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Information on languages spoken by the Zaghawa and if this includes Arabic 
 
A paper issued in February 2004 by Suleiman Norein Osman points out that: 
 

“Zaghawa is one of the biggest tribes in Darfur. They call themselves Beri and their 
language ‘Beria’ and the name Zaghawa itself is the term other tribes use to identify 
this ethnic group. Zaghawa language, which belongs to the Saharan family, was 
originally spoken in Dar Zaghawa, the northern most zone of Darfur by desert 
nomads but due to adverse ecological conditions a wide scale diaspora has taken 
place since the 1960s.” (Suleiman Norein Osman (19 February 2004) Phonology of 
Zaghawa Language in Sudan, pp.1-2) 

 
This document also notes: 
 

“Zaghawa language…is genetically related to Teda–Daza and Kanuri–
Kanembu…According to Gabir…it is also related to the dead Berti language” (ibid, 
p.2).  

 
This report also states that: 
 

“Darfur…where Zaghawa language is spoken, is a multilingual community. With a 
population of over 6,000,000…a score of vernacular languages are used with Arabic 
as an ancillary medium of communication (lingua franca)” (ibid, p.1).  

 
It is also stated in this report that: 
 

“The languages that are still spoken in Darfur are: Fur, Zaghawa, (Beriaa), Masalit, 
Midob, Fallata, Hausa, Daju, Gebel, Tama, Erenga, Borgo, Kinnin, Asangor, Maba, 
Gula, Bigrima, Borno. However, Berti, Birgid, Tunjur and Mima are examples of lost 
languages through a gradual shift to colloquial Arabic in all functions” (Ibid, p.1).  

 
A report issued in 2013 by Ethnologue notes on the Zaghawa language that: 
 

“Alternate Names [are] Beri, Beri-Aa, Berri, Kebadi, Kuyuk, Merida, Soghaua, 
Zagaoua, Zagawa, Zauge, Zeggaoua, Zeghawa, Zorhaua…Location [where it is 
spoken includes] North Darfur State, scattered in Darfur and Kordofan” (Ethnologue  
(2013) Language of the World: Zaghawa).  

 
Commenting on dialects, this report lists: 
 

“Kube, Tuba (Bideyat), Wagi (Twer). Wagi is the main dialect in Sudan. Ethnic 
subgroups are Kobe, Dor, and Anka, with slight dialect differences” (ibid).  

 
This document also notes commenting on language usage that: 
 

“Also use Sudanese Spoken Arabic” (ibid).  
 



A paper issued in 2008 by the Physicians for Human Rights states that: 
 

“Both Arab and non-Arab Darfurians speak Arabic, while non-Arab Darfurians also 
speak the language of their tribe”  (Physicians for Human Rights (2008) Darfur: The 
Culture and the People, p.3).  

 
This document also states: 
 

“The Sudanese government’s “Arabization” policy affected tribal languages in certain 
parts of Darfur severely. The Zaghawa of El Bain province, an area of eastern Darfur 
dominated by Arabs, no longer speak the Zaghawa language due to generations of 
forced communication in Arabic” (ibid, p.3).  

 
A report issued in June 2005 by the International Commission of Inquiry points out 
that: 
 

“The various tribes that have been the object of attacks and killings (chiefly the Fur, 
Massalit and Zaghawa tribes) do not appear to make up ethnic groups distinct from 
the ethnic group to which persons or militias that attack them belong. They speak the 
same language (Arabic) and embrace the same religion (Muslim)” (International 
Commission of Inquiry (25 January 2005) Report of the international commission of 
inquiry on Darfur to the United Nations Secretary-General, p.129).  

 
An article issued in March 2005 by the Sudan Vision commenting on Zaghawa and 
language states: 
 

“They also speak Arabic beside their original language” (Sudan Vision (23 March 
2005) Zaghawa Language and History).  
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This response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information 
currently available to the Refugee Documentation Centre within time constraints. 
This response is not and does not purport to be conclusive as to the merit of any 
particular claim to refugee status or asylum. Please read in full all documents 
referred to. 
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