young)
male speakers of North African origin (e.g., Billiez, 1985; Hassa, 2010;
Paine, 2012; Trimaille, 2003; Pooley & Mostefai- Hampshire, 2012;
Verbeke, 2017). Rap studies also suggest rappers from Marseille are
greater users of these forms, poten tially due to demo graphic factors
(Paine, 2012; Verbeke, 2017).
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However, the use of contem porary Arabic borrow ings goes beyond a
claim to national or ethnic iden ti fic a tion, as they are also used by
speakers of other origins in what Rampton (1995) calls instances  of
crossing. They can be used to build a Muslim iden tity, or mark
belonging to the (multi ethnic) peer group, for instance (Billiez, 1985,
1992; Guerin, 2018; Hassa, 2010; Hebbleth waite, 2018; Melliani, 2000;
Pooley, 2018; Pooley & Mostefai- Hampshire, 2012; Verbeke, 2017).
Because of their asso ci ation  with banlieues or cités, contem porary
Arabic borrow ings also index affil i ation with a socially stig mat ized
and under priv ileged lower- class group, often with a migrant back‐ 
ground (Hambye & Gadet, 2014), and a rebel lious iden tity linked to life
in  the banlieues (Hassa, 2010; Melliani, 2000; Verbeke, 2017). This is
reflected in the innov ative lexicon of French CUV, which mostly
pertains to sex, drugs, viol ence, inter- racial rela tions, negative
emotions, etc., all themes that reflect the lives of young people in
these disen fran chised spaces (Gadet, 2017; Hassa, 2010; Méla, 1997;
Rilliard & Adams, 2018; Sloutsky & Black, 2008).

10

It is precisely this rejec tion of the ‘legit imate culture’ that Arabic
borrow ings and other features of French CUV index that makes them
popular among young speakers of all social classes, adoles cence
being marked by the rejec tion of social and linguistic norms (Jamin,
2005; Méla, 1991; Trimaille, 2004). These forms are thus
spreading  through covert  prestige (Trudgill, 1972). Rap music, a
cultural arte fact stem ming out of the banlieues, has been one of the
main factors driving the diffu sion of features of French CUV beyond
those spaces, diffu sion now also enhanced by the wide spread use of
social media, espe cially among younger gener a tions (Gasquet- Cyrus,
2013; Marchessou, 2018).

11

Yet not much—if anything—is known about the use of contem porary
Arabic borrow ings outside  the banlieues and similar neigh bor hoods.
Hebbleth waite (2018) invest ig ated Parisians’ degree of aware ness of
the Islamic lexical field using a soci o lin guistic survey. Beyond the fact
that Arabic speakers, unsur pris ingly, were more familiar with these
forms, he also found that the younger gener a tion (below age 30) had
a notably better know ledge of these terms than older speakers,
supporting the idea that the use of Arabic borrow ings may be an age- 
related phenomenon outside  the banlieues, too. Still, the ‘young’
speakers in Hebbleth waite’s (2018) study were on average older (up to
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30 years old) than in most previous studies of contem porary Arabic
borrow ings, hinting at the spread of these forms beyond youth
speech. Never the less, limit a tions of this study restrict our under‐ 
standing of the phenomenon at a larger scale: it invest ig ated aware‐ 
ness rather than usage of the forms and focused on the Islamic lexical
field and speakers from Paris only. The ques tions concerning which
forms have diffused beyond multi ethnic working- class urban neigh‐ 
bor hoods, who uses them and where thus remain open.

3. Methodology
An online survey was created to answer the above ques tions
regarding the diffu sion of contem porary Arabic borrow ings in metro‐ 
pol itan French. It assessed respond ents’ famili arity with 38 Arabic
forms iden ti fied during a previous phase of ethno graphic field work.
This section begins by outlining the forms assessed in the survey,
explaining how they were iden ti fied and describing their features. It
then provides details about the online survey and its parti cipants,
followed by an explan a tion of the data analysis process.

13

3.1. Borrowed forms tested

The 38 forms assessed by the parti cipants in the survey were mostly
iden ti fied in spon tan eous speech, but also self- reported, during
parti cipant obser va tion, in a recorded video task and inter view and in
a self- reflexive essay. These data were collected over the course of an
ethno graphic field work of eight weeks in a high school in the city of
Orange in southern France during the spring of 2021.

14

These borrowed forms reflect overall and language specific trends in
borrowing. The gram mat ical category and semantic field of the types
are given in Tables 1 and 2 respect ively. These categor iz a tions are
based on how the word is used in French, which can reflect semantic
exten sions or changes in gram mat ical category from its original use
in Arabic. Since a lot of users of these forms have no or little know‐ 
ledge of Arabic nowadays, it is believed that their meaning—and by
exten sion their gram mat ical category—in French is more relevant to
their diffu sion than their original meaning in Arabic. Some types
belong to two different semantic fields and were there fore clas si fied

15
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Gram mat ical category Count
of type

Percentage Example Meaning

Noun                 16       42.1% hallouf pig

Interjection/Expression/Chunk                 13       34.2% starfoullah may God
forgive me

Adjective                   5       13.1% khéné bad; that sucks

Verb                   4       10.6% t’minik you
are teasing/kidding

Total                 38        100%

Table 1. Type repar ti tion by gram mat ical category

Semantic field Count
of type

Percentage Example Meaning

Negative emotion/affect                  14       30.4% seum hatred, rage, resentment

Reli gions and beliefs                  10       21.7% hamdoullah thanks to God

Vulgarity/insults                    7       15.2% zeub dick

Politeness                    6          13% bsartek congrats (lit. to
your health)

Positive emotion/affect                    4         8.7% hala great

Inap pro priate behavior                    3         6.5% khapta wasted, high

Country/culture
of origin

                   2         4.3% zitoune olive

Total                  46        100%

Table 2. Type repar ti tion by semantic field

twice  (e.g., hamdoullah categor ized as Polite ness as well as Reli gion
and beliefs), hence the count of types above 38. Nouns are most
repres ented, closely followed by inter jec tions, expres sions or idio‐ 
matic chunks, a lot of the latter being polite ness or reli gious formula.
The semantic fields iden ti fied overall closely reflect what has been
found in previous work on contem porary Arabic borrow ings in
metro pol itan French, whether in natural speech or rap music.

The types were also categor ized according to the register they
belong to in Arabic (since in French they all belong to a sub- standard
register), as well as according to their pres ence in a dictionary,
whether tradi tional or urban, because these ‘linguistic’ factors were
perceived as poten tially affecting the diffu sion of the  forms. Le
Nouveau Petit Robert de la Langue  Française online was used as the
tradi tional dictionary  and Le Diction naire de la  Zone online as the
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urban  dictionary 3. The register to which a form belongs almost
consist ently aligns with its variety of origin, with collo quial and
vulgar forms coming mainly from (North African) dialectal vari eties of
Arabic, and standard forms coming from Modern Standard Arabic.
Accord ingly, 18  forms were categor ized as collo quial, 15 as standard
and five as vulgar, while 18 did not appear in any dictionary, 12 in the
urban dictionary and eight in the tradi tional dictionary. If a form
appeared in a dictionary as a different part of speech or with a
different meaning as the one it was used as or with when observed
during field work, it was still counted as appearing in this dictionary,
because at least a form of the type is ‘offi cially’ attested.

3.2. Online Survey
As mentioned above, the diffu sion of contem porary Arabic borrow‐
ings in metro pol itan French was assessed by eval u ating respond ents’
famili arity with the borrowed forms. The construct of Famili arity was
oper a tion al ized as encom passing both know ledge and self- reported
usage of the form, since it was believed know ledge of a form, i.e.
having at least heard it even if not using it, already attests to some
degree of famili arity with it. A Famili arity score served as a proxy to
measure the diffu sion of the forms. The survey was adapted from
Secova, Gardner- Chloros and Atan gana’s (2018) ques tion naire, which
eval u ates the popularity of various features of French CUV among
typical users of such vernacu lars by assessing their projected usage
of these traits.

17

After explaining the goal and format of the survey, as well as
obtaining written consent from the parti cipants and letting them
prac tice with an example word, the survey asked a few demo graphic
ques tions about the parti cipants’ gender, age, geograph ical loca tion,
highest level of educa tion, sociopro fes sional category, languages (L1s
and L2s), and cultural iden tity. Then, respond ents had to answer a
series of ques tions about the 38 contem porary Arabic borrow ings
iden ti fied in the field. Each borrowing was first presented in writing,
often with multiple spellings currently in use. It was also presented in
an audit orily recorded carrier sentence (with tran scrip tion provided),
since Arabic borrow ings are mostly used in speech. The carrier
sentences were as far as possible original, recon structed or slightly

18
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modi fied sentences recorded during the field work phase to make
sure the examples reflected an authentic way of using these lexical
items. The most semantic ally neutral sentences were chosen to avoid
parti cipant bias based on elements that were not the vari able under
study. All the example sentences were recorded by the researcher to
avoid speaker effect.

After being intro duced to a borrowing, parti cipants were asked to
answer four multiple- choice prompts about their famili arity with this
Arabic form. The first prompted them about their know ledge of the
word (“Je connais ce mot  (je l’ai déjà entendu ou utilisé): oui/non”)
and the next three about their usage of it: frequency of use, inter‐ 
locutors with whom they use it, and modal ities of use. Parti cipants
were asked to answer these last three prompts only if relevant for
them. Appendix A provides a sample page of the survey for the
target word rhéné. Appendix B lists the carrier sentences that were
used on the survey for the 38 borrowed Arabic forms.

19

The multiple- choice answers were modi fied Likert scales adapted to
each part of the prompt to provide the most repres ent ative Famili‐ 
arity score. The initial yes/no ques tion about know ledge of the word
followed the same prin ciple, where « no » scored 0 and « yes » scored
1. Words and expres sions with higher scores reflect greater famili‐ 
arity, and there fore greater diffu sion. Lastly, there was a comment
box at the end of each page for parti cipants to leave any comments
they wanted about the form. The last page of the survey also asked
two optional open ques tions prompting respond ents to share any
other borrowed Arabic forms they may use or anything else they may
want to add about their usage of Arabic borrow ings (“Est- ce que vous
util isez d’autres mots empruntés à l’arabe quand vous parlez
français ? Si oui, lesquels ? Est- ce qu’il y a quoi que ce soit que vous
voulez ajouter à propos de votre usage des emprunts arabes en
français ?”).

20

To maximize comple tion of the survey and minimize the effects of
focus fatigue, the survey was optim ized to be as short as possible
(about 15 minutes), and the borrow ings were presented in random
order to each parti cipant. The survey was shared using snow balling
methods, and, import antly, it was shared with the students at the
Orange high school where previous field work took place. Their
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  Female
 

Female total Male
 

Male total No answer
 

No
answer total

Non- 
binary total

Total

Ethnicity Other NA 6   Other NA   Other NA    Other  

11-15 yo     6      4        10     4   1          5             15

16-19 yo    60      8        68    23   4        27     1   1          2          1     98

20-29 yo     7            7     6            6             13

30-39 yo    25      1        26    17   1        18             44

40-49 yo    17          17     4            4             21

50-59 yo    13          13     5            5             18

60+ yo     6            6     2            2               8

Total    134    13      147    61   6        67     1   1          2          1   217

Table 3. Parti cipant repar ti tion by age, gender and ethnicity

Socio- professional category Count of participants

demo graphic profile is there fore well repres ented in the results, as
we will see below.

3.3. Participants
All parti cipants were aged 11 or older and living in metro pol itan
France at the time of the survey. They had also lived at least half of
their lives in one of the 13 admin is trative regions of metro pol itan
France at that time and were native or near- native speakers of
French, according to the selec tion criteria for parti cip a tion in the
survey. Moreover, parti cipants who failed to answer all the ques tions
they were expected to answer for more than 10% of the Arabic types
were discarded 4. Based on these criteria, 217 survey responses were
collected and submitted to stat ist ical analysis. Despite random
sampling, the survey results are unbal anced, with some demo graphic
groups more repres ented than others. Below is the repar ti tion of
parti cipants according to the sociodemo graphic char ac ter istics
retained for  analysis 5. The socio- professional categories in Table 4
corres pond to the categories from l’Institut National de la Stat istique
et des Études Économiques (https://www.insee.fr/fr/metadonnees/pcs2020/g

roupeSocioprofessionnel/2?champRecherche=true), to which an extra category
was added to accom modate for unem ployed parti cipants or family
members. Indeed, for students finan cially relying on someone, the
socio- professional category of the main income provider was asked.
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Farmer                            5

Busi ness owner                          10

Exec utive/profes sional/company head                          52

Employee                          30

Laborer                          19

Inter me diate professional                          64

Unemployed                          37

Total                        217

Table 4. Parti cipant repar ti tion by socio- professional category

Level of
urbanization
Region

Conurbation Peri- 
urban
area

Small- /medium- 
sized town

Rural
area/ Village

Total

Auvergne- Rhône-
Alpes

        16      10               10              20     56

Bourgogne- Franche-
Comté

          1        1                 1                2       5

Bretagne           1             1

Centre- Val de Loire           3                   3         6

Grand Est           1                   5                1       7

Hauts- de-France                     1                1       2

Île- de-France          4        3                  1       8

Nouvelle- Aquitaine          1                 1         2

Occitanie          2        1                 2                3       8

Pays de la Loire          1                    2       3

Provence- Alpes-
Côte d’Azur

         8        6                 56              49    119

Total         37       22                79              79    217

Table 5. Parti cipant repar ti tion by region and level of urbanization

3.4. Data analysis

Due to the quantity and uneven distri bu tion of the online survey data
collected, the following quant it ative analysis is explor atory. It
combines descriptive stat istics and like li hood tests aimed at determ‐ 
ining which sociodemo graphic factors help explain respond ents’
famili arity with contem porary Arabic borrow ings, as well as which
forms are most diffused. The results provided are based mainly on
the total Famili arity score obtained from each respondent or for each
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Arabic form. The soft ware R 4. 4. 3 (R Core Team, 2025) was used to
analyze the data.

Not all the inform a tion gathered in the Demo graphic Inform a tion
part of the survey was used in this analysis. Inde pendent vari ables
with limited explan atory power and non- significant results (e.g.,
multi lin gualism), or which were confounded with other factors (e.g.,
level of educa tion) were not retained.

24

4. Results

4.1. Diffu sion by form

The results concerning the diffu sion of the 38 Arabic forms or types
will be presented first to provide some answers regarding which
borrowed forms have diffused in metro pol itan French, and what
linguistic factors may be able to explain this. These results are based
on the Famili arity score by form, i.e., the sum of the 217 respond ents’
Famili arity score for each form, as well as on the Know ledge score by
form, comprising only the 217 answers to the first ques tion about
know ledge of the form.

25

4.1.1. Most familiar forms

On average, any given Arabic form is known by about 131 respond ents
out of 217, with great dispar ities between the specific types (M =
131.36, SD = 65.46, range [7 –  216]) 7. This great vari ation between
forms is not only reflected in the Know ledge score, but also in the
Famili arity score for each type (M = 475.18, SD = 376.3584, range [16 –
1,523]). This means that, unsur pris ingly, some forms are much more
known and used than others. The eight most popular forms are
known by at least 90% of the respond ents, while the three least
popular  (g3ar, houfik,  habla) are known by less than 10% of them.
Table 6 below shows the 10 forms respond ents are the most familiar
with, i.e. the most diffused ones in the sample. They pertain mainly to
the lexical fields of negative emotion/affect (N = 4) and polite‐ 
ness/greet ings (N = 3, including two also pertaining to reli gion),
partly reflecting the propor tion of forms for each semantic field
presented in the ques tion naire. Thus, they do not tell us much about
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Rank Form Gram mat ical category and meaning as used in French

1 kiffer (v) to like (a lot)

2 seum (n) hatred, rage, resent ment (lit. venom)

3 niquer (v) to fuck; to fuck/win over someone; to deteriorate

4 wesh (int) Hey!; What’s up?; [discourse marker]

5 bled (n) country/village of origin

6 cheh (int) Sucks to suck!

7 miskine (n) someone who elicits pity

8 Inch’Allah (int) God willing

9 hess (n) misery; shit

10 salam (alaikum) (int) Gree tings!; Hello!

Table 6. Top 10 most diffused Arabic forms

a pref er ence for specific semantic fields, since those
were unbalanced 8.

9

A Spearman’s rank correl a tion smoothing out the amplitude differ‐ 
ences between the scores of the two factors reveals a strong positive
correl a tion between the Know ledge and Famili arity scores  (r(36) =
.96, p < .001), meaning that the forms that are the most known to
respond ents are also the most used. Whereas the two rank ings are
highly correl ated, we can note some discrep an cies between them.
One worth noting is that two forms belonging to the semantic field of
reli gion and beliefs (wallah and hamdoullah) are present in the top 10
for Know ledge but not present in the top 10 for Famili arity. Moreover,
the  forms inch’Allah and salam  (alaikoum), also reli gious terms,
though present in the top 10 of both meas ures rank #3 and #6
respect ively in the Know ledge ranking and only #8 and #10 in the
Famili arity ranking. This points towards some qual it ative differ ences
between know ledge and usage of the forms based on semantic field.

27

4.1.2. The influ ence of linguistic factors

To assess whether there is a link between the register in Arabic or
pres ence in a French language dictionary of a form and its diffu sion, a
two- way inde pendent meas ures analysis of vari ance (ANOVA) was
performed. Register did not turn out to be a signi ficant factor,
whereas pres ence of the form in a dictionary did (F(2, 33) = 25.08, p
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Figure 1. Famili arity scores by pres ence in type of dictionary

= 2.38 ). A post- hoc analysis using pair wise T- tests with pooled SD
and Bonfer roni adjust ment was performed, and it revealed that
famili arity is signi fic antly higher with forms found in a tradi tional
dictionary than it is with forms found in an urban dictionary (p < .001)
or in no dictionary at all (p <.001), despite the fact that there are only
eight forms in the “tradi tional” subgroup. There is no signi ficant
differ ence in famili arity with forms from the other two groups. The
data is visu al ized in Figure 1. The black star indic ates the mean score
and the black line the median score, while the box displays the
interquartile range. The whiskers mark the range of the remaining
data. However, with few forms and uneven distri bu tions of the data in
the subgroups, these results must be considered as a sugges tion
rather than a conclu sion on the poten tial role of these linguistic
factors on the diffu sion of the Arabic forms under study.

