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chapter one

Introduction

For over a thousand years, Berber and Arabic have been in contact. This 
contact takes place in a large zone, stretching from the Atlantic Ocean in 
the west to the Libyan/Egyptian border region in the east. This region is 
known in Arabic as al-maɣrib, i.e. ‘the west’, and as Maghrib or Maghreb 
in western scholarly literature. The great majority of its inhabitants nowa-
days speak a variety of Arabic. Important groups of Berber speakers live 
in Morocco, Algeria and Libya, and to a lesser extent also in Mauritania, 
Tunisia and Egypt.

The history of Berber–Arabic linguistic contact has two sides. On the 
one hand, native speakers of Berber played a major role in the develop-
ment of the modern Maghribian Arabic varieties, which have undergone 
important substrate influence. On the other hand, during the long period 
between the 7th century CE and today, Berber varieties have been influ-
enced by Arabic.

This book studies the Arabic influence on Berber in the Maghrib. It pro-
vides a picture of most realms of the language: phonology, morphology, 
syntax, and lexicon. It focuses on the differences and similarities in con-
tact-induced developments between the Berber varieties; to some degree 
it could be considered a dialectology of contact-induced change.

The Berber languages studied here have been subsumed under the label 
northern Berber. This is to be understood as a purely geographic term, 
referring to the parts of Africa north of the Sahara, as well as the northern 
half of the Sahara. It includes all Berber varieties, except Zenaga, Tetser-
rét and Tuareg. The reason for this exclusion is that, on the one hand, 
Tuareg and Tetserrét have undergone only slight influence from Arabic, 
and therefore present an essentially different situation than the other Ber-
ber languages. Zenaga, on the other hand, has been strongly influenced 
by Arabic. However, our present state of knowledge, which focuses on 
the Berber part of the grammar and lexicon, makes it difficult to assess 
this aspect of the language. Moreover, Catherine Taine-Cheikh, the great 
specialist of Zenaga and Mauritanian Arabic is working on this subject at 
the moment.

The large majority of speakers of Berber and Maghribian Arabic are 
Sunni Muslims. Among Berber speakers, there is a smaller group of Ibadhi 
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Muslims, who belong to the Kharijite group, an early secession in Islam. 
They are mainly found in Mzab (Algeria), in Djerba (Tunisia) and in 
Zuwara and Djebel Nefusa in Libya. In addition, there used to be impor-
tant Jewish communities in northern Africa, which have mostly moved to 
Israel, France, Canada and other countries in the 20th century.

Language contact can be studied from a number of different angles. 
The most important dichotomy is between a synchronic and a diachronic 
account. Synchronic contact linguistics is concerned with the way lan-
guages interact in a multilingual society, and the production and usage 
of the multilingual individual. Synchronic accounts focus on widely dif-
ferent subjects, such as processing of multiple languages in the bilingual 
brain, mixing of languages in bilingual discourse, and the ways and rea-
sons speakers choose one out of several language options they have at 
their disposal. In most synchronic contact studies, the presence of several 
discrete linguistic systems is a premise, and the subject is the interaction 
between these different systems. 

Diachronic accounts have a different focus. They are mainly concerned 
with the ways a single language changes under the influence of other lan-
guages. This also presupposes the existence of discrete linguistic systems. 
Different from the synchronic accounts, diachronic research is interested 
in changes within a single system, under the influence of others. Thus, 
while synchronic studies consider several (basically changeless) systems 
in multilingual usage, diachronic studies consider a single changing sys-
tem. Of course, nobody would doubt that the main triggers behind the 
changes studied in diachronic contact linguistics are to be found in the 
kind of processes described by synchronic contact linguistics. However, 
there is no reason to assume that they present a simple mirror image of 
it; what is found in synchronic multilingual usage is by no means always 
transferred to the single system. As often remarked by Sarah Thomason 
(e.g. 2008), diachronic contact linguistics is a sub-discipline of historical 
linguistics.

Synchronic and diachronic research in language contact have their own 
complications and simplifications. Synchronic research concerns an enor-
mous range of subjects, from psycholinguistics to the in-depth analysis of 
language structures (as in much of code-switching studies), to sociolin-
guistics of different kinds. While taking into account the vast diversity of 
contexts, it has to abstract away (as far as possible) from the diachronic 
question of language-internal diversity, taking the different languages 
basically as monolithic chunks. Diachronic research, which focuses on 
one single system, basically abstracts away from usage, restricting itself to 
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the same idea of a system (“langue” in Saussurian terms) which underlies 
the actual usage of this system (“parole”). It does not, however, represent 
this system as basically changeless, but is interested in the way it develops 
and changes under the influence of the (socio)linguistic circumstances it 
is subjected to.

