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Abstract

In Arabic language, a distinction is often made between Classical Arabic and Modern
Standard Arabic, fusha (formal language) and ‘ammiyya (colloquial Arabic), and literary
language and vernacular expressions. In this article, we reassess these frames to critically
analyse the use of linguistic hybridity in Colloquial Jordanian Arabic (CJA), which mixes
formal and vernacular Arabic expressions, and sometimes English loanwords, as a decolonial
linguistic strategy, particularly in Jordanian satirical writing and culture-specific expressions.
We argue that such a usage critiques both the concept of diglossia and dominant linguistic
practices related to standard discourse or elite language. By focusing on Ahmad Hassan Al-
Zou’bi as a significant case study in Jordanian satirical writing, we have found that CJA has
challenged hegemonic frames of diglossia and marginalisation of local Jordanian colloquial
expressions. It has echoed a ‘decolonial turn’ that has transformed Jordanian satirical writing
into a site for denaturalising cultural knowledge production outside the colonial gaze and
language power relations.

Keywords: colloquial Jordanian Arabic, diglossia, linguistic hybridity, Jordanian satirical
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1. Introduction

The origin of Jordanian satirical writing can arguably be traced to the 1990s, when journalistic
satirical writing began to proliferate in tabloids and state-run newspapers, such as 4/-Ra’i and
Ad-Dustour. Throughout this relatively short historical tradition, Jordanian satirical writers,
such as Mohammad Tomalia, Yousef Ghishan, Ahmad Hassan Al-Zou’bi, Ahmad Abu-Khalil,
Abdulhadi Raji Majali, Kamel Nuseirat, and Hind Khliafat (an once-thriving feminist voice in
Jordanian satirical writing) rose to prominence and significantly developed their writing
technique, publishing satirical articles and a wide range of thematic books on Jordanian
satirical literature.

These books include Ahmad Hassan Al-Zou’bi’s Sawaleif (Arabic: <l s, Parables) in
2006 and 2011 respectively, Awja‘ Watan (Arabic: obs glasl, Pains of a homeland) in 2010,
al-Mam ‘it (Arabic: sl Featherless) in 2011, Yousef Ghishan’s Limadha tarakta al-
himara wahidan (Arabic:' x5 Jleall &S 3 13l Why did you leave the donkey alone) in 2008
and Hakadha Takallama Herdabisht (Arabic: x4 oIS5138a Thus Spoke Herdabisht) in 2011,
Mawsim al-tazalluj ‘ala al-jamid (Arabic:aeall Je 3 awsa The Season of Sliding on al-
Jamid) in 2012, and Hind Khlaifat’s [ tirafat Imra’a La Tujid Laff al-Dawalr (Arabic: <4 e
sl b a3 Y sl ), Confessions of a woman who cannot roll grape leaves) in 2009, and
Niswan Nuss Kom (Arabic:eS o= O s, Half-counted women) in 2012. The language used in
these satirical articles and books is a hybrid language that frequently blends Modern Standard
Arabic (MSA) with Colloquial Jordanian Arabic (CJA), vernacular expressions, and
sometimes English loanwords.

Satirical writing that uses colloquial language and culture-specific expressions can be
productively analysed from the perspective of decolonial theory. This is because the
intersection of satire and colloquialism challenges dominant forms of power, language, and
knowledge production that are endorsed by powerful groups, such the government and
powerful elites. The standard and/or official language of a country is often tied to the state,
constitution, formal education, and/or colonial-influenced languages or perceived modernity.
Instead, colloquial languages resist the state-recognised language(s), elite, or colonial
languages. The language of humour and satire mocks the language of the powerful by using
the language of the powerless, while also upending established assumptions about linguistic
hierarchies regarding Standard Arabic, Colloquial Arabic, and English.

An analysis of the satirical articles of Jordan’s most prolific and prominent satirist,
Ahmad Hassan Al-Zou’bi, demonstrates the use of a hybridised form of CJA, blended with
English loanwords and expressions. By challenging hegemonic frames of diglossia and
colonial linguistic hierarchies, Al-Zou’bi gives prominence to Colloquial Arabic on the one
hand, but also appropriates English by foregrounding its mundanity, decoupling it from
colonial and postcolonial elitism.

2. Decoloniality and Arabic language

Historically, research into decolonial theory (decoloniality) has grown primarily from the
enduring legacy of Western colonialism. Frantz Fanon’s works, particularly Black Skin, White
Masks (1952/2008) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961/2004), are influential because they
have provided the foundation for postcolonial and decolonial studies. These two works have
highlighted how a metropolitan language, such as French, has operated as a marker of power
and social mobility in almost all Francophone countries. The adoption of European languages
has often been entailed with an internalisation of colonial and prestigious values, while the
persistent use of colloquial and vernacular languages has been stigmatised and viewed as
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inferior and unsophisticated (Fanon, 1952, pp. 17-18; 1961, pp. 145-170). Although Fanon’s
works primarily focus on the Caribbean context during French colonialism, his insights about
the relationship between language, colonial power, and identity remain relevant in postcolonial
countries because languages have been also used as a form of colonial subjugation of the
colonised.

Drawing on the colonial and postcolonial context of Africa, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o’s (1986)
work on decoloniality has focused on the coloniality of language and power in post-colonial
studies. The colonial powers did not only operate in the realm of politics, power, and
economic control (although these are important). Rather, their influence is also evident in the
realm of language and power, constructing the superiority of coloniser’s language over local
dialects (Ngtigi, 1986, pp. 11-17). The significant impact of colonialisation has shown how the
colonised perceive their native language and the language of their colonisers.

Although Ngiligi has addressed the imposition of English in Africa, his argument can
resonate with the status of both English and MSA in Arabic-speaking countries. For example,
in the Jordanian context, English is characterised by its growing importance in various sectors,
such as education, media, public discourse, tourism, and increasingly in the overall job market.
MSA has functioned as the language of institutional authority and the language of education,
while CJA has been largely marginalised and devalued as a language suitable for education.
This covert language policy has therefore relegated CJA to a lower-status role.