-7
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4.1.3. Most familiar forms in selected groups

Because the semantic fields of verlan—a lexical phenomenon similar
to Arabic borrow ings in its social trajectory—vary between young
males and young females in multi ethnic urban neigh bor hoods
(Goudail lier, 2002; Melliani, 2000; Méla, 1997), the researcher invest‐ 
ig ated whether there were any qual it ative differ ences between men
and women in their famili arity with borrowed Arabic forms. A
Spearman’s correl a tion reveals a strong positive correl a tion between
the two groups in their famili arity with the words tested (r(36)= .97, p
< .001). Though, because it has been reported in a previous study that
insults in Arabic are a sign of virility (Billiez, 1992), a further step was
taken for a more fine- grained compar ison: the Famili arity scores for
males and females for the seven forms that belong to the semantic
field of vulgarity and insults were  compared 10. A two- sample inde‐ 
pendent t- test reveals that females report being signi fic antly less
familiar than males with forms pertaining to this semantic field
(t(113.01) = -2.89, p = 0.0047) with mean Famili arity scores of 12.03 and
16.16 respect ively. Hence, there are at least some qual it ative differ‐ 
ences between these two groups in how they use contem porary
Arabic borrowings.

29

A similar analysis was conducted for age, because the use and diffu‐ 
sion of contem porary Arabic borrow ings appears to be an age- related
phenomenon. The sample was split into two groups for the purpose
of this test: the age groups 11-15 years old and 16-19 years old were
clas si fied as adoles cents—age range closely matching the years of
secondary educa tion— and the other groups were clas si fied as adults.
This divi sion was oper ated as such because the first group, adoles‐ 
cents, tends to move away from linguistic norms (Trimaille, 2004),
while the second group, as part of the work force, tends to use more
standard language (Pooley & Mostefai- Hampshire, 2012). A
Spearman’s correl a tion between the Famili arity scores of both age
groups on each of the 38 Arabic types was performed, again revealing
a highly positive correl a tion (r(36) = .85, p < .001), and there fore no
signi ficant differ ence between the two age groups regarding which
forms they report being most familiar with.

30

The results showing no major differ ences in the forms known and
used by these different groups, no further invest ig a tion was carried
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out concerning the forms them selves. The rest of the results
presented here focus on the influ ence of sociodemo graphic factors
on the overall famili arity with contem porary Arabic borrowings.

4.2. Diffu sion by parti ‐
cipant characteristics
These results are based on the total Famili arity scores obtained from
parti cipants, i.e., the sum Famili arity score of the 38 types for each
respondent. Before delving into the sociodemo graphic char ac ter istics
of parti cipants that signi fic antly impact their famili arity with the
forms, we can first note that the mean Famili arity score per
respondent is 83.21 (out of a possible maximum of 456) with consid er‐ 
able vari ab ility between parti cipants (M = 83.21, SD= 59.87, range [4 –
339]). The median score is 73, so overall, total Famili arity scores tend
to be lower than 83.21 and the distri bu tion of scores is slightly
skewed right. The distri bu tion is other wise normal, allowing for the
careful use of para metric stat ist ical tests.

32

4.2.1. The influ ence of social factors

4.2.1.1. Diffu sion by gender

Of the 217 respond ents, 147 iden ti fied as female and 67 as male.
Because only one respondent iden ti fied as non- binary and two
preferred not to reveal their gender, only the sublevels Female and
Male will be used for the gender analysis 11. Figure 1 below illus trates
the results obtained by gender. The dots mark the outliers. Here
again, there is a lot of vari ation between parti cipants, with a mean
Famili arity Score of 78.10 for females (SD = 60.01) and 92.30 for males
(SD = 58.75). There are also a few outliers, espe cially females, repres‐ 
ented by the dots in Figure 2, with scores ranging from 4 to 339.
These being true outliers, they were not taken out of the data. A first
look at Figure 2 suggests males may be more familiar than females
with the Arabic forms they were asked to eval uate. However, an inde‐
pendent samples t- test revealed no signi ficant differ ence between
the two groups (t (130.38) = -1.63, p = .11).
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Figure 2. Famili arity scores by gender

4.2.1.2. Diffu sion by age

Parti cipants were categor ized in age bins, corres ponding roughly for
the first two to the middle school and high school years respect ively,
and then to each decade of life up to approx im ately retire ment age 12.
Figure 3a,b below visu alize the results concerning the Famili arity
score obtained by each age group. The large number of respond ents
of high school age is seem ingly an arte fact of the parti cip a tion of the
high schoolers from Orange in the survey.

34

We can note in Figure 3a the great amplitude in the Famili arity scores
for some of the groups, as well as overall decreasing Famili arity
scores with increasing age, which is better illus trated in Figure 3b.
This tend ency is inter rupted at the right extremity, as the oldest
group (60+ yo) has a mean Famili arity score higher than the previous
age group (50-59 yo), but this could be an arte fact of the small
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Figure 3a. Famili arity scores by age group Figure 3b. Mean Famili arity scores by
age group

number of respond ents in the 60+ year- old group. Altern at ively, it
could suggest that these two groups do not actu ally behave differ‐ 
ently if the differ ence between their scores is not significant.

A one- way inde pendent meas ures analysis of vari ance (ANOVA)
between age groups revealed age is a highly signi ficant factor in
determ ining Famili arity scores (F(6, 210) = 13.40, p = 7.63 ). To reveal
where the differ ences lie, a post- hoc analysis using pair wise T- tests
with pooled SD and Bonfer roni adjust ment was performed. Despite
the decreasing Famili arity scores with increasing age, the stat ist ical
analysis did not reveal any signi ficant differ ence between any
consec utive group, nor did it reveal any signi ficant differ ence
between any of the three youngest groups and any of the three oldest
groups. However, as seen in Table 3, there is great vari ation between
the sample sizes of the different age groups, with some small sample
sizes, which can affect the robust ness of a para metric test. As a
matter of fact, none but one of the age groups with a sample size of
less than 30 has a roughly normal distri bu tion (50-59 yo), with two
groups (20-29 yo and 60+yo) even presenting bino mial distri bu tions.
There fore, most t- tests performed in the pair wise compar ison lack
stat ist ical power to be reli able, likely produ cing a Type I error.
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Combining the two teenage groups on the one hand and the two
oldest groups on the other to increase the sample size for these age
groups did not yield any more signi ficant differ ences between
consec utive groups. In short, we cannot rule out that signi ficant
differ ences may exist between consec utive age groups, but the
current data does not provide reli able evid ence to support this hypo‐ 
thesis. However, despite small sample sizes and low stat ist ical power,
some age differ ences came back as signi ficant. The four older age
groups (from 30-39 yo to 60+ yo) all show a signi ficant differ ence
with each of the two youngest age groups (11-15 yo and 16-19 yo) with
at least p < .01 13. The fifties group also shows a signi ficant differ ence
at the p < .05 level with the twen ties  group 14, providing some
supporting evid ence for the tend ency observed in Figure 3b.

Based on the previ ously cited liter ature and comments collected
during field work, an inter ac tion was also suspected between age and
gender. A two- way inde pendent meas ures ANOVA with an inter ac tion
between gender and age was performed. While the inter ac tion itself
did not come back signi ficant, age was here again signi ficant (F(6,
200) = 13.04, p = 1.96 ) and gender is approaching signi fic ance in this
model (p = .06). While the inter ac tion Age*Gender was not signi‐
ficant, the model was better when containing an inter ac tion (based
on the residual sums of squares) and better with both vari ables than
with only gender or age. In other words, the vari ables gender and age
explain Famili arity scores better together than they do on their own.
The same inter ac tion was tested after collapsing the age groups at
the two ends of the age spec trum like above, but it was still not signi‐ 
ficant, and the sum of squares was higher for this model. There fore,
stat ist ic ally, adoles cent male speakers are not more familiar with
Arabic borrow ings than other speakers, but gender improves
model fit.
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4.2.1.3. Diffu sion by social class

Social class is a complex concept encom passing a range of educa‐ 
tional, social, and personal factors, and it cannot be reduced to just
one measure (Fabri cius, 2022). However, because highest level of
educa tion was confounded with age for younger speakers on the
survey, the socio- professional category was used as a proxy for social
class. This factor alone only approx im ately reflecting social class, the
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results will first be presented for all seven socio- professional
categories commonly used in France in census and offi cial surveys,
and then discussed in terms of social class. The category Farmer only
counts five responses, which reflects the low prom in ence of this
category in France rather than a sampling bias. Mean scores are split:
for four of the socio- professional categories, they stand between 103
and 125 (Farmer, Busi ness owner, Laborer, and Unem ployed) and
between 60 and 82 for the remaining three (Exec utive/profes‐ 
sional/company head, Unskilled employee, Inter me diate profes‐ 
sional), suggesting poten tial signi ficant differ ences between the
groups. Figure 4 visu al izes these results.

A one- way ANOVA between groups indeed revealed a signi ficant
differ ence at the .001 level (F(6, 210) = 5.59, p = 2.12 ). The post- hoc
analysis, also suffering from Type I error, only revealed four signi‐ 
ficant differ ences: between Exec utive/profes sional/company head
and Busi ness owner (p < .05), Laborer (p < .001), and Unem ployed (p <
.05), respect ively, and between Inter me diate profes sional and Laborer
(p < .01). Exec utive/profes sional/company head being the highest
socio- professional category, Busi ness owner and Inter me diate
profes sional being in the middle range, and Laborer and Unem ployed
being in the lower range, there are thus signi ficant differ ences
between groups repres ent ative of the upper, middle, and lower
classes (between adja cent as well as non- adjacent classes). Busi ness
owner is a category with a lot of vari ation in terms of social class,
with some busi ness owners econom ic ally and cultur ally closer to the
working class than members of the middle class. Consid ering the
small sample size for this group, it may be skewed towards that type
of busi ness owners, which could explain why this category scored
simil arly to the lower class rather than the middle class in this survey.
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Figure 4. Famili arity scores by socio- professional category

To verify whether these differ ences are main tained at a larger scale,
and to have a more robust stat ist ical test, the socio- professional
categories were combined into three levels roughly repres ent ative of
the lower class, middle class, and upper class: Unem ployed, Laborer,
and Unskilled employee were grouped together as lower class, Inter‐ 
me diate profes sional and Busi ness owner represent the middle class,
and Exec utive/profes sional/company head is taken to represent the
French upper class. The level Farmer was removed, as there is great
vari ab ility in social class and revenues in that category (Insee, 2020),
making it diffi cult to pin it to a specific social class. With only five
respond ents in that category, elim in ating it does not have much
impact on the results. Figure 5a shows the mean by social class. We
can clearly see a decrease in famili arity with the 38 Arabic forms as
social class increases. A one- way inde pendent ANOVA between
groups revealed that the differ ence in Famili arity scores between
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Figure 5a. Mean Famili arity scores by social
class based on socio- professional category

Figure 5b. Famili arity scores by social class
based on socio- professional category

groups is signi ficant (F(2, 209) = 8.29, p =  3.45 ), confirming that
signi ficant differ ences in famili arity with contem porary Arabic
borrow ings between social classes—based on socio- professional
category only—do exist. A post- hoc pair wise t- test with Bonfer roni
adjust ment was conducted. Figure 5b shows where the differ ences lie
between the groups. All groups behave signi fic antly differ ently but
the middle and upper classes.

-4

In addi tion, an inter ac tion was suspected between age and social
class, since Arabic borrow ings first appeared in the speech of young
speakers from multi ethnic working- class neigh bor hoods. A two- way
ANOVA between age and the newly defined vari able social class with
an inter ac tion between age and social class was performed to verify
this assump tion. The inter ac tion was not signi ficant, but both factors
were at the .001 level. While the inter ac tion was not signi ficant, based
on the residual sums of squares, the model was better with the inter‐ 
ac tion and better than when both factors were tested indi vidu ally,
too. Thus, the vari ables age and social class together better predict
Famili arity scores than each one on its own. The same inter ac tion
was tested after collapsing the age groups at the two ends of the age
spec trum in this case too, but it was still not signi ficant, and this
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model increased the sum of squares. The assump tion that there is an
inter ac tion between age and social class was there fore
not supported.

4.2.1.4. Diffu sion by ethnicity

Because the use of contem porary Arabic borrow ings has often—but
not only—been asso ci ated in previous studies to the expres sion of a
North African iden tity, the analysis by ethni city will compare parti‐ 
cipants who could be reas on ably iden ti fied as North African with
parti cipants of all other ethni cities. As recording inform a tion about
someone’s race or ethni city on a survey is prohib ited in France,
altern ative, imper fect ways to gather this inform a tion through the
online ques tion naire were used. To simplify this diffi cult endeavor,
the focus was put only on North African speakers versus other ethni‐ 
cities/races. Hence, respond ents who reported having some working
know ledge of Arabic and using it at least some times were counted as
North African, since Arabic is barely taught in educa tional contexts in
France (Barontini, 2016), and there fore its speakers are most likely to
be native or heritage speakers of the language. Consid ering France’s
immig ra tion history, such speakers can be considered with a certain
level of confid ence to be Maghrebi. Addi tion ally, respond ents who
iden ti fied as Tunisian, Algerian, Moroccan, Arab or Muslim in
response to the ques tion pertaining to cultural iden ti fic a tion on the
survey were considered to be North African, too, bringing respond‐ 
ents in that sub- level to 20. Despite this low number, the distri bu tion
for this group is normal, and an inde pendent t- test between North
African respond ents and respond ents with other racial/ethnic back‐ 
grounds (N = 197) returned a highly signi ficant differ ence between the
two groups (t(20.03) = 6.15, p = 5.20 ). This differ ence is illus trated in
Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Famili arity scores by ethnicity

Unsur pris ingly, the respondent with the highest Famili arity score
(339) is an Arabic speaker, who also iden ti fies with Arab culture. More
surpris ingly, the respondent with the lowest Famili arity score (4) also
iden ti fies Arabic as one of her languages but does not identify with
Arab culture. Addi tion ally, her comments suggest she is linguist ic ally
conser vative, as she mentions that most of the Arabic words
presented in the survey come from “street slang” and not the “noble”
Arabic language (her words). This linguistic conser vatism may explain
her low Famili arity score, as she would likely not use or even maybe
know these slang terms 15.

43

4.2.2. The influ ence of geograph ical factors

The next two sections invest igate the role of the geograph ical place
of resid ence on famili arity with the 38 Arabic forms tested, and
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there fore the diffu sion of contem porary Arabic borrow ings to
different spaces.

4.2.2.1. Diffu sion by level of urbanization

Respond ents were asked to report on the level of urban iz a tion of the
area in which they had lived for most of their lives, ranging from a
conurba tion to a rural area or village. Great vari ation within the
sublevels of this inde pendent vari able is again notice able in Figure 7,
but there appears not to be as much vari ation between the four
groups. Three groups—the two most urban ized and the least urban‐ 
ized—seem to behave simil arly, with means within a close range
(between 84 and 90) and standard devi ations within the same range,
too (51 to 66). Only one group appears to behave differ ently, Small- 
/medium- sized town, with a mean about 15 points below the highest
mean (M = 74.53). This is still within a close range compared to the
vari ation observed between means for the sublevels of other inde‐ 
pendent vari ables. A one- way ANOVA between groups confirmed that
there is no signi ficant differ ence between the four levels of urban iz a‐ 
tion. However, these results need to be considered with caution.
While rural areas seem to behave simil arly to the most urban ized
areas, there is a confound with age, specific ally in the sublevel Rural
area/village. Indeed, 45 out of 79 respond ents in this sublevel—more
than half—are between 11 and 19 years old, and we saw above that the
two youngest age groups are signi fic antly more familiar with contem‐ 
porary Arabic borrow ings than any other group. There fore, the mean
score for Rural area/village reflects the respond ents’ age more than it
does the level of urban iz a tion of their envir on ment, and a more
balanced sample likely would have yielded a lower mean.
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Figure 7. Famili arity scores by level of urbanization

4.2.2.2. Diffu sion by region

The diffu sion of the 38 Arabic forms to the 13 metro pol itan regions of
France was also invest ig ated. Two regions did not receive any
responses, and all others but two received less than ten responses.
This is due to a sampling bias, with the two regions where the
researcher conducted field work and has lived receiving more
responses because of the researcher’s networks in these regions.
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The  map 16 in Figure 8 illus trates Famili arity scores and standard
devi ations for regions that have at least five respond ents. We can
note that Île- de-France, which includes Paris, has the highest mean
Famili arity score. However, with only eight respond ents from this
region, this mean is only indic ating a poten tial tend ency that would
need to be confirmed with more  data 17. The small sample sizes for
most sublevels preventing a robust stat ist ical test, the following
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Figure 8. Mean Famili arity scores and standard devi ations by region

analysis will focus on the regions Auvergne Rhône- Alpes and
Provence- Alpes-Côte d’Azur (PACA), which, although unbal anced (N =
56 for Auvergne Rhône- Alpes, N =119 for PACA), both count over 50
respond ents and have roughly similar distri bu tions
(skewed positively).

Figure 9 displays Famili arity scores for Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes and
Provence- Alpes-Côte d’Azur. The distri bu tion of their scores appears
rather similar, with almost identical medians and a slightly higher
mean and larger spread for PACA. An inde pendent t- test between the
two regions reveals there is no signi ficant differ ence between them.
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Figure 9. Famili arity scores by region for Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes and PACA

5. Discussion
Famili arity scores, and to a lesser extent Know ledge scores were used
in this survey as a measure of diffu sion of contem porary Arabic
borrow ings in metro pol itan French. From the above results, we can
first note that there are great discrep an cies in famili arity with Arabic
borrow ings depending on the form and speaker. Overall, though,
more than half of the respond ents knew any given borrowed form.
However, while nominal know ledge and famili arity were highly
correl ated, know ledge of a form does not neces sarily mean usage. For
instance, the analysis by types revealed that respond ents may know
Arabic words or formulas relating to Islam but not use them. Indeed,
if speakers do not identify with Islam or Islamic culture, it is fair to
believe they are not very likely to use these forms that are often
routine formulas, even if they know them. This aligns with comments
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from parti cipants both in the survey and during field work who
mentioned that they did not find it appro priate to use Islamic Arabic
terms if one is not reli giously or cultur ally Muslim.