This book deals exclusively with the diachronic side of language con-
tact, i.e., the way the Berber language(s) changed under the influence of 
Arabic. This subject has not escaped the attention of the linguistic com-
munity. Already in the early days of Berber studies, scholars devoted 
attention to it, e.g., René Basset (1906) and Hugo Schuchardt (1908). In 
Berber studies, the identification of Arabic elements has always been 
an important element in description, even though the synchronic one- 
language focus of modern descriptive grammars, such as Bentolila (1981) 
and Kossmann (1997) tends to marginalize the subject somewhat. There 
are quite a few works that deal with Arabic influence on Berber on a local 
scale. The most elaborate among these are the lexical studies by Miloud 
Taïfi on Middle Atlas Berber (1979) and by Rabah Kahlouche on Kabyle 
(1992),1 and the grammatical study by Lameen Souag on Siwa (2010). They 
are supplemented by remarks and small-scale studies on other varieties. 
Overviews of Arabic influence on Berber tend to be rather short (Boukous 
1989, Ameur 2011), but valuable remarks can be found in these works and 
in overviews focusing on Berber in general (e.g. Galand 2010).

The Berber situation of long-standing language contact has not found 
much attention in the literature on language contact. There is one major 
exception to this: Lameen Souag’s elaborate comparison of grammatical 
borrowing in the Berber language of Siwa and in the Northern Songhay 
language Kwarandzey in Tabelbala in Algeria (Souag 2010). Elements of 
morphology were studied in Kossmann (2010a), which presents a cross-
linguistic study of one specific type of borrowing, while Kossmann 
(2009a) studies lexical borrowing as part of the cross-linguistic survey by 
Haspelmath & Tadmor (2009). This relative negligence is regrettable. Ber-
ber provides a text book example of longstanding language contact, in 
which second language learners of Berber only played a minor role, if any. 
Put otherwise, Berber provides an unequivocal example of contact-induced 
change in the context of language maintenance (Thomason & Kaufman 
1988), or to use the terms of Van Coetsem (1988, 2000), of recipient lan-
guage agentivity. Until recently, the prominent pattern in marriage was 

1 Unfortunately, I have not been able to consult these unpublished dissertations.
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endogamy, which makes that multilingual households were traditionally 
rare. Thereby, Berber is basically different from some of the better-studied 
cases of contact-induced change in situations of language maintenance, 
such as the Vaupés linguistic area (Aikhenvald 2002).

Arabic influence on Berber provides an ideal situation for studying 
divergence in language contact outcomes. It is found over a large array of 
varieties, spoken in a very large area, many of which have been relatively 
isolated from each other. There are therefore many more or less indepen-
dent, but similar, language contact situations. Berber itself is typologically 
relatively homogenous, and the same is true for Maghribian Arabic. This 
makes the linguistic premises of the contact more or less the same over 
the whole area. Finally, there is little reason to assume that the basics of 
the language contact situation were radically different regionally. Thus, as 
remarked above, we seem to be dealing everywhere with cases of language 
maintenance where mixed marriages do not play a role. The only investi-
gation that I know of that has a similar type of sample (although mine is 
much smaller) is the Romani study by Elšík & Matras (2006), which also 
concerns situations of language maintenance without intermarriage. The 
basic difference with the Berber sample is that Romani languages have 
been in contact with a wide array of typologically very different languages. 
In the case of Berber, both donor and recipient language are relatively 
homogenous.

While writing with an audience in mind that is interested in contact 
linguistics, I have chosen a presentation that is not driven by theoretical 
or general typological considerations. I prefer to give a descriptive analysis 
of what is found in the Berber languages, which can be used—I hope—
in different theoretical frameworks and with different typological inter-
ests in mind. The presentation (with exception of some parts in the last 
chapter) is therefore deliberately un-theoretical and un-typological, even 
though my implicit viewpoints on these matters will no doubt be clear to 
the informed reader. For more explicit viewpoints, one can refer to Koss-
mann (2010a), Kossmann (fc-a) and Kossmann (fc-b).

The present investigation aims at a presentation of contact-induced 
change as found in all northern Berber varieties. In practice, such an aim 
has many caveats. Documentation of Berber is dense in some regions, 
and quite sparse in others. Thus we know much more about Kabyle than 
about neighboring Chaouia, and for highly interesting varieties such as 
El-Fogaha and Awdjila in Libya, our knowledge is based on a word list and 
a few texts only. Moreover, subjects have been studied in different ways 
and with different depth according to the regions. As a result, on certain 
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subjects, data are unavailable for some regions, can only be deduced by 
means of analysis of published texts for others, while for other regions 
they are easily extracted from grammatical or lexical works. I have tried to 
use as much the available literature as possible. Unfortunately, I had only 
restricted access to the large corpus of “grey” literature, especially PhDs 
and MA theses that were prepared at different universities in France, 
Algeria and Morocco. There is no doubt that I have missed important 
observations because of this. In my presentation, I try to treat all Berber 
varieties on an equal basis. In practice, of course, the amount and nature 
of available material put important restrictions on this. Moreover, my bet-
ter acquaintance with eastern Moroccan Berber, as well as the fact that  
I have easy access to digital corpora for these varieties, has no doubt led 
to some overrepresentation. In view of the highly interesting contact  
phenomena found in this region, this is not necessarily a bad thing.

In order to relate to earlier, unattested, varieties of Berber, sometimes 
reconstructed forms (marked by an asterisk) are provided. Such recon-
structions either refer to an earlier stage of the given form in the vari-
ety under consideration, or to Proto-Berber reconstructions. Context will 
make clear which level of reconstruction is meant. Where Proto-Berber is 
concerned, reconstructions are my own, following the principles set out in 
Kossmann (1999a, 2001). Other researchers have different reconstructions. 
As the exact shape of the reconstructions hardly ever plays a role in the 
analysis, I do not think my idiosyncrasies at this point have major impact 
on the argumentation.

Variation within Maghribian Arabic is quite important. In this study, 
I only refer to this variation where it is relevant to the analysis of the 
contact phenomena in Berber. When statements are made about Arabic 
which are true for all over the Maghrib, I tend to use Moroccan or Alge-
rian Arabic as the language of reference.

The book has the following structure. The next chapter introduces Ber-
ber and Maghribian Arabic and sketches the main lines of their common 
history and the sociolinguistic background of the language contact. This 
is followed by a chapter that surveys the pre-Islamic and early Islamic 
history of Berber in contact. After this comes the main part of the book, 
which focuses on the Arabic impact on Berber. As lexical borrowing is the 
driving force behind many of the contact phenomena in phonology and 
morphology, this part starts with the lexicon. This is followed by chap-
ters on phonology, morphology, and syntax. Many sections begin with a 
contrastive presentation of the Berber and Arabic facts in order to give a 
grounding to the analysis of contact-induced change. The final chapter 



6	 chapter one

gives a summary of the findings, an assessment of variation within Berber 
as to contact phenomena and a general characterization of the Arabic 
influence on northern Berber.

A Note on Terminology

In this book, I will use the term “Berber” in a consequent manner. In north-
ern Africa, nowadays the autonym tamaziɣt or its French derivate langue 
amazighe are used. I will stick to the term Berber, which is commonly 
used in scientific productions, also those written by scholars who are 
very active in the Berber cause, such as Salem Chaker. The term tamaziɣt, 
although wide-spread in the Berber-speaking world, is by no means tradi-
tional in all regions, and may sometimes have different connotations than 
“Berber language” alone. Moreover, in scientific literature, it has been used 
as a term for what is called here Central Moroccan Berber. Using the term 
in a scientific context therefore runs the risk of confusion.

As for Arabic, I basically use the term Maghribian Arabic for all variet-
ies of Arabic spoken west of Alexandria. In practice, when making general 
statements, the term may have more restricted meaning, referring mainly 
to Algerian and Moroccan Arabic.

Written Arabic is referred to as Classical Arabic or as Standard Ara-
bic. Although the two are by no means identical, the differences are only 
rarely relevant to the issues studied here. Therefore, I will use the terms 
interchangeably, similar to the Arabic use of al-fuṣḥā, which can refer  
to both.

Abbreviations, Transcriptions and Glosses

Abbreviations of languages, varieties and sources have been kept to a 
minimum. The main change lies in the omission of the element Beni, Ayt 
(‘sons of ’) in tribal names, e.g. ‘Iznasen’ instead of ‘Beni Iznasen’. Simi-
larly, I often use ‘Nefusa’ instead of ‘Djebel Nefusa’ and ‘Senhadja’ instead 
of ‘Senhadja de Sraïr’. Different from many other authors, I have not used 
European or Arabic adjectival forms to refer to language names; I rather 
use the geographical name (‘Mzab’ instead of ‘Mozabite’, ‘Ouargla’ instead 
of ‘Ouargli’) or the autonym (‘Tarifiyt’ instead of ‘Riffian’, ‘Tashelhiyt’ 
instead of ‘Shilha’). The main exception to this is the use of ‘Kabyle’ for 
the language of Kabylia.
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Transcriptions of Berber and Maghribian Arabic have been harmonized 
to a large degree. My preferred transcription practice is somewhat more 
phonetic than that of other researchers. It has not always been possible 
to follow this line, as a number of major publications in the field use a 
transcription that underrepresents (marginal) phonological contrasts. In 
such cases, I had of course to stay with the original transcriptions. This is 
the case, for example, of major studies such as Bentolila (1981) and Chaker 
(1983), who do not write spirantization and schwa. A different, and more 
awkward problem is posed by Italian transcriptions of Libyan varieties, 
esp. those of the oases. These notations transcribe many shades of vowel 
pronunciation. From the data, it is difficult to make out to what extent 
these phonetic variants represent different phonemes, nor is it easy to 
decide to which phoneme a certain vowel shade in a specific word should 
be assigned. Van Putten (fc.) provides a detailed orthographic analysis of 
the vowel notations in Paradisi’s materials on Awdjila (Paradisi 1960a; 
1960b). For the other dialects, esp. Sokna (Sarnelli 1924–25) and El-Fogaha 
(Paradisi 1963), such an analysis does not exist, nor is it probable that the 
much more restricted materials on these varieties would allow us to make 
one. On the basis of what we know about Awdjila and Siwa, I have made 
an educated guess of the phonemic (or at least broad phonetic) structures 
the notations represent. For the original transcription, the reader can con-
sult the source. Stress is non-phonemic (if existent at all) in most northern 
Berber varieties west of Tunisia. In eastern varieties it is relevant. I have 
written stress in these varieties according to the sources. As verbs have 
different stress patterns according to their aspect in these varieties, they 
are not marked for stress when the citation form is provided.

I follow common berberological practice in calling the vowels /a/, /i/, 
/u/ (and in some varieties also /e/ and /o/) “plain vowels”. Their quantity 
depends on context, and is often half-long. The vowels ǝ and ă are called 
“central vowels” or, where appropriate, “short vowels”. 

Sentences are provided with a glossing line. The glossing system aims to 
be practical. As such, I have chosen to underrepresent the wealth of mor-
phological marking found in the noun, except where this is relevant to the 
argumentation. In glossing nominal morphology, the “state” difference is 
mentioned when visible in the form. Number can mostly be inferred from 
the translation gloss, while gender is not marked in the glossing line. In 
this way, the glossing line remains reasonably short and easier to process. 
Except where relevant to the presentation, I do not mark morphological 
boundaries within the noun. Within the verb, hyphens are used to set 
apart the subject inflection. Morphological boundaries within the verb 
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stem are only marked when relevant to the presentation. Aspectual stems 
are always glossed, also where the same form is used with different stems. 
As the formation of aspectual stems is regulated by the formal shape of 
the verb (e.g., having three consonants and no plain vowel), there is no 
functional background to the merger of the stems in some cases, while 
other verbs, with other formal structures, do not merge them. In some 
cases, the Berber variety is not well-enough known to be sure about the 
glossing; this is especially the case of the Libyan oasis dialects. I still did 
my best to provide glosses in such situations.

I follow the same type of glossing for Arabic. For nouns, I only gloss 
the Construct State. The Arabic Free State is not glossed except where 
relevant to the presentation. For verbs, I gloss person/gender/number 
marking, as well as the aspectual division.

The differentiation between affixes, clitics and unbound forms is a dif-
ficult matter in Berber and Maghribian Arabic. In large parts of northern 
Berber and Maghribian Arabic, there is no word accent that could pro-
vide arguments for bound or non-bound status. I consider non-subject 
bound pronouns and spatial markers on the verb clitics (different from, 
e.g., Abdel-Massih 1971), while I consider the subject markers affixes to the 
verb. Outside the verbal domain, bound pronouns are considered affixes, 
i.e. when following a preposition or a noun. Deictic elements are written as 
clitics when attached to nouns, but as affixes when attached to pronouns. 
I write preverbal and postverbal particles, which mostly indicate mood, 
aspect, or negation, as separate words. A few locally restricted elements 
are also considered clitics, among others the resultative marker in Siwa 
and Awdjila and the locative marker in Ghadames and Awdjila. All this is 
to some degree arbitrary, and different choices would be defensible. 

The following abbreviations are used:

ad	 the prospective particle ad (and allomorphs) (Berber)
addr	 addressee (in Siwa pronominal forms)
aka	 also known as
anp	 anaphoric deictic clitic (Berber)
ao	 aorist (Berber)
Ar.	A rabic
ara	 Arabic pronominal series (Berber)
BCE	 Before Common Era (aka BC) 
cou	 counterfactual
CE	 Common Era (aka AD)
cs	 construct state (Arabic)
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D	A dagh (Tuareg)
def	 definite article (Arabic)
dem	 demonstrative basis (Berber)
dim	 diminutive (Arabic, Ghomara)
dist	 distal deictic clitic (Berber)
do	 direct object (Berber)
ea	 état d’annexion / annexed state (Berber)
el	 état libre / free state (Berber)
elat	 elative (Arabic, Siwa)
f	 feminine
f.	 female
foc	 focus particle (i, ay, etc.) (Berber)
fr	 free state (Arabic)
ft	 future (Ghadames, Awdjila Berber)
fut	 future marker
Gh	 Ghat (Tuareg)
H	A haggar (Tuareg)
hyp	 hypothetical
io	 indirect object (Berber)
ipft	 imperfect (Arabic)
ipfv	 imperfective pre-verbal particle (Berber, Arabic)
ipt	 imperative
ipv	 imperfective (Berber) 
La	 Laoust (1932)
loc	 locative (Ghadames, Awdjila)
m	 masculine
m.	 male
MAr.	 MaghribianArabic
Mor.	 Moroccan
N	N aumann (2012)
neg	 negation
neg2	 postverbal negation
nipv	 negative imperfective (Berber)
NP	N oun Phrase
npv	 negative perfective (Berber)
o	 oblique (Arabic)
p	 plural
past	 past marker (Berber)
pf	 feminine plural
pfv	 perfective preverbal particle
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pm	 masculine plural
PN	 personal name
PNG	P erson/Gender/Number
pred	 predicative particle (Berber)
proh	 prohibitive
prox	 proximal deictic clitic (Berber)
prta	 active participle (Arabic)
pt	 perfect (Arabic)
ptc	 participle (Berber)
pv	 perfective (Berber)
Q	 Iqǝřɛiyǝn (aka Guelaïa), a variety of Tarifiyt
q	 yes/no question
RC	 relative clause
rel	 relative marker
result	 resultative perfective (Siwa, Awdjila)
S	 Souag (2010)
s	 singular
sf	 feminine singular
sm	 masculine singular
vent	 ventive particle (“hither”) (Berber)
voc	 vocative particle
W	 Iwellemmeden (Tuareg)
War	A yt Waryaghel (Tarifiyt)
WE	E astern Iwellemmeden (Tuareg)
WW	 Western Iwellemmeden (Tuareg)
Y	A yer Tuareg

The hyphen stands for a morpheme boundary, = marks a clitic boundary.

Transcription System

The system of transcription as used here is basically the one generally used 
in Maghribian studies. The following signs are different from standard 
phonetic transcriptions, and/or from other systems used in the field.

Following standard transcriptions of Kabyle, the affricate tts is writ-
ten ţţ or şş depending on whether it constitutes a realization of /tt/ or a 
strengthening of /ss/. For other Berber varieties where /t/ is pronounced 
[ʦ] (e.g. Figuig), /t/ has been written.
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sign IPA alternatives 
(Arab studies) 

alternatives (Berber studies)

a aˑ, ɑˑ ā
ă ɐ a
ā aː, ɑː aa, ar, ar (all only for Tarifiyt)
ḇ β b
č ʧ tš, tc
ḏ δ d
ḍ dˤ
ḍ̱ δˤ ḍ̱, ẓ (only Classical) ḍ̱, ḍ
e e ē é
ǝ ǝ e e
ɣ ɣ ~ ʁ ġ ġ, gh
ḡ ʝ g
ǧ ʤ j dj, dž, ll (the latter only for 

Tarifiyt)
ḥ ħ
i iˑ, ɪˑ ī
ī iː ia, ea, ir, ir (all only for 

Tarifiyt)
ḵ ç k
ḷ lˤ
o oˑ ō
r ɾ
ř r, ɹ (Tarifiyt, Zayan)2 l, r
ṛ ɾˤ
ṣ sˤ
şş ʦː (only Kabyle) tts
š ʃ c
ṯ θ t
ṭ tˤ
ţţ ʦː (mainly Kabyle) tt, tts tt
u uˑ, ʊˑ ū
ū uː ua, oa, ur, ur (all only for 

Tarifiyt)
ŭ ʊ u
x x ḫ ḫ
y j
ẓ zˤ
ž ʒ j
ɛ ʕ c c

ʔ ʔ ’ ’

2 The sound transcribed as <ł> in Loubignac (1924).
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Berber and Maghribian Arabic sound systems are similar enough to be 
written with the same transcription system. This is the reason that I choose 
the Berberologist representation of the plain vowels (the vowels that are 
mostly half-long, and that can occur in open syllables) with simple a, i, 
u rather than the common Arabist representation, which writes them ā, 
ī, ū word-internally, and a, i, u in word-final position. Consequently, the 
Arabic short vowels are written with a breve sign: ă, ŭ.

For transcribing Standard and Classical Arabic, I use Arabist conven-
tions in writing long vowels with a macron (ā, ī, ū), short vowels without.