These linguistic hierarchies for MSA and English have produced in the sense of Ngiigi
(1986) a colonial alienation from CJA. Although Jordan was created by Britain in 1921, post-
independence Jordan from 1946 has been viewed not as a postcolonial country (although it
remains so), but as an “external neoliberal project” (Massad, 2001, p. 30) that is now managed
by external actors and domestic elites. This is largely because Jordan was not colonised in the
strict traditional sense, with the British assuming UN mandatory authority as opposed to total
control, contrasting Jordanian political history somewhat with other Arab countries in the
region, such as Egypt (a former British colony) and Algeria (a former French colony). Still,
the differences are not huge, and coloniality (and decoloniality) remains relevant in the
internal structure of power dynamics, knowledge, and language hierarchies, both between
Arabic and English, and between MSA and CJA.

However, academic research into decoloniality has a relatively short scholarly pedigree.
The first serious discussions and analyses of decoloniality theory emerged from the late 1980s
in Latin America. This body of literature has examined the significant impact of European
colonisation on the Americas. The Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano (1928-2018) is widely
considered a prominent figure in this school of thought. His decolonial theorisation has
interrogated the enduring influences of European colonialism on knowledge production,
culture, and language(s) of the colonised (Quijano, 2000, pp. 540-547). His extensive research
into decolonial theory has emphasised the concepts of “coloniality of power” and “coloniality
of knowledge,” whereby Western forms of knowledge are privileged while indigenous and
local modes of knowledge are marginalised and often stigmatised.

Walter Mignolo (an Argentine semiotician) expands Quijano’s ideas about decoloniality
into a critical framework that directly addresses European literacy during the Renaissance as a
colonial tool. Mignolo (1995, pp. 104-106) emphasises the role of language, cartography, and
history-writing to the assertion of colonial power. The indigenous forms of knowledge were
replaced by European models to subjugate (and systemically and ideologically devalue) local
oral histories and knowledge systems. The violent imposition of colonial language and
knowledge has therefore created a long legacy of colonisation, rendering vernacular and local
voices invisible or illegitimate as a result.

The linguistic choices that include code-switching and language selection between
languages (indigenous language vs. colonial language) in postcolonial societies are deeply
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embedded in linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992, p. 47). These choices determine whose
knowledge is recognised (often European) and whose knowledge is marginalised and silenced
(often non-European). Because of colonial powers, postcolonial societies have therefore
continued to prioritise European languages over their local and indigenous languages.

More broadly, the research on linguistic hierarchies in Arabic language is deeply
entrenched in colonial history. A major aspect of this is the concept of diglossia, as developed
by the American linguist Charles Ferguson who describes Arabic as a diglossic language
(Ferguson, 1959, p. 327). Ferguson’s argument is based on the co-existence of MSA, which is
considered a ‘high’ variety (a linguistic resource for the elite and educated people), along with
other various regional dialects which are considered ‘low’ varieties. Thus, the prestigious
variety of MSA (fusha) is often contrasted with Colloquial Arabic (better known as ‘ammiyya)
in everyday communication and informal settings (Lian, 2020, pp. 50-60). In Jordan today,
while MSA is more associated with formalities (the language of religion, the language of
education, the language of the institutional authority), CJA is often seen as a language of
common people. It is at best usable for conversations at home or on the street and ultimately is
dismissed and regarded as unsuitable for formal or scholarly discourse.

From a decolonial perspective, the concept of diglossia is colonially and
epistemologically loaded. Its usage reflects colonial and postcolonial hierarchies of
knowledge, as proposed by Orientalists’ view of Arabic language. Stereotypes of both MSA —
the eternal, unchanging, ossified fusha — and Colloquial Arabic — disorganised, messy, and
endlessly variable— reflect different poles of colonial, and neo-colonial, myths about Arabic
language (Ferguson, 1968, pp. 375-381). Each variety has its own place and function — with
MSA in particular reserved for writing, education, and religious contexts. This represents a
formalised differentiation that further exacerbates alienation of those Arabic speakers who
may be excluded from such contexts due to their social class and/or educational background.
In this sense, diglossia itself acts as a form of ‘linguistic capital’ through its negotiation of
social identities and power dynamics.

These dynamics have led some sociolinguists of Jordanian Arabic to reassess the
Fergusonian dichotomy of MSA and Colloquial Arabic. El-Hassan (1977, p. 112) proposes the
concept of Educated Spoken Arabic (ESA), arguing that Arabic educated speakers do not
simply switch between Classical Arabic and MSA or colloquial dialects, but rather use
blended forms of linguistic registers in educated and real-life speech. This ‘middle’ (or mixed)
variety is frequently referred by Arab speakers as al-lugha al-wusta (the middle language) or
lughat al-muthaqqafin (the language of the cultured/educated). It is often used in settings that
require a less rigid formality of MSA and a more formal variant of spoken Arabic.

A similar model has been suggested by Hussein (1980) who argues that the linguistic
situation in Jordan is triglossic because it features a spectrum of three distinct varieties:
Classical Arabic, MSA, and CJA, in which each variety compete for different functional roles.
In the context of higher education settings, Zughoul & Hussein (1985, p. 133) have called for
the incorporation of English for functional educational purposes, except for classroom
discussion and questions, which are usually delivered in CJA. Despite such calls, ESA still
occupies a central and socially powerful position among almost all Arabic speakers. It
therefore preserves the Fergusonian diglossic dichotomy, with some refinements.

Suleiman (1985, p. 23) similarly argues that Jordanian Arabic cannot be fully explained
by the Fergusonian diglossia of High and Low variety alone. Instead, he views Jordanian
Arabic as a case onto itself, a language that is shaped by bilingual influences: the continuous
interaction between Classical Arabic, MSA, ESA, CJA with regional dialects, and other
international languages, such as English. The registers used by Jordanian speakers navigate
these languages simultaneously in everyday communication. Jordanian speakers’ language
choices are influenced by pragmatic factors, such as topic, power relation, audience, and
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gender. The influence of Arabic-English bilingualism is more evident in educational, media,
professional and urban contexts, where CJA is shaped by new and hybrid registers of
expression.

Al-Khatib (1988) similarly found that Jordanian Arabic speakers tend to adjust their
speech to index urban identity, negotiate prestige, and reduce stigma that is associated with
colloquial and regional dialects, producing linguistic levelling and hybridisation, especially
among younger generations and more educated individuals. Speakers of Arabic in Jordan (and
possibly elsewhere in other Arab-speaking countries) constantly fluctuate between Classical
Arabic, MSA, and colloquial Arabic dialects for a variety of reasons, depending on context,
audience, and purpose. These findings suggest the inadequacy of the Fergusonian diglossia, or
even triglossia, for explaining the linguistic change and practices among Jordanian people of
various class and educational levels.

Instead, actual language use appears to resist a colonial binary of logic and knowledge
formation about Arabic (Attwa & de Ruiter, 2025; Habib, 2025). Hybrid registers within the
power structure can function as a tool for epistemic disobedience to challenge elite linguistic
registers and linguistic purism, as articulated in MSA and its supposed clear distinction from
Colloquial Arabic. At the same time, Arabic-English bilingualism, and the presence of English
loanwords in Jordanian Colloquial Arabic, does not necessarily reproduce colonial hierarchies,
but is better seen as strategic manipulation of linguistic register and translanguaging in
colloquial language and informal speech. This is similar to the case of English in Jordanian
satirical writing, which is sometimes Arabised and turned into a local resource for humour and
satire. CJA (not MSA) has become the medium through which humour and satire are
negotiated against power and government, especially in post-Arab Spring Jordanian satirical
writing.

While research into the Arabic language has been extensively investigated from both
local, indigenous researchers and foreign linguists, little attention has been paid to the use of
Colloquial Arabic as a decolonial linguistic strategy. Literature on Jordanian Arabic has
historically and academically focused on its roots and evolution (e.g., Doughan, 2017), the
linguistic norms and practices in contemporary Jordanian media (e.g., Fras, 2020),
sociolinguistic and diglossia studies (e.g., Al-Wer et al., 2022), dialectology and regional
variations (e.g., Cleveland, 1963), standardisation, modernisation, and language planning (e.g.,
Al-Haq, 1998), the use of CJA in the construction of intersectional identity discourse of
Jordanian and Palestinian identity (Al-Mahadin, 2022), and the production of everyday
discourse about nationhood and belonging in Jordan by means of popular culture (e.g.
Barahmeh & Fras, 2025).

On the other hand, research on Jordanian humour has focused on four epistemological
approaches: the socio-linguistic approach to examine socio-political, ethnic, and
disparagement (sexist) humour (e.g., Farghal & Shakir, 1993; Al-Mahadin, 2003; Barahmeh,
2023a); the translational approach, which focuses on the transability of Jordanian jokes to
English (e.g., Al-Khatib, 1999; Farghal & Hamdan, 2024); the Bakhtinian and Freudian
approach to political humour in social media spaces (e.g., Barahmeh, 2020, 2023b, 2024); and
most recently the analysis of Jordanian political humour from right-wing ideologies (e.g.,
Barahmeh, 2025). These works have highlighted the need for more academic and rigorous
research that explicitly links Jordanian humour with the growing body of academic research
on decoloniality, examining language alternation between Standard Arabic, Colloquial Arabic,
and sometimes English or Arabicised foreign words, as found in various examples of satirical
articles in Jordanian satirical literature.
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3. Methodology

The dataset collected for this research includes 100 satirical articles written by Jordan’s most
famous socio-political satirist: Ahmad Hassan Al-Zou’bi. Al-Zou’bi was born in 1975 in Ar-
Ramtha, a residential and agricultural suburb of Irbid near the Syrian border. He rose to
prominence in 2004 and since then he has revolutionised and developed Jordanian satirical
writing, making it a characteristic feature of Jordanian literary scene in a post-Arab Spring
context. His satirical language is featured by using the local logic and vernacular expressions
related to Jordanian society in rural areas and the hinterlands. His satirical articles often draw
on local metaphors and appropriate official narratives using humour and satire.

The articles were collected from three primary sources: (1) al-Mam it (Arabic:b saedll,
Featherless), a satirical book written by Al-Zou’bi in 2011; (2) A/-Rai’, a state-funded
newspaper which used to allocate a special satirical column by Al-Zou’bi to its back page; and
(3) Sawaleif.com, a privately owned news website that is run by the author himself. Although
100 satirical articles were included in the data collection, only three examples are discussed in
detail in the analytical section. The three featured articles represent recurring themes identified
across the dataset. They were selected based on their high engagement and popularity metrics
measured by the total number of likes, shares, and comments each satirical article received in
social media spaces (e.g., Facebook). In addition to these selection criteria, the three articles
demonstrate distinctive uses of linguistic strategies that skilfully blend MSA with CJA,
vernacular expressions, and sometimes English loanwords.

Our analysis combines principles of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) with decolonial
theory to show how CJA functions as a decolonial linguistic strategy from the official,
cultural, and religious hegemony of MSA in the Jordanian linguistic landscape. The principles
of CDA (e.g., diagnosing power relations) are primarily used to identify patterns and themes in
the data selected, as well as to analyse the use of Jordanian colloquial language and local
culture-specific expressions deployed by Al-Zou’bi in describing western epistemological
influences on Jordan. Much of Al-Zou’bi’s satire relies on local metaphors and culture-
specific expressions which directly involve references to the Transjordanian culture,
demonstrating the rural and highly contextually specific nature of the language that is being
used to describe the Jordanian socio-political and economic landscape. The appropriation of
local linguistic meaning and vernacular expressions, as well as English loanwords in a satirical
mode, forms an important inflection of a decolonial linguistic framework that builds on
linguistic hybridity to challenge preconceived hierarchies of language, power, and speech.