With an average Famili arity score by respondent just above 83 (out of
a maximum possible score of 456), it appears borrowed Arabic forms
are not used with high frequency, but some of the 38 forms tested
have diffused more widely among the French popu la tion. Indeed,
borrow ings that can be found in the tradi tional  dictionary Le
Petit Robert, such as the top 4  forms kiffer, niquer, seum, and wesh,
are signi fic antly more diffused than other Arabic borrow ings. Their
pres ence in a tradi tional dictionary most certainly attests to their
diffu sion, rather than factors in it. The register the form belongs to in
Arabic did not emerge as a signi ficant factor in the diffu sion of the
borrow ings. Since most parti cipants in the survey do not know Arabic
(N = 200), it is likely that char ac ter istics of the forms as used in
French are more relevant to their diffu sion. The least familiar items in
the list reflect quite idio syn cratic uses. To summarize, most of the 38
Arabic types eval u ated in the survey have diffused geograph ic ally
throughout France’s regions and a diversity of urban ized land scapes,
as well as within different demo graphic groups, despite most
respond ents’ know ledge and reported usage of these forms being
limited, although this varies according to different factors.
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Concerning the influ ence of socio- demographic factors on the diffu‐ 
sion of these forms, we can first note that the results of the online
survey confirm the main assump tion from previous research: the use
(and know ledge) of Arabic borrow ings is an age- related phenomenon,
with Famili arity scores decreasing with increasing age, and younger
speakers being stat ist ic ally more familiar with Arabic forms than
older speakers, supporting Hebbleth waite’s (2018) find ings. Arabic
borrow ings being non- standard lexical items, these results align with
the fact that adoles cents overall use more non- standard language
than adults (Trimaille, 2004). Yet, the results also show that the age
effect is not categor ical. Arabic borrow ings are not only a feature of
youth speech; Adults know and use these forms as well, admit tedly to
a lesser degree, and have similar form pref er ences. This is remin is‐ 
cent of Rampton’s (2011) find ings in England, who observed that adult
speakers of British English retained features of CUV they acquired in
adoles cence but overall used them to a lesser degree as adults. It is
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thus possible that adults who used contem porary Arabic borrow ings
in French when they were younger carried some of these forms over
into adult hood, and their use may still index some form of youth ful‐ 
ness. The two older age groups and a large part of the 40-49- year-old
group would not have been exposed to Arabic borrow ings in their
teenage years, at least not to a sustained degree, since CUV French
really became a largely recog nized phenomenon in the mid 1990s
(Trimaille, 2004). This could possibly explain their lower Famili arity
scores. It is also important to consider that the use of partic ular
Arabic forms at any given time may be fleeting. Thus, adults may be
less familiar with forms that are in use among the youth today, as
these forms may not have been in circu la tion when these adult
speakers were younger, to the benefit of other forms. It is also
possible that Arabic borrow ings are spreading to adult groups
through the young gener a tion, which appears to be supported by
some survey responses. A few respond ents mentioned knowing—and
some times using—some of the forms thanks to their kids or students.
Lastly, we can note that although college- aged respond ents (20-29
yo) were less familiar with the Arabic forms than high school- aged
respond ents, there were no signi ficant differ ences between these
speakers, which could suggest that the twen ties mark a linguistic
trans ition into adult hood, as previ ously suggested (Pooley &
Mostefai- Hampshire, 2012). However, with only 13 respond ents in the
20-29- year-old group, the stat ist ical analysis lacks power and we
cannot draw any defin itive conclusions.

As for the results concerning the diffu sion of Arabic borrow ings
according to the gender of the speaker, the results demon strated that
gender (male/female) is only signi ficant in explaining differ ences in
Famili arity scores if combined with age. In other words, the contem‐ 
porary Arabic borrow ings under study are more diffused among men
only if we also consider their age. This points towards young males
being more familiar with the borrow ings, even if there was no signi‐ 
ficant inter ac tion between any age group and gender. The claim that
Arabic usage or know ledge is more strongly related to males and
marks virility (Billiez, 1992; Pooley, 2018; Pooley & Mostefai- 
Hampshire, 2012) is thus only partially supported. Moreover, it is
possible that women also use Arabic borrow ings to index a certain
type of masculinity or non- normative femin inity (Rilliard, 2023),
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which this quant it ative analysis cannot show. If the gender groups
were more balanced though, the differ ence between males and
females may be signi ficant overall. Lastly, the claim that specific ally
insults in Arabic index masculinity, which was based on qual it ative,
ethno graphic work (Billiez, 1992), is supported by this quant it ative
analysis, since males are signi fic antly more familiar with the eight
forms pertaining to the semantic field of vulgarity/insults than
females. This also supports the more broadly observed link between
masculinity and vulgarity (Bour dieu, 1977). However, a greater number
of forms in this semantic field would help to strengthen this claim.

Addi tion ally, contem porary Arabic borrow ings have diffused to all
socio- professional categories, but when grouping the socio- 
professional categories into three groups roughly reflecting social
class, we note a signi ficant differ ence between social classes, with
higher Famili arity scores as social class decreases. Thus, although
Arabic borrow ings have spread beyond the multi ethnic lower working
classes where they first emerged, it appears they remain more prom‐ 
inent in the language prac tices of these social groups. As noted by
Labov (1966), the working class is less amen able to the pres sures of
standard language, which allows for the diffu sion of non- standard
forms like Arabic  borrowings 18. Never the less, just  like verlan has
spread to other social classes thanks to the covert prestige of CUV
French among the youth, and thanks to its power to mark solid‐ 
arity with banlieues popu la tions and aware ness of trends and social
issues for social elites (Méla, 1991, 1997; Sloutsky & Black, 2008),
contem porary Arabic borrow ings have diffused to all social classes
as well.
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Regarding the influ ence of ethni city, even though very few respond‐ 
ents could be (imper fectly) iden ti fied as North African, these
respond ents were signi fic antly more familiar with the 38 Arabic types
tested than the rest of the participants 19. This finding supports both
Hebbleth waite’s (2018) and Pooley and Mostefai- Hampshire’s (2012)
results suggesting that Arabic speakers and speakers who have an
immig ra tion back ground have greater know ledge of (borrowed)
Arabic forms. It also supports the claim made by several researchers
that contem porary Arabic borrow ings are used in French by speakers
to index a North African iden tity (e.g., Billiez, 1985, 1992; Hassa, 2010;
Melliani, 2000; Tetr eault, 2015) or a more specific national iden tity
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(Moroccan, Algerian, or Tunisian—Pooley & Mostefai- Hampshire,
2012), although these iden tities are not the only ones that have been
linked to the use of Arabic forms, as seen in Section 2.2. Those other
iden tities that contem porary Arabic borrow ings have the poten tial to
index are likely more relevant in attempting to explain the diffu sion
of these forms beyond the banlieues. Collecting more responses from
French speakers with a Maghrebi back ground would help strengthen
this claim and allow us to make some important compar isons
between subgroups. First, males and females within that group could
be compared, since other banlieue French features have been
strongly asso ci ated with young males of North African descent
specific ally (e.g., Fagyal, 2010; Jamin, 2005). Addi tion ally, we could
compare the prac tices of Arabic speakers who identify with Arab
culture(s) and those who don’t, since the respondent with the lowest
Famili arity score suggests that know ledge of (some) Arabic may not
be enough to guar antee famili arity with and mostly usage of Arabic
borrow ings. Indeed, the intern al iz a tion of the assim il a tionist
discourse in France can lead to a devalu ation of the heritage
language, leading to its limited usage and a subsequent break down in
intergen er a tional trans mis sion (Bruneaud, 2005; Hargreaves, 1995;
Pooley & Mostefai- Hampshire, 2012). However, other linguistic ideo‐ 
lo gies related to the status of the different vari eties of Arabic can also
be at play, as suggested above.

Concerning the geograph ical diffu sion of Arabic borrow ings, the
results pertaining to level of urban iz a tion are of partic ular interest.
Arabic borrow ings origin ated in French CUVs—so as an urban
phenomenon—which prompted the researcher to assess whether
they have now diffused not only beyond urban working- class neigh‐ 
bor hoods such as banlieues, but also beyond densely popu lated urban
areas. The results of the survey confirm that they have: they are
familiar to respond ents at all levels of urban iz a tion, and there is no
signi ficant differ ence between groups, suggesting Arabic borrow ings
are no longer a specific ally urban phenomenon. Never the less, as
mentioned above, most respond ents from rural areas and villages are
under 20 years old, arti fi cially driving the mean score for this level of
urban iz a tion up. A more balanced sample may have revealed a bigger
differ ence between more urban ized and less urban ized areas, like the
lower mean score for the level Small- /medium- sized town seems to
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suggest. Further more, it is believed that these younger respond ents
for Rural area/village are primarily high schoolers from Orange (see
end of Section 5), so there may addi tion ally be a locality effect with
the forms. In other words, this result remains to be veri fied before
defin itive claims can be made about the diffu sion of contem porary
Arabic borrow ings to less densely popu lated areas.