Chapter two

Berber and Arabic

In this chapter, a basic introduction is provided to the linguistic and socio­
linguistic situation of Arabic and Berber in northern Africa. The first sec­
tion deals with the shared Afroasiatic heritage of Berber and Arabic, and 
its relevance for the study of Arabic contact influence on Berber. The sec­
ond and third section provide an overview of linguistic and dialectal clas­
sification within Berber and Arabic. The following two sections deal with 
the sociolinguistics of Arabic and Berber, while the last section tackles the 
intricate problem of dating Arabic-influenced innovations in Berber.

2.1 The Afroasiatic Heritage

The Berber family is a separate branch of the Afroasiatic language family, 
also known as Hamito-Semitic.1 Afroasiatic includes the following other 
branches: Chadic (a large group of languages spoken mainly in Nigeria, 
Cameroon and Chad), Cushitic (mainly in northeast Africa), Ancient 
Egyptian and Semitic; for a recent overview of Afroasiatic, see Frajzyngier 
& Shay 2012. Most researchers now admit the existence of a sixth branch, 
Omotic, a group of languages spoken in southern Ethiopia. Afroasiatic as 
a language phylum has an enormous time depth, comparable to highly-
disputed groupings such as Nostratic (the language family that would 
unite, among others, Indo-European and Altaic). Still, its existence is more 
widely accepted than that of, for instance, Nostratic (e.g. Aikhenvald & 
Dixon 2001:8).

1 Greenberg (1966:50–51) has rightly challenged binary terms such as Semito-Hamitic 
and Hamito-Semitic, which suggest a relation of equality between Semitic on the one hand 
and the other branches of the family (so-called Hamitic) on the other—a point of view 
which was for some time also ideologically loaded (Meinhof 1912). Since Greenberg, hardly 
any researcher has maintained the idea of a binary split between Semitic and the rest 
(cf. however Vycichl 1981); however in French and Russian tradition, the term Hamito-
Semitic is still widely used. Greenberg’s term, Afroasiatic, is hardly more lucky than the 
earlier terminology, except for its lack of ideological connotations; only part of Semitic is 
nowadays spoken in Asia, and all other language groups—as well as most modern Semitic 
languages—are African (a similar critique of the term is given by David Cohen, Lonnet & 
Mettouchi 2006:10).
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Berber itself is a close-knit language family, and the differences between 
the different varieties do not exceed those found within the Germanic or 
Romance language groups. Arabic is part of another branch of Afroasiatic, 
the Semitic language family. As such it is more closely related to Semitic 
languages such as Amharic, Hebrew and Akkadian than to Berber. Even 
if one would propose a sub-classification of Afroasiatic in which Berber 
and Semitic belong together, excluding any of the other branches at that 
stage (reformulating Rössler’s “Semitic character of the Libyan language”, 
Rössler 1952), the time span between the dissolution of Berbero-Semitic 
and modern Berber and Maghribian Arabic would be enormous. Our earli­
est documentation of Semitic languages dates from the middle of the third 
millennium BCE; the language of these documents is clearly an early stage 
of Akkadian, and not Proto-Semitic. In order to reach the Proto-Semitic 
stage, a very short chronology would have to add at least a thousand years 
(probably more); one would need at least one more millennium in order 
to reach a putative Berbero-Semitic node. All in all, this puts us in the 
middle of the fifth millennium BCE for an ultra-short chronology; greater 
time depth is certainly more probable.2 This means that Berber and Ara­
bic have been separated for at least 6,500 years. If one compares this to 
the putative date of Proto-Indo-European, which mainstream Indo-Euro­
pean linguistics puts somewhere between 4,500 and 2,500 BCE (Mallory & 
Adams 2006:103), modern Berber and modern spoken Arabic are at least 
as distant from each other in time as modern English and modern Hindi.

Nevertheless, Arabic and Berber present a number of similarities which 
may be considered common Afroasiatic heritage. These similarities con­
cern in the first place lexicon, e.g., Classical Arabic dam ‘blood’ (well-
attested in Semitic) and Zenaga Berber ǝḏämmän ‘blood (plurale tantum)’ 
(well-attested in Berber), Classical Arabic lisān ‘tongue’ (pan-Semitic), 
Tuareg ilǝs ‘tongue’ (pan-Berber), also well-known elsewhere in Afroasi­
atic (Newman 1980:26). There are important similarities in other domains 