4. Colloquial Arabic as a decolonial linguistic strategy in Jordanian
satirical writing

The satirical writing of Al-Zou’bi provides ample examples of linguistic hybridisation and
challenges to linguistic elitism, some of which we examine here. While MSA might be
perceived as the more prestigious, “higher” code, making normal Jordanian people shift to
colloquial in the writings amounts to a decolonial practice that frees them from the official,
cultural, and religious hegemony of MSA in the Jordanian linguistic landscape. By using CJA
and vernacular expressions that sometimes humorously inflect English loanwords and phrases,
Al-Zou’bi explicitly targets non-linguistic hegemonic forms of knowledge, while accustomed
hierarchies of language that are interrogated and decolonised, upsetting neat divisions
regarding the purpose of MSA versus Spoken Arabic, and the supposedly higher status of
English.
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Al-Zou’bi’s satire demonstrates how Jordan operates within the structures of colonial
modernity, specifically the coloniality of Jordanian cultural norms and practices. The themes
addressed in Al-Zou’bi’s satirical articles include a wide range of topics related to Jordan’s
socio-political problems, economic reform and its processes, economic hardships as caused by
overreliance on international donors and debts from the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank, and mocking graduates of Western universities who lead government and
economic policies in Jodan. His satire often targets the elite (government officials) and the
state’s over-reliance on foreign ‘experts’ whose ideas are imported and imagined by Western-
influenced notions of knowledge and power dynamics, whilst ignoring local ways of knowing.

From a decolonial perspective, these themes relate to several key concerns of decolonial
theory: (1) the coloniality of power, modelled in the government’s dependency on western
models for socio-economic and political reforms; (2) coloniality of knowledge, challenging
Westernised discourse and privileging local wisdom over official state discourse; (3)
coloniality of being, when citizens are described as powerless or alien-like beings, imagined
on the front cover of the book Mam ‘it as a half-naked citizen surrounded by falling feathers;
and (4) neocolonial economic dependency, when the Jordanian government relies on IMF
policies, tax reforms, and privatisation to reform the Jordanian economy. In this regard, CJA
acts as a decolonial linguistic strategy for knowledge production, as the three featured
examples below show.

4.1. Reclaiming colloquial Arabic as a site of knowledge production

In decolonial theory, true knowledge production should reflect how ordinary people speak and
create meanings through their language(s). It challenges Eurocentrism and undermines the
idea that only standard language(s) and valid forms of science and expertise are legitimate
vehicles for the dissemination of intellectual thought and contribution. In the first example, we
examine Al-Zou’bi’s satirical article titled Ra’s Mayel (Arabic:Jie s, , Leaning/Crooked
Head) to show how colloquial Arabic (here CJA) functions as a site of knowledge production.
Here, modelled on a well-circulated joke, Al-Zou’bi explains Western political ideological
constructs, such as communism, fascism, and capitalism, through using CJA and sheep
metaphors. Such a usage re-roots the joke in a local vernacular that deconstructs the
complexity of the concepts (presented in MSA), while adding a particular twist at the end that
interpellates a specifically post-Arab Spring Jordanian audience.

In this satirical article, the fictional character Abu-Yahya speaks in colloquial Arabic and
engages in a dialogue with a member of an unnamed political party at a funeral house. The
partisan explains to Abu-Yahya western political and ideological constructs using simple and
vernacular expressions, as those used in CJA. The party member appears knowledgeable of
key western political and ideological constructs, and asks Abu-Yahya biddak tarif haqiqi
walla humalali? (Arabic:S Yl Y 88s oy jai &y | Do you want a real definition, or a
humalali one?) In this context, the expression humalali refers to a nonsense or made-up
definition that reflects local logic and understanding. Abu-Yahya replies: humalali awdah
(Arabic:zzasl Y | in humalali, because such explanation is much clearer to me). What
follows is the original and English translated excerpt of their dialogue that aims to expose
Western political ideologies and local political hypocrisy in the Arab world.!

! The transliteration of colloquial Arabic words used in this article is based on the transliteration system
used in the International Journal of Middle East Studies. The researchers have, however, applied some
adjustments to accommodate the transliteration of local expressions and phrases found in CJA and folk humour.
These local phrases are often untranslatable because they are culture-specific. They do not have therefore direct
or indirect equivalents in English. These local words and phrases have been italicised so they can reflect the
Jordanian ambiance and maintain the socio-cultural context and specificities of Al-Zou'bi’s satire. The translation
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Abu Yahya: “What does communism mean?”’

The party member, who was surprised by question, replied by playing along: “Do you want a real
definition, or a humalali one (i.e., a nonsense or made-up definition that reflects local logic and
understanding)?”

Abu Yahya: In humalali, because such is clearer to me.

“It is when you have two sheep, and the government takes both and gives you some milk.”

Abu Yahya: “hilu (cool), what about socialism?”

The party member: “It is when you have two sheep, and you give one to your neighbour.”

Abu Yahya: “And fascism?!”

The partisan: “It is when you have two sheep, and the government takes both of them and sells
you some milk.”

Abu Yahya: “tayyib (alright), and Nazism?”

The party member: “It is when you have two sheep, and the government takes both of them and
executes you”.

Abu Yahya: “Ya humalalr (here humalalt functions as an emotional reaction discourse marker)?!
And bureaucracy?”

The party member: “It is when you have two sheep, and you kill one, milk the other, and throw
the milk away.”

Abu Yahya: “And capitalism?”

The party member: “It is when the government takes the two sheep, sells one, buys a ram, and
then the flock grows, so they sell it later, and you retire relying on the income.”

Abu Yahya: “’ikhla ‘ (Arabic:a3) | you are joking, right!). What is Arab democracy, then?”

Then one of the preachers asks people at the funeral house to recite the Fatiha (the first Surah in
the Quran) for the soul of the deceased.