Another aspect of geograph ical diffu sion is diffu sion by region. The
current data is limited and only allows us to talk about two regions
with confid ence—Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes and Provence- Alpes-Côte
d’Azur. While the 38 Arabic forms tested in the survey at first glance
seemed to be more diffused in PACA, it turned out there is no signi‐ 
ficant differ ence between the two regions, suggesting these borrow‐ 
ings have diffused equally in both regions. We can suggest two
reasons why respond ents in PACA may be slightly more familiar with
these borrow ings. First, the 38 types that respond ents were asked to
eval uate in the online survey were recorded in PACA during field‐ 
work. There could be an effect of locality, as some of these forms may
be more present in the linguistic land scape of this region compared
to Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes, which could explain why the forms are
more familiar to respond ents in PACA. Moreover, the average survey
respondent in PACA is younger than in Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes, which
also skews the results towards higher Famili arity scores for PACA. A
more balanced sample may have reduced the differ ence between the
two regions. Yet, despite the ‘advant ages’ conferred to PACA, Famili‐ 
arity scores in the two regions are not dissim ilar enough for this
differ ence to be stat ist ic ally signi ficant. Verbeke (2017) found a higher
propor tion of Arabic borrow ings in Marseille- based rap compared to
Paris-  and Brussels- based rap, which he attrib uted at least in part to
Marseille’s history as a port of entry for immig ra tion and the
consequently large number of people of North African origin in
Marseille. While care fully crafted song lyrics are only compar able to
self- reported speech prac tices to some extent, the current data
suggests that PACA, where Marseille is located, may not behave so
differ ently from Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes, despite its history of immig‐ 
ra tion. Further more, although the results for Île- de-France are only
indic ative because of the very low number of respond ents (N = 8) and
should be considered with extreme caution, the Paris area displays a
mean Famili arity score almost identical to PACA (M = 92.50 vs. M = 90.
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97, respect ively), suggesting there may not be a differ ence regarding
the use of Arabic borrow ings between these two regions either, as
opposed to what was observed by Verbeke (2017) and anec dot ally
suggested by others (Goudailler, 1997; Paine, 2012). However,
Marseille, as the largest urban center in PACA, may behave differ ently
from the rest of the PACA region. It is believed that most of the
responses collected for PACA are primarily from students, but also
faculty/staff, at the high school in Orange where field work was
conducted, which also corres ponds to lower levels of urban iz a tion.
Indeed, the researcher received a large wave of responses from the
region right after sharing the survey with the school. With more
responses from Marseille, the results for PACA might look different
from those for other regions, here espe cially Auvergne- Rhône-Alpes.

6. Conclusion
This study aimed to eval uate the diffu sion of contem porary Arabic
borrow ings in metro pol itan France using an online survey assessing
respond ents’ famili arity—know ledge and self- reported usage—with
38 Arabic forms iden ti fied during a previous field work phase.
Specific ally, it was inter ested in knowing which forms have made
their way into collo quial metro pol itan French beyond the urban
spaces of the banlieues and similar neigh bour hoods where they first
emerged, who uses them, and where. Although the survey data
collected only provides partial answers to these ques tions, some
valu able insight was gained.

57

Unsur pris ingly, Arabic forms found in a tradi tional dictionary appear
to be more diffused than other types. Moreover, while the use of
contem porary Arabic borrow ings is still largely an age‐, class- , and
ethnicity- related phenomenon in collo quial contem porary French,
the data show clear diffu sion of these forms to a wider variety of
speakers in terms of their social and geograph ical char ac ter istics.
Import antly, famili arity with these forms may not be as marked by
gender differ ences outside multi ethnic working- class urban neigh‐
bour hoods as it reportedly is inside them—although the gender
differ ences in usage of CUV features is ques tioned by some
researchers even in these spaces (Trimaille & Billiez, 2007)—and the
urban nature of these forms seems chal lenged by the data. There fore,
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after crossing linguistic bound aries, contem porary Arabic borrow ings
appear to have crossed social and geograph ical borders in contem‐ 
porary France.

However, the results of this study must be considered with caution
consid ering the uneven sampling and subsequent limited data, which
impacted the stat ist ical analysis, ulti mately limiting the conclu sions
that can be drawn. This lack of data espe cially affected the analysis
by  region. Addi tional data from all regions would allow researchers
not only to compare the frequency of use of contem porary Arabic
forms per region, but also to determine whether there are qual it ative
differ ences between regions, with some forms perhaps being
more  localized. There fore, more data should be collected in the
future for a more robust stat ist ical analysis, with the view  of
performing regres sion modeling, which allows for a more complex
and connected picture of the influ ence of each inde pendent vari able,
as well as for the eval u ation of random effects such as form
and subject. The loss of data and gran u larity ensuing from the neces‐ 
sary oper a tions on the data to be able to conduct such a stat ist‐ 
ical  analysis with the current dataset affecting the ‘quality’ of the
picture, an explor atory approach was preferred here to preserve the
fine- grained details.
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On the meth od o lo gical level, the way some social vari ables were
oper a tion al ized could also be rethought to increase their validity.
Specific ally, the factor social class, a complex social phenomenon
encom passing many aspects of a person’s life, should ideally be
determ ined from a composite score, not from a single measure. Addi‐ 
tion ally, identi fying respond ents of North African descent proved
diffi cult based on the inform a tion collected in the socio- demographic
part of the ques tion naire, almost certainly resulting in some being
left out. Better ways of identi fying respond ents’ ethnic origins that
remain within the French legal frame work should be designed, such
as asking respond ents about their family’s immig ra tion history for
instance. The ques tion in the survey pertaining to know ledge of a
given form could also be formu lated differ ently to ask instead about
whether respond ents under stand the form (its meaning in French),
which could poten tially be a better measure of know ledge. One must
also not forget that self- reported usage is only repres ent ative of real

60



The diffusion of contemporary Arabic borrowings beyond the French banlieues

39

BIBLIOGRAPHIE

Avanzi, M., Barbet, C., Glikman, J., &
Peuvergne, J. (2016). Présentation d’une
enquête pour l’étude des régionalismes
du français. SHS Web of Conferences, 27.
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20162
703001

Barontini, A. (2016). Arabe maghrébin et
berbère : les absents omniprésents. In
C. Hélot & J. Erfurt (Eds.), L’éducation
bilingue en France : politiques
linguistiques, modèles et pratiques
(pp. 458-472). Lambert-Lucas.

Bentahila, A., & Davies, E. E. (1983). The
syntax of Arabic-French code-
switching. Lingua, 59(4), 301-330.

Billiez, J. (1985). La langue comme
marqueur d’identité. Revue européenne
des migrations internationales, 1(2), 95-
104. https://doi.org/10.3406/remi.1985.
982

Billiez, J. (1992). Le parler véhiculaire
interethnique de groupes d’adolescents
en milieu urbain. In Actes du colloque
international des langues et des villes
(pp. 117-126). Didier Erudition.

Blanc-Chaléard, M.-C. (2001). Histoire
de l’immigration. La Découverte.

Boberg, C. (2018). Surveys: The use of
written questionnaires in
sociolinguistics. In C. Mallinson, B.
Childs & G. Van Herk (Eds.), Data
collection in sociolinguistics: Methods
and applications (pp. 280-301).
Routledge.

Bourdieu, P. (1977). L’économie des
échanges linguistiques. Langue
française, 34(1), 17-34. https://doi.org/1
0.3406/lfr.1977.4815

Bruneaud, J. F. (2005). Chroniques de
l’ethnicité quotidienne chez les
Maghrébins français. L’Harmattan.

usage to some extent, so the results of this study must be inter preted
cautiously regarding usage.

Lastly, the survey data was not fully exploited. Parti cipants’ responses
pertaining to their detailed and specific usage of the borrowed Arabic
forms (frequency, inter locutors, and modal ities) could be exploited in
further studies to get a more detailed insight into how these forms
are used on a scale larger than the one currently offered by ethno‐ 
graphic studies, which have so far been the ones invest ig ating the
‘how’. Further more, responses to the open- ended ques tions—only
just mentioned here—should be further explored in a qual it ative
analysis to determine which other Arabic forms are in use nowadays,
as well as to better under stand the different forces that drive the use
(or not) of contem porary Arabic borrow ings in metro pol itan French,
including language atti tudes and ideologies.

61

https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20162703001
https://doi.org/10.3406/remi.1985.982
https://doi.org/10.3406/lfr.1977.4815


The diffusion of contemporary Arabic borrowings beyond the French banlieues

40

Bullock, B. E., & Toribio, A. J. (2009).
Themes in the study of code-switching.
In B. E. Bullock & A. J. Toribio (Eds.), The
Cambridge handbook of linguistic code-
switching (pp 1-17). Cambridge
University Press.

Dollinger, S. (2012). The written
questionnaire as a sociolinguistic data
gathering tool: Testing its validity.
Journal of English Linguistics, 40(1), 74-
110. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/00754242
11414808

Eckert, P. (2008). Variation and the
indexical field. Journal of
Sociolinguistics, 12(4), 453-476. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2008.00374.x

Eckert, P. (2012). Three waves of
variation study: The emergence of
meaning in the study of sociolinguistic
variation. Annual Review of
Anthropology, 41, 87-100. https://doi.or
g/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092611-1458
28

Fabricius, A. H. (2022). Social class,
social capital, social practice and
language in British sociolinguistics:
Unravelling historical and ethnographic
complexities. In Cieri, C., Yaeger-Dror,
M., & Drager, K. (Eds.), Dimensions of
linguistic variation. (pp. 260-283)
Oxford University Press. https://doi.or
g/10.1093/oso/9780197533499.003.001
4

Fagyal, Z. (2010). Accents de banlieue :
aspects prosodiques du français
populaire en contact avec les langues de
l’immigration. L’Harmattan.

Fasla, D. (2008). Contribución al estudio
de los arabismos en francés magrebí:
Identidad versus modernidad.
Sociolinguistic Studies, 2(1), 61–95.

Gadet, F. (Ed.) (2017). Les parlers jeunes
dans l’Île-de-France multiculturelle.
Ophrys.

Gasquet-Cyrus, M. (2013). Perspectives
dynamiques sur la ségrégation
sociolinguistique en milieu urbain : le
cas de Marseille. Glottopol, 21, 9-21.

Glickman, J., Benzitoun, C., Goldman,
J.-P., Scherrer, Y., Avanzi, M., & Boula de
Mareuil, P. (2018). Donnez votre
Français à la Science ! Internet et la
documentation de la diversité
linguistique : présentation de la
plateforme et premiers résultats. SHS
Web of Conferences, 46. https://doi.org/
10.1051/shsconf/20184602003

Goudaillier, J.-P. (1997). Comment tu
tchatches ! Dictionnaire du français
contemporain des cités. Maisonneuve et
Larose.

Goudaillier, J.-P. (2002). De l’argot
traditionnel au français contemporain
des cités. La linguistique, 38(1), 5-24.

Guerin, E. (2018). Les « emprunts
urbains contemporains » : une
approche sociolinguistique d’un
phénomène lexical. SHS Web of
Conferences, 46, 1-14. https://doi.org/1
0.1051/shsconf/20184605003

Hambye, P., & Gadet, F. (2014). Contact
and ethnicity in "youth language"
description: In search of specificity. In
R. Nicolai (Ed.), Questioning language
contact: Limits of contact, contact at its
limits (pp. 183-216). Brill.

Hargreaves, A. (1995). Immigration,
‘race’ and ethnicity in contemporary
France. Routledge.

Haspelmath, M. (2009). Lexical
borrowing: Concepts and issues. In M.
Haspelmath & U. Tadmor (2009),

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0075424211414808
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9841.2008.00374.x
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092611-145828
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197533499.003.0014
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20184602003
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20184605003


The diffusion of contemporary Arabic borrowings beyond the French banlieues

41

Loanwords in the World’s Languages : A
Comparative Handbook (pp. 35-54). De
Gruyter.

Hassa, S. (2010). Kiff my zikmu:
Symbolic dimensions of Arabic, English
and verlan in French rap texts. In M.
Terkourafi (Ed.), Languages of global hip
hop (pp. 44-66). Continuum
International.

Hebblethwaite, B. (2018). Rap and the
Islamic lexical field in Parisian French: A
study of Arabic religious language
contact with vernacular French. In F.
Gadet (Ed.), Les métropoles
francophones européennes en temps de
globalisation (pp. 167-184). Classiques
Garnier.

Insee. (2020, April 28). Emploi et
revenus des indépendants. Édition
2020. https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiq
ues/4470766?sommaire=4470890.
Consulted on September 15, 2024.

Insee. (2021, November 25). France,
portrait social. Éditions 2021. https://w
ww.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/5432149?so
mmaire=5435421. Consulted on
September 15, 2024.

Insee. (2022, January 18). Bilan
démographique 2021. https://www.inse
e.fr/fr/statistiques/6037741?sommaire
=6036447. Consulted on September 15,
2024.

Insee. (2024, August 29). L’essentiel sur…
les immigrés et les étrangers. https://w
ww.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/3633212.
Consulted on September 15, 2024.

Jamin, M. (2005). Sociolinguistic
variation in the Paris suburbs. Doctoral
Dissertation, University of Kent at
Canterbury.

Kesckes, I. (2014). Intercultural
pragmatics. Oxford University Press.

Labov, W. (1966). The social
stratification of English in New York
City. Center for Applied Linguistics.

Labov, W. (1972). Some principles of
linguistic methodology. Language in
Society, 1, 97-120. https://www.jstor.or
g/stable/4166672

Marchessou, A. (2018). Strasbourg,
another setting for sociolinguistic
variation in contemporary
French. Journal of French Language
Studies, 28(2), 265-289. https://doi.org/
10.1017/S095926951800008X

M’barek, M. N., & Sankoff, D. (1988). Le
discours mixte arabe/français:
emprunts ou alternances de langue?
Canadian Journal of Linguistics/Revue
Canadienne de Linguistique, 33(2), 143-
154. https://doi.org/10.1017/S00084131
00012810

Méla, V. (1991). Le verlan ou le langage
du miroir. Langages, 101, 73-94. https://
doi.org/10.3406/lgge.1991.1802

Méla, V. (1997). VERLAN 2000. Langue
française, 114, 16-34. https://doi.org/10.
3406/lfr.1997.5381

Melander, J. (1932). Les mots d’emprunt
orientaux en français. Studia
neophilologica 5(2), 89-102. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00393273208586769

Melliani, F. (2000). La langue du quartier
: appropriation de l’espace et identités
urbaines chez des jeunes issus de
l’immigration maghrébine en banlieue
rouennaise. L’Harmattan.

Morsly, D. (1995). El-Watan, El-
Moudjahid, Algérie-Actualités, El-
Djeich, Liberté, Le Matin... La Presse

https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/4470766?sommaire=4470890
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/5432149?sommaire=5435421
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/6037741?sommaire=6036447
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/3633212
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4166672
https://doi.org/10.1017/S095926951800008X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008413100012810
https://doi.org/10.3406/lgge.1991.1802
https://doi.org/10.3406/lfr.1997.5381
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393273208586769


The diffusion of contemporary Arabic borrowings beyond the French banlieues

42

algérienne de langue française et
l’emprunt à l’arabe. Plurilinguismes, 9(1),
35-53. https://doi.org/10.3406/pluri.19
95.986

Mouchotte, L. (2022, May 6). «Wesh»,
«khalass», «moula»… Pourquoi les mots
arabes plaisent-ils tant aux jeunes? Le
Figaro. https://www.lefigaro.fr/langue-
francaise/expressions-francaises/wesh
-khalass-moula-pourquoi-les-mots-ara
bes-plaisent-ils-tant-aux-jeunes-20220
506. Consulted on September 15, 2024.

Myers-Scotton, C. (2002). Contact
linguistics: Bilingual encounters and
grammatical outcomes. Oxford
University Press.

Mzoughi, I. (2015). Intégration des
emprunts lexicaux au français en arabe
dialectal tunisien. Doctoral
Dissertation, Université de Cergy-
Pontoise.

Paine, S. (2012). The quadrilingual
vocabulary of French
rap. Multilingualism in Popular
Arts, 3(1), 48-69.

Pooley, T. (2018). Le français et
l’acquisition transethnique spontannée
(crossing) de l’arabe parmi des
adolescents à Lille. In F. Gadet (Ed.), Les
métropoles francophones européennes
en temps de globalisation (pp. 167-184).
Classiques Garnier.

Pooley, T., & Mostefai-Hampshire, Z.
(2012). Code-crossing and
multilingualism among adolescents in
Lille. French Language Studies, 22, 371-
394. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959269
512000208

Poplack, S., & Dion, N. (2012). Myths and
facts about loanword development.
Language Variation and Change, 24(3),

279-315. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S095
439451200018X

Poplack, S., Sankoff, D., & Miller, C.
(1988). The social correlates and
linguistic processes of lexical
borrowing and assimilation. Linguistics,
26, 47-104. https://doi.org/10.1515/ling.
1988.26.1.47

Rampton, B. (1995). Language crossing
and the problematisation of ethnicity
and socialisation. Pragmatics, 5(4), 485-
513. http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/prag.5.4.
04ram

Rampton, B. (2011). From “Multi-ethnic
adolescent heteroglossia” to
“Contemporary urban
vernaculars.” Language &
Communication, 31(4), 276–294. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2011.01.001

Rilliard, M. (2023). Contemporary Arabic
borrowings and identity formation in
French: Interactional, variationist, and
pedagogical perspectives. Doctoral
Dissertation, The University of Texas at
Austin.

Rilliard, M., & Adams, T. (2018,
September 12-13). “Du kiff-kiff au final”:
Arabic borrowings in French rap
[Conference]. French in Multilingual
Urban Centers, Aston University.

Santolaria, N. (2021, March 7).
Parentologie : « Cheh », l’argot que les
enfants ramènent de la cour de récré.
Le Monde. https://www.lemonde.fr/m-
perso/article/2021/03/07/parentologi
e-cheh-ou-le-nouvel-argot-de-la-cour
-de-recre_6072227_4497916.html.
Consulted on October 1, 2024.

Secova, M., Gardner-Chloros, P., &
Atangana, F. (2018). ‘Il parle normal, il
parle comme nous’: Self-reported usage
and attitudes in a banlieue. Journal of

https://doi.org/10.3406/pluri.1995.986
https://www.lefigaro.fr/langue-francaise/expressions-francaises/wesh-khalass-moula-pourquoi-les-mots-arabes-plaisent-ils-tant-aux-jeunes-20220506
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959269512000208
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S095439451200018X
https://doi.org/10.1515/ling.1988.26.1.47
http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/prag.5.4.04ram
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2011.01.001
https://www.lemonde.fr/m-perso/article/2021/03/07/parentologie-cheh-ou-le-nouvel-argot-de-la-cour-de-recre_6072227_4497916.html


The diffusion of contemporary Arabic borrowings beyond the French banlieues

43

ANNEXE

Appendix A: Sample survey page

Mot : rhéné/khéné
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Audio : « C’est rhéné les vacances en Corse. »

Je connais ce mot (je l’ai déjà entendu ou utilisé):

☐ oui ☐ non

SI NON, passez au prochain mot sur la page suivante.

SI OUI, j’utilise ce mot :

(Choisissez l’une des options)

☐ Jamais (passez à la page suivante)

☐ Rarement

☐ De temps en temps

☐ Souvent

☐ Très souvent

(Choisissez l’une des options)

☐ Unique ment entre ami.e.s

☐ Unique ment en famille et entre ami.e.s

☐ Avec tout le monde, mais dans les contextes informels uniquement

☐ Avec tout le monde, peu importe le contexte

(Choisissez l’une des options)

☐ Unique ment à l’oral

☐ Unique ment à l’écrit (ex. SMS, réseaux sociaux, etc.)

☐ À l’oral et à l’écrit

Commentaires (optionnel) :

Appendix B: Carrier sentences for Arabic forms in online survey

Dis pas ça, miskine !

Mais wesh elle est plus grande que moi !

Il m’a niqué ma scolarité.

Wallah, ça m’énerve !

On a gagné, il faut pas avoir le seum, hein !
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Elle est partie au bled.

Non, mais si vous kiffez, c’est bien, hein.

C’est elle le sheitan !

Cheh ! Je t’ai bien mis l’œil !

C’est la hess !

Yallah ! Il faut qu’on y aille, là !

Inch’Allah, j’espère que je te vois pas là- bas.

Nous c’est le zbeul, hein, nous il se passe rien.

Oh le zgeg !

C’est rhéné les vacances en Corse !

Oh je dois avoir une tête de zeub.

Vas-y, tu t’minik là !

Hamdoullah, on n’a pas cours !

Vas-y, bsartek !

Bismillah !

Star foullah !

Je suis complètement rapta.

Habla, il est sérieux ?

T’as un gros g3ar.

Allah habibi !

Ah c’est hala ça, elles tuent tes Converses !

Il lui a fait une hagra.

C’est sa meuf, sa halal.

Ouais, t’es un hallouf.

Oh kah, toi aussi tu t’énerves quand je parle de ta mère.

Hashek, dis pas ça !

Allez là, bleh !
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Salam alikoum !

Il lui a mis une zitoune.

On aurait dit un blédard.

Zeubi, je marche pas là !

Il lui a lâché un 3ain !

Elle faisait flipper elle, c’était sheitan.

Oh t’es hallouf toi !

Houfik !

NOTES

1  Calcu la tion based on data from 2020, the last year with compar able data
for the different gener a tions of immigrants.

2  But see for instance Trimaille (2004) on the diffi culty of defining ‘youths’.

3  Le Petit Robert is less conser vative than most of its tradi tional coun ter‐ 
parts, which oriented the choice of this dictionary, while Le Diction naire de
la Zone, now also existing in a paper version, is a refer ence for urban slang
in France.

4  Some ques tions were optional for those who responded «  no  » to the
Know ledge ques tion. However, some parti cipants responded « yes » to this
ques tion and then did not appro pri ately answer the following ques tions
regarding their usage of the form. These respond ents were discarded if they
failed to fully answer when expected for more than four borrowing types
out of 38. Few parti cipants have 100% response rate, so respond ents with
10% or fewer missing answers were kept for analysis, or a stat ist ical analysis
would not have been possible.

5  A compre hensive table of respond ents’ char ac ter istics would be hardly
read able consid ering the number of inde pendent vari ables and subgroups
under study, so it is split in several, more read able tables.

6  NA stands for North African

7  Based on the Know ledge score by form.
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8  It tells us, however, about the preferred semantic fields among the
Orange high schoolers.

9  The mean ings of the 38 forms were determ ined using the researcher’s
previous know ledge, tradi tional diction aries  (e.g., Le Petit Robert de la
langue française), online crowd sourced (urban) diction aries (e.g., Le Diction‐ 
naire de la Zone, Wiktionnaire), and the help of Arabic- speaking informants.

10  Five of these forms are vulgar in Arabic too.

11  This applies to all tests that involve gender as a variable.

12  In 2022, when the data was collected, the legal retire ment age in France
was 62.

13  p < .001 for all but one comparison.

14  Signi fic ance levels not depicted on the graph for readability.

15  This respondent iden ti fied as a speaker of dialectal Arabic and was able
to identify the forms as coming mainly from ‘street language’. Hence, it is
likely she knows more forms than she acknow ledged in the survey, and her
score may reflect her language ideo lo gies more than her actual famili arity
with the forms, even consid ering dialectal vari ation, which may have made
some of these forms unknown to her.

16  Back ground map from Wiki media Commons (https://upload.wikimedia.org/wiki

pedia/commons/8/81/France_proposal_regions_%282014%29_map.svg).

17  The skewed- right but other wise normal distri bu tion—which mirrors the
overall distri bu tion of scores and the distri bu tion of most inde pendent vari‐ 
ables’ sublevels—is a good sign that this tend ency may remain true with
more data.

18  He also points out that the working- class men he observed in NYC are
espe cially resistant to the linguistic standard because they perceive their
ways of speaking as virile, echoing the above discus sion about virility
and masculinity.

19  They were very likely more respond ents of North African origin in the
sample, but they could not be iden ti fied with the limit a tions imposed by the
survey format.

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/81/France_proposal_regions_%282014%29_map.svg
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Contem porary Arabic borrow ings in metro pol itan French first emerged in
the speech prac tices of speakers from multi ethnic working- class urban
neigh bor hoods (Billiez, 1992; Gadet, 2017), often referred to  as banlieues
or cités. While in these neigh bor hoods their use has been mainly asso ci ated
with young male speakers of North African origin (e.g., Pooley & Mostefai- 
Hampshire, 2012), the increasing diffu sion of Arabic borrow ings beyond the
banlieues raises ques tions such as: which forms are used, by whom, and
where? Employing an online survey to address these ques tions, this study
invest ig ates the diffu sion of contem porary Arabic borrow ings in metro pol‐ 
itan French by assessing speakers’ famili arity with 38 Arabic forms. Based
on 217 survey responses, the results show that there is great vari ation in the
diffu sion of indi vidual forms. Moreover, while the use of Arabic borrow ings
is still largely an age-, class- , and ethnicity- related phenomenon in contem‐ 
porary collo quial French, the data show clear diffu sion of these forms to a
wider variety of speakers in terms of their social and geograph ical char ac‐ 
ter istics, and chal lenges previous find ings and assump tions regarding the
gendered and urban nature of the phenomenon. There fore, after crossing
linguistic bound aries, contem porary Arabic borrow ings also appear to have
crossed social and geograph ical borders in contem porary France.

Français
Les emprunts arabes contem po rains dans le fran çais métro po li tain ont
d’abord émergé dans les pratiques langa gières de locu teu rices issu.e.s de
quar tiers urbains popu laires et multieth niques (Billiez, 1992 ; Gadet, 2017)
souvent dési gnés sous le nom  de banlieues ou cités. Alors que dans ces
quar tiers, leur utili sa tion a été prin ci pa le ment asso ciée à de jeunes locu‐ 
teurs mascu lins d’origine magh ré bine (Pooley & Mostefai- Hampshire, 2012),
la diffu sion crois sante des emprunts à l’arabe au- delà des banlieues soulève
des ques tions telles que : quelles formes sont utili sées, par qui, et où ? À
l’aide d’un ques tion naire en ligne, cette étude tente de répondre à ces ques‐
tions en exami nant la diffu sion des emprunts arabes contem po rains dans le
fran çais métro po li tain en évaluant la fami lia rité de locu teu rices avec
38  formes issues de l’arabe. Sur la base des 217  réponses à l’enquête, les
résul tats montrent qu’il existe une grande varia tion dans la diffu sion des
formes indi vi duelles. De plus, alors que l’utili sa tion d’emprunts arabes est
encore large ment un phéno mène lié à l’âge, à la classe sociale et à l’ethni cité
dans le fran çais fami lier contem po rain, les données montrent une diffu sion
claire de ces formes à une plus grande variété de locu teu rices en termes de
leurs carac té ris tiques sociales et géogra phiques et remettent en ques tion
les conclu sions et présup posés anté rieurs concer nant la nature urbaine et
genrée du phéno mène. Par consé quent, après avoir franchi les fron tières
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linguis tiques, les emprunts arabes contem po rains semblent avoir franchi les
fron tières sociales et géogra phiques dans la France contemporaine.

INDEX

Mots-clés
arabismes, emprunt lexical, contact de langues, variation sociolinguistique

Keywords
Arabic loanwords, lexical borrowing, language contact, sociolinguistic
variation

AUTEUR

Marylise Rilliard
Institut für Romanistik - Universität Wien 
marylise.rilliard@univie.ac.at

https://www.peren-revues.fr/lexique/2001
mailto:marylise.rilliard@univie.ac.at