2 Blažek (2012) cites time depths reconstructed independently by George Starostin 
and Aleksandr Militarev that put proto-Afroasiatic around 10,000 BCE, and the split of 
Semitic and Berber at 7710 BCE (Starostin) and 8960 BCE (Militarev), respectively. Lipiński 
(2001:48) considers the split to lie somewhere in the middle of the fourth millennium BCE 
or earlier. A late date is reached by the Automated Similarity Judgment Program (ASJP), 
which puts Proto-Afroasiatic at 6016 BP (4066 BCE; Holman e.a. 2011), i.e. about 6,000 
years later than Starostin and Militarev. The results of ASJP are at many points highly 
problematic; thus South Semitic is put at 3804 BP (1854 BCE), while Semitic as a whole 
would have split up in 3301 BP (1351 BCE), i.e. five hundred years later! The last date is 
certainly wrong; the first texts in Akkadian are about 1,200 years older than the putative 
date of Proto-Semitic. 
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too. Thus, Arabic and Berber verbal lexemes are both built on the basis of 
(mostly) three consonants, while valency derivations and aspectual mark­
ing are to a large degree expressed by changes in the vowel schemes. In 
northern Berber, this system has become opaque to a large degree, due 
to the merger of all short vowels, but in those Berber varieties where this 
merger did not take place it is still visible. Compare the morphological 
structure of the Classical Arabic verb MLK ‘to own’ and Ghadames Berber 
KRZ ‘to till the soil’ (exx. have the 3sf prefix):3 

Classical Arabic:	I mperfect active 3sf:	 t-amlik-
	I mperfect passive 3sf:	 t-umlak-
	 Factitive derivation impf. active 3sf:	 t-umallik-
	 Causative derivation impf. active 3sf:	 t-umlik-

Ghadames Berber:	A orist 3sf:	 t-ăkrǝz
	 Perfective 3sf:	 t-ǝkrăz
	I mperfective 3sf:	 t-ǝkărrăz

While the functions of the schemes are different in the two language 
groups, the systems are formally quite similar.

The deep genetic ties between Arabic and Berber posit a methodologi­
cal problem in the study of their mutual influence. When certain features 
are common to Arabic and Berber, should they be considered diffusion 
through language contact or common heritage? Fortunately, this prob­
lem can be solved in most cases by taking recourse to languages that 
have not gone through a period of intensive contact. In the case of Ara­
bic, non-Maghribian varieties and Classical Arabic can take this function. 
While the status of Classical Arabic as the origin of the modern Arabic 
“dialects” is debatable (see Owens 2006 for a recent polemics), it is suf­
ficiently related to modern Maghribian Arabic to serve as a source of ref­
erence. Its standardization took place at a period when northern Africa 
had undergone arabicization only on a small scale, and therefore predates 
the period when language contact between Berber and Arabic intensi­
fied. Moreover, being a variety based in the Arab Peninsula, there is little 
chance of ancient contact influence from Berber.4 The same is true, of 
course, for the modern spoken Arabic varieties of the Middle East. Even 

3 Normally the 3sm is used in paradigm examples; I refrained from this here because of 
some low-level assimilatory processes concerning this prefix in Ghadames Berber.

4 Some Arabic lexicographers interested in the origin of weird and foreign terms in the 
Qur’ān posit the existence of Berber words in the Holy Book. The adduced words do not 
bear any resemblance to attested Berber words, and the suggestion of Berber influence at 
this early stage can therefore be discarded. E.g., Al-Suyūṭī (1967 edition, 105–120).
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in Nile Valley Arabic, there is little to no reason to believe that Berber had 
any influence, and this is even more so the case in varieties spoken more 
to the east.

For Berber, Tuareg plays a similar role to Middle Eastern varieties for 
Arabic. Most Tuaregs live outside the sphere of influence of spoken Ara­
bic. Although there are Arabic-speaking groups in the southern Sahara, 
their numbers and prestige are not important enough to play much of 
a role in language contact. Classical Arabic does play a role as the lan­
guage of religion, and there are scores of loanwords to be found in Tuareg 
that belong to this domain (Prasse 1986). Some of these seem to have 
reached Tuareg through the medium of other languages, such as Hausa. 
Thus one remarks the Niger Tuareg form ălwăḷḷa ‘ablution’, which takes 
up Arabic al=waḍāʔa ‘purity’ in its Hausa form (àlwàláá ‘ablution’). Arabic 
words from other semantic fields have only occasionally been taken over 
in Tuareg, and there is no reason to believe that Arabic exercized much 
influence on the grammar of the language. Therefore, Tuareg can serve as 
a contrast language to the other Berber languages: once a feature found in 
northern Berber and Maghribian Arabic is also found in Tuareg and—let’s 
say—Levantine Arabic, chances are high that they either constitute com­
mon Afroasiatic heritage or unrelated parallel developments. A contact 
scenario is excluded here, except for some specific lexical items.