The ideologies discussed here are explained through the language of humour and satire,
and by using Jordanian vernacular expressions. Explaining the concepts through sheep, a
symbol of Jordanian rurality, further contributes to the mismatch between concepts and local
communicative practice, simultaneously denaturalising and appropriating Western political

technique and explanation of humour and satire from Jordanian Arabic have been kept simple as possible so that
the analysis can be accessible to Arabic and non-Arabic speakers. The most common English spelling and usage
for all geographical places, proper names and organisations are used in this article, rather than transliterated. All
translations from colloquial Arabic into English are the researchers', unless otherwise stated.
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theory. Such explanations strip off the Western intellectual prestige surrounding these
constructs, and subject them to vernacular language and local logic and expressions. The
example also ridicules forms of local appropriation of Western communicative practice,
namely the diglossic evaluation of MSA as the “high” code and privileging its way of
explaining political concepts.

The appropriated joke is funny, but what is most striking is the final line; the incongruous
recitation of the Fatiha for the deceased suggests that, in the light of the funeral of Arab
democracy, the bickering over correct definitions of political systems — or the correct “code”
in which political systems need to be presented, whether MSA or “Colloquial” Arabic
(represented very locally as humalali) — is really immaterial. This is a sharp critique of the
communicative legacies of colonialism.

4.2. Linguistic hybridity as a critique to Western evaluation system in higher education

In decolonial theory, linguistic hybridity refers to the blending of colonial languages (e.g.,
English, French, Spanish) with native languages and local idioms to create new forms of
expressions. In the second example, a satirical article titled Jami ‘at fundugiyya (Arabic: <Claals
48y Hotel-like Universities) is discussed to expose the inappropriateness of Western
imported standards of higher education to Jordanian universities. Through appropriating fusha
with ‘ammiyya, blended with English loanwords, Al-Zou’bi criticises the Western-imported
idea of ‘university rankings,” reframing higher education institutions within a hotel-like
system, as measured by the number of stars and luxury facilities provided to students.
Jordanian universities are mocked as ‘colonial consumer spaces’ that are modelled after
Western hotels. Below is the original text in Arabic, followed by an English summary of the
article.
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Al-Zou’bi begins his satirical article by expressing a feeling of surprise after seeing a
news item about the ranking of Jordanian universities, questioning if the ranking was issued to
assess Jordanian universities, or perhaps hotels regulated by the Ministry of Tourism. Jordan’s
Higher Education Accreditation Commission has classified public and private universities
with the “stars” scale. Some have obtained five stars, some have obtained four, some have
obtained three, and many have been classified with two stars. At the bottom of the list are low-
ranked universities; this reminded Al-Zou’bi of one-star hotels, such as those common in the
city centre of Amman, where you might have people sleeping on rooftops. The invocation of
Amman’s city centre (colloquially known as Wasat el-Balad) evokes its common perception
as a crowded neighbourhood, home to common people and far from the broad avenues and
rolling hills of the western part of Amman, the domain of wealthier citizens — and five-star
international hotels.

Al-Zou’bi argues that even if the ranking scale is followed globally, he himself cannot
accept or appreciate it fully as guidance for consumers (or tourists). A five-star university
would include a jacuzzi, Turkish bath, and three intercontinental meals (breakfast, lunch, and
dinner). The student comes to the reception with his bag, hands it to the “room server,” asks
about the Wi-Fi, and they write down the room number or date of birth as the password and
give him a note with the buffet times. In the classroom, there is a table lamp, a small
refrigerator with Snickers, Bounty, and Red Bull (all Western products but widely consumed
in Jordan, as elsewhere in the world), and a flat screen TV showing activities, swimming
pools, and concerts held on the roof of the presidential residence after midnight. But as for a
student at a one-star university, the room is shared with four beds, the bathroom has a squat
toilet with a plastic jug connected by a hose to a barbeesh (Arabic:usin s, a colloquial
Jordanian word for a pipe) with which one cleans oneself, there is a bar of al-wazeer soap on
the sink (with a reference to a kind of soap that is popular among ordinary Jordanians), and
breakfast is boiled eggs and green olives (a typical Jordanian breakfast). “What is this?!” Here,
the references are all expressed in CJA, and there are many references to local products
consumed primarily by ordinary Jordanians.

Higher education, as al-Zou’bi views it, should not be measured by the number of stars
because this would result in social injustice and inequality. Rather, it should be measured only
by the strength of curricula, intended learning outcomes, and meeting the requirements of the
labour market. He concludes the article by saying, “This ranking approach does not suit us!”,
meaning that the language used to rank local Jordanian universities imitates ‘global capitalist
aesthetics’ rather than adopting local academic values and traditions.

In this satirical article, Al-Zou’bi Arabises English hospitality vocabularies
phonologically and morphologically, making a case for translanguaging (and not just
borrowing) Arabised English words. References to words, such as <bl) (rank), o)
(reception), & a5 (room server), ¢4 s (wi-fi), 2oL (password), «¥ Ju (table lamp),
and <, (roof) appear to be used due to linguistic necessity, as local Colloquial Arabic does
not really have equivalents. But this is, again, a conscious hybridisation choice on Al-Zou’bi’s
part; why not simply use MSA equivalents of these words, for example? This can be
effectively answered from a decolonial perspective of challenge to and appropriation of
hierarchical communicative norms. Rather than an elevated, respected form of expression — to
describe university rankings, say — ‘English’ becomes ‘Arabic property’ even in the mundane
domain of household objects, denaturalising its linguistic prestige while simultaneously
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mocking those (actual or self-professed ‘elite’) Jordanians who might pepper their speech with
English words just to sound ‘cool.” The embedding of the hybridity in Al-Zou’bi’s article
makes this an appropriation that is directed upward, and not mere mimicry; Arabisation is used
ironically and mockingly to criticise Westernised pretension and epistemology. Therefore, by
exaggerating these vocabularies, Al-Zou’bi denaturalises Western authority and prestigious
domains in the field of higher education and ranking universities based on Western standards.

4.3. Ironising Western scientific epistemology with colloquial expressions

In decolonial theory, ironising Western scientific epistemology with colloquial expressions
represents a discursive strategy that challenges the perceived superiority of Western scientific
knowledge and authority. In this third example, Al-Zou’bi portrays Jordan’s debt — most likely
from Western countries and international donor organisations in the West — as an inevitable
consequence of a genetic inheritance that would be very difficult to get rid of. In this satirical
article titled DNA al-Madyiiniyah (Arabic: 452l DNA), Al-Zou’bi likens Jordanian debt to
DNA, and satirises this marker of Western scientific authority to expose how Jordan’s
government and ruling elites naturalise Western debt and dependency as inevitable,
resembling colonial narratives of the inevitability of colonial norms. To explain this ironically
appropriated metaphor, Al-Zou’bi narrates the following story followed by his own
commentary. Below is the original text in Arabic followed by an idiomatic translation.
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At the University Hospital of Valencia in Spain, a couple of fair-skinned Spanish women
erupt in screams in a delivery room just after the dayah (Arabic: 412 | a colloquial Jordanian word
for a midwife) brings the newborn in a stroller to reassure the parents about the health of their
precious child and to share the joy of seeing the baby's wide and smiling face.
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The surprise came when the baby, who was born to white Spanish parents, turned out to have
dark skin with African features. The father looks at the infant, then at his mother, utterly
bewildered and his expression says, “Some thing wrong” (as the expression is spelled in English in
the original text by Al-Zou’bi). He tries to recall his and his wife’s family tree, hoping to find a
‘dark-skinned branch’ here or there, but to no avail. He then snaps out of his latmah (Arabic: 4<kl,
a colloquial Jordanian word for a momentary daze) and begins to realise the implications. He says
to her, verbatim, “I am not racist, and I do not care about skin colour, whether it is dark or light,
but does this mean that you cheated on me?” The mother, however, quickly recovers and turns the
tables on her husband: “Nothing can justify skin colour apart from the fact that the baby’s
complexion is due to the coffee you drink every day. I have not cheated on you; you drink coffee
constantly, day and night, every hour, and that’s the only reason why the baby has a dark skin.”
The man thinks for a moment about how to answer and remembers he is a da 7iga (Arabic: 483,
a colloquial Jordanian word for someone who is excessive in drink or eating). After that, he
accepts the khaziig (Arabic:8s)%, a colloquial Jordanian word for a blow) and tries to console
himself, saying, “I feel sorry and ashamed for doubting my partner. It is true I have been drinking
a lot of coffee lately, and that might have affected the baby’s complexion somehow. Of course, I
trust my partner; I will not do a paternity test.”

According to the mother’s theory, if the father were addicted to yellow “custard” (a type of
recipe that has a pale-yellow colour), the baby would look-like Chinese or Korean. And if he
drank three-in-one instant Nescafe, the baby would look-like a Middle Eastern or an Arab. But
since the father accepted the coffee theory and admitted to being a da ‘igat gahwa (Arabic: 48 ela
558 a colloquial Jordanian expression used to describe a coffecholic or coffee addict person) - and
here Al-Zoub’bi concludes the story: “Well, good luck to both!”

At the end of the article, Al-Zou’bi adds his own commentary as follows:

I do not know why I was reminded of the government’s justifications while reading the mother’s
justifications in this news report. I wonder when the debt is presented to us, and we are surprised
by the enormity of the figures and how they exceed our capacity and expectations, we suspect that
it is not our fault. The government responds in the same way as a compassionate mother, saying
that “we are the cause, due to our addiction to high consumerism, surrounding circumstances, the
volatile region, and burden of hosting Syrian refugees.” So, we accept the blame and try to
console ourselves, saying: “We feel ashamed that we doubted our officials.” It is true that we are
‘consumerists,” the volatile region, and the Syrian refugees are the cause for our debt. We must
trust our government... we shall not conduct a DNA test for our debt.

Once again, the real twist comes in the final lines. The vernacular expressions and
patently silly theories about skin colour used in the story are contrasted with reasonable
scientific theories of DNA, inheritance and satire involving infidelity. But with reference to
local politics and Jordan’s national debt, Al-Zou’bi turns the tables: here it is the sober,
elevated government discourse of “consumerism,” “volatile region,” circumstances and
refugee influx that is reframed as a ridiculous surface justification, aiming to neutralise more
common-sense, holistic explorations of the causes of Jordan’s financial plight.

Moreover, the language used exhibits some peculiar, and quite strategic, linguistic
hybridisation. Vernacular Jordanian expressions such as dayah and da tiga would have no
place in a genuine news report, and therefore themselves index that the original story is not to
be taken seriously — though perhaps also questioning the linguistic norms of diglossia that
would make MSA the norm for such reporting. In addition, the father’s reaction — Some thing
wrong — 1s written as such in English, grammatically incorrect and with incongruous spacing.
To a local Jordanian reader, this might humorously reflect of the kind of broken English that
might be used by a poorly educated Arabic native speaker. But the story is set in Europe, with
white Europeans as protagonists. This use of English thus mocks Western authority and
scientific legitimacy; rather than the language of official, prestigious scientific discourse,
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English is reframed as a source of humour, decolonising the linguistic hierarchy. The use of
English in this satirical column is not respectful; it is comic, broken, and appropriated within a
local Jordanian logic.

5. Discussion

In Jordan, satirical writing has long occupied a contested space within the country’s cultural
scene. Its presence has been negotiated and fluctuated between periods of dominance and
times of gradual decline, as demonstrated in the Jordanian literary scene after late 2019. This
is because Jordan’s historical trajectory has been shaped by the dynamics of foreign political
influences, with satirical writing often emerging in response to Western colonial influences,
nationalist, ideological, and grassroot movements, as well as the modernisation efforts
endorsed by the government and the elite that are grounded on Western epistemological
standards and shifts in political imaginaries.

Historically, many Jordanian satirists embraced satire as a site for popular resistance,
against the rise of state surveillance, and in the face of elite discourse and official narratives
promoted by powerful people in society. The shift to satire in Jordan can function as a ‘dual-
edged instrument’ for both the people and government. It has negotiated a cultural space
where actors produce consent and critique to issues of public interest. Such narratives are often
tolerated by the central government to secure overall stability and compliance of critics. From
a decolonial perspective, the satirical works of Al-Zou’bi provide a foundational example of
how CJA can function as a tool against the hegemony of MSA, western-imported ideas, and
sometimes against international languages, such as English.

In the Jordanian literary scene, the origins of the ‘satire boom’ from 1990s can be
attributed to the relaxation of martial laws and political opening from 1989. The Gulf War
1990-91 and the subsequent development of tabloid newspapers aligning with competing left-
right ideologies have also had greater impact on the development of satirical writing as a mode
for engagement. However, the perceived decline of satirical writing, particularly on state-run
newspapers, television, stems from a combination of local political pressures for ‘impartiality,’
changes in the industry’s economic needs, and the global rise of social media as alternative
spaces for public commentary though satire. While traditional journalistic satirical writing
faces challenges, satirical content continues to thrive on Jordanian social media spaces through
various platforms, Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram. This would suggest that Jordanian
satire is evolving rather than entirely disappearing from Jordan’s literary scene.

Despite the vitality that surrounds Jordanian satirical writing, scholars of Jordan and
linguists working on Jordanian Arabic have rarely engaged with decolonising the Jordanian
literature scene, including satirical writing. For them, the country was not colonised in the
traditional sense, compared to other Arab neighbouring countries in the region, such as Egypt
(a former British colony), and Algeria (a former French colony). For this reason and even
though Jordan has often been excluded from the postcolonial canon, Jordanian satirical writing
should not be considered as declining. Rather, it is an evolving cultural experience that still
operates within the decolonial practices and linguistic appropriation of western
epistemological terrains. This makes Jordanian satirical writing often engage with Western
and imperialist literary traditions, particularly through the lens of decolonial theory.

In the context of Jordanian satirical writing, Al-Zou’bi’s hybrid language indexes a form
of communication that transcends linguistic boundaries and hierarchies. Colonial and post-
colonial logics of linguistic value are put into question by satire that draws on MSA, CJA, and
appropriated English expressions in equal measure. While Jordanian satirical writing is
explicitly and politically sharp, it simultaneously engages in an implicit decolonial critique of
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the idea of established, distinct communication codes — drawing humour from the very
contrast between a worldview that takes such sanitised codes seriously, and the more pressing,
local, everyday issues in Jordan. This is evident in the use of CJA as a decolonial linguistic
strategy against the hegemonic frames of diglossia and MSA in the speech of government
officials and the elites. CJA can thus function not merely as a linguistic or stylistic choice, but
also as a tool for a decolonial practice away from hegemonic frames of MSA, and other
structural hierarchies of elitism within Jordan’s postcolonial modernity.

6. Conclusion

In Jordan, it is easy to characterise Jordanian society as a diglossic speech community
including the co-existence of one or more variety of the same language (i.e. the co-existence of
fusha and ‘ammiyya). One variety is the Standard Arabic (also known as fusha) which serves
as the prestigious variety, spoken by the government and elite. This variety, however, lacks
spontaneous conversational use. Standard Arabic variety is the superposed variety. It is the
literary variety that is highly respected among members of the Arabic-speaking communities
due to its links to Classical Arabic and religious connections: being the language of pre-
Islamic Arabic poetry, and the language of the Quran. The other variety is the local dialect of
the community. It is the natively learned variety used in informal situations and among family
and friends. This variety is the medium of writing for politically satirical writing in Jordan and
elsewhere in the Middle East.

This dichotomy of Arabic diglossia neglects the existence of other intermediate varieties,
such as satirical spoken Arabic. This variety has become the common language practice in Al-
Zou’bi’s politically satirical writing in Jordan during and after the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings.
From a decolonial perspective, this variety can be considered not only as a mode for political
resistance but also as an epistemic resistance through which Jordanian satirists use the voice of
the ‘ordinary people’ in opposition to the official discourse used by the government and the
voice of the elite in Jordanian society. Such alignment to colloquial Arabic has made Al-
Zou’bi’s politically satirical writing after the Arab Spring a site for decolonial reconfiguration
of socio-political humour and cultural resistance against power and government in satirical
writings in Jordanian social media spaces. In the realm of Jordanian political satirical writing
during and after the Arab Spring, CJA has thus functioned as epistemic disobedience through
which social hierarchies and cultural resistance are negotiated.

References

Al-Hagq, F. (1998). Language attitude and the promotion of standard Arabic and Arabicization.
Al-"Arabiyya, 31, 21-37. https://www jstor.org/stable/43192793

Al-Khatib, M. (1988). Sociolinguistic change in an expanding urban context: A case study of
Irbid City, Jordan [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Durham University.
https://etheses.durham.ac.uk/id/eprint/1696/

Al-Khatib, M. (1999). Joke-telling in Jordanian society: A sociolinguistic perspective. Humor:
International Journal of Humor Research, 12(3), 261-288.

Al-Mahadin, S. (2003). Gender representations and stereotypes in cartoons: a Jordanian case
study. Feminist Media Studies, 3(2), 131-151.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1468077032000119281

Al-Mahadin, S. (2022). Mediating mainstream and fringe masculinities on Jordanian comedy
shows: Roya TV as a case study. International Journal of Media & Cultural Politics,
18(1), p. 63—83. https://doi.org/10.1386/macp 00058 1

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

276


https://etheses.durham.ac.uk/id/eprint/1696/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1468077032000119281

The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2)

Al-Wer, E., Horesh, U., Herin, B., & De Jong, R. (2022). Arabic Sociolinguistics. Cambridge
University Press.

Al-Zou’bi, A. (2011). al-Mam ‘it (in Arabic). Ward Book house for publishing and
distribution.

Al-Zou’bi, A. (2018). Jami ‘at fundugqiyya (in Arabic). Al-Rai’.
https://alrai.com/article/10419752/48x8- Ciladla/Lusl /S [Accessed on 24 April 2026]

Al-Zou’bi, A. (2019). DNA al-Madyiiniyah (in Arabic). Al-Rai’.
https://alrai.com/article/10477170/a2%/S/dna- 45 s34l [Accessed on 24 April 2026]

Attwa, M., & de Ruiter, J.J. (2025). Why can’t you see my funny side? Standard Arabic as
resource in  humor. Journal of Arabic  Sociolinguistics, 3(1), 90-113.
https://doi.org/10.3366/arabic.2025.0042

Barahmeh, Y. (2020). Carnivalesque politics and popular resistance: A Bakhtinian reading of
contemporary Jordanian political humour [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. University
of Portsmouth. https://researchportal.port.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/carnivalesque-politics-
and-popular-resistance/

Barahmeh, Y. (2023a). Identity politics and ethnic humour in contemporary Jordan. The
European Journal of Humour Research, 11(3), 72-87.
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2023.11.3.786

Barahmeh, Y. (2023b). Laughing at revolutionary times: The socio-linguistic and pragmatic
functions of Jordanian political humour after the Arab Spring. Contemporary Levant,
8(1), 100—114. https://doi.org/10.1080/20581831.2022.2105053

Barahmeh, Y. (2024). The collective and individual expressions of humour in social media
spaces: Insights from the socio-political context of Jordan after the 2011 Arab Spring. The
European Journal of Humour Research, 12(2), 1-17.
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2024.12.2.879

Barahmeh, Y., & Fras, J. (2025). Choosing Jordanianness: The dialogic construction of
Jordanian identity discourse on nationhood and belonging. Revue des mondes musulmans
et de la Méditerranée, 157(1), 199-216. https://doi.org/10.4000/149vc

Barahmeh, Y. (2025). Laughing right: Jordanian political humour and right-wing ideologies in
social media spaces. The FEuropean Journal of Humour Research, 13(4), 69-83.
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2025.13.4.1105

Cleveland, Ray. 1963. A classification for the Arabic dialects of Jordan. Bulletin of the
American Schools of Oriental Research, 171(1), 56-63. https://doi.org/10.2307/1355607

Doughan, Y. (2017). Imaginaries of space and language: A historical view of the scalar
enregisterment of Jordanian Arabic. International Journal of Arabic Linguistics 3(2), 77-
109.

El-Hassan, S. (1977). Educated spoken Arabic in Egypt and the Levant: A critical review of
diglossia and related concepts. Archivum Linguisticum, 8(2), 112-132. Retrieved from:
http://pascal-francis.inist.fr/vibad/index.php?action=getRecordDetail&idt=12647782

Fanon, F. (2004). The wretched of the earth (C. Farrington, Trans.). Grove Press. (Original
work published 1963).

Fanon, F. (2008). Black skin, white masks (C. L. Markmann, Trans.). Pluto Press. (Original
work published 1952)

Farghal, M., & Hamdan, J. M. (2024). A joke off-hand: Who says Jordanians keep a straight
face?  International Journal of  Arabic-English  Studies, 24(1), 297-316.
https://doi.org/10.33806/ijaes.v24i1.550

Farghal, M., & Shakir, A. (1993). Gulf war jokes in Jordanian streets: A socio-semantic and
pragmatic perspective. Journal of Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, 1, 15-25.

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

277


https://alrai.com/article/10419752/كتاب/اسيا/جامعات-فندقية
https://alrai.com/article/10477170/كتاب/قدم/dna-
https://researchportal.port.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/carnivalesque-politics-and-popular-resistance/
https://researchportal.port.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/carnivalesque-politics-and-popular-resistance/
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2023.11.3.786
https://doi.org/10.1080/20581831.2022.2105053
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2024.12.2.879
https://doi.org/10.4000/149vc
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2025.13.4.1105
https://doi.org/10.33806/ijaes.v24i1.550

The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2)

Ferguson, C. (1968). Myths about Arabic. In J. Fishman (Ed.), Readings in the Sociology of
Language (pp. 375-381). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110805376.375

Ferguson, C. A. (1959). Diglossia. Word, 15, 325-340.

Fras, J. (2020). Unifying voices, creating publics: the uses of media form in contemporary
Jordanian radio. British Journal of Middle FEastern Studies, 47(2), 320-342.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2018.1491830

Habib, R. (2025). Decolonizing Arabic sociolinguistics: A path toward new linguistic
inquiries. Journal of Arabic Sociolinguistics 3(1), 24-42.
https://doi.org/10.3366/arabic.2025.0039

Hussein, R. 1980. The case of triglossia in Arabic (with special emphasis on Jordan)
[Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. State University of New York.

Lian, C. (2020). Arabic diglossia and Arab nationalisms. In Language, ideology and
sociopolitical change in the Arabic-speaking world: A study of the discourse of Arabic
language academies (pp. 48-104). Edinburgh University Press.

Massad, J. (2001). Colonial effects: The making of national identity in Jordan. Columbia
University Press.

Mignolo, W. (1995). The darker side of the Renaissance: Literacy, territoriality, and
colonization. University of Michigan Press.

Ngiigi wa Thiong’o. (1986). Decolonising the mind: The politics of language in African
literature. Heinemann.

Phillipson, R. (1992). Linguistic imperialism. Oxford University Press.

Quijano, A. (2000). Coloniality of power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America. Nepantla: Views
from South, 1(3), 533-580. [Translated by M. Ennis]

Suleiman, S. (1985). Jordanian Arabic between Diglossia and Bilingualism. John Benjamins.

Zughoul, M. R., & Hussein, R. F. (1985). English for higher education in the Arab world: A
case study of needs analysis at Yarmouk University. The ESP Journal, 4(2), 133-152.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0272-2380(85)90016-2

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

278


https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110805376.375
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2018.1491830