2.2 Berber Classification

There exists a long tradition of treating Berber as one single language, 
which started during the colonial period, e.g. in André Basset’s La langue 
berbère (1952), and which was continued in much of North-African schol­
arship. To some degree, the reasons behind this are ideological: especially 
now that a unitary Berber identity is proposed and lived by many people, 
the unity of the language has become a central issue. Authors have stressed 
the basic grammatical unity that would underlie all Berber varieties, and 
have dismissed the differences as superficial and of little importance. This 
could be called the unity-in-diversity argument. On the other hand, the 
unitary view of Berber is related to the difficulties one encounters when 
trying to define the different languages it would be constituted of. This 
was the major point in Basset’s view, and the same argument has been 
brought forward by Salem Chaker (1995:7–19). As much of Berber con­
stitutes a kind of dialect continuum, defining the borders of individual 
languages is highly problematic. This could be called the continuum argu­
ment. In practice, the two arguments are often combined.
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Both argumentations are not without validity. However, the result is 
misleading, as it suggests that the differences between Berber varieties 
are much less than those within families that are commonly considered to 
consist of different languages. Thus, in my feeling, the differences between, 
say, Zenaga and Tarifiyt are certainly not smaller than those between 
Romanian and French, and the differences between Tarifiyt and Figuig 
Berber may be comparable to those between Spanish and Portuguese.

Other authors, mainly outside the French-inspired berberological tra­
dition, have—often quite naively—divided Berber into numerous lan­
guages. Ethnologue (Lewis 2009) has no less than 25 Berber languages, 
including four different Tuareg languages and five different languages in 
the Algerian oases of the northern Sahara. At several points, it suggests 
that some of the languages should be split up even further. The criteria for 
a classification as “dialect” or “language” are unclear in this source, espe­
cially as, different from Ethnologue’s findings in other parts of the world, 
the classification is not based on mutual comprehension tests.

Aside from the question of defining languages, the historical subclas­
sification of the different varieties of Berber is highly problematic. This 
is due to the fact that most of Berber constitutes a kind of discontinu­
ous continuum of varieties that are either neighbors, or are separated 
from each other by Arabic-speaking regions. In the latter case, in spite 
of the important geographical distances sometimes involved, the linguis­
tic continuum is still perceptible. In such a situation, there are no major 
linguistic impediments to the spread of innovations (or the later spread 
of old features, lost in one of the varieties), which makes the definition 
of a linguistic border rather arbitrary. A number of features may serve 
one subclassification, while other features may support a different clas­
sification. As subclassification is irrelevant to the purpose of this book, 
I shall not further abide on it (see Kossmann 1999a and Kossmann fc.-c  
for discussions).

In this study, I speak of Berber languages in plural, but I deliberately 
remain vague about how many and which languages should be distin­
guished. Moreover, I do not make any use of historical subclassifications. 
Instead, I follow a division into different blocks, which are differentiated 
on geographical and linguistic grounds.

The Major Blocks of Berber Varieties

In the following, the major blocks of Berber varieties will be presented, 
as well as some of the internal divisions within these blocks. The first 
two blocks are separated linguistically and geographically from the other 
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Berber languages. They are not part of a linguistic continuum and should, 
in any definition of the term, be considered separate languages. The 
other blocks are part of the continuum, and should not be equated with 
“languages”—one may argue in some situations that one block consists of 
several languages and the other way round. 

In the presentation, I add the main references that were used for these 
languages in the present study. The list is by no means exhaustive, and 
many important works are left unmentioned. For general overviews of 
Berber, one may consult A. Basset (1952), Galand (1988), Galand (2010), 
Kossmann (2012a).

1. Zenaga of Mauritania and Tetserrét of Niger

This block consists of two parts:

A. �Zenaga is the original language of Mauritania. Nowadays it is spoken 
by about 3,500 persons in the southwestern part of the country. As 
all speakers are over 40 years old, it is critically endangered (Taine-
Cheikh 2008:xviii). Reff. Taine-Cheikh (2008).

B. �Tetserrét is the in-group language of part of the Ayttawari Seslem and 
the Kel Eghlal n Enniger in Niger, tribes that are ethnically Tuareg 
and fully incorporated in the Tuareg social network. Like Zenaga, the 
language, which may since long not have had much more than 2,000 
speakers, seems to be highly endangered (Khamed Attayoub 2001, 
Khamed Attayoub & Walentowitz 2000–2001). As shown conclusively 
in Lux (2011), Tetserrét is closely related to Zenaga, and much less so 
to neighboring Tuareg varieties. Reff. Lux (2011).

2. Tuareg

Tuareg (aka Tamasheq in anglophone literature) is a block of closely-
related varieties spoken by the Tuaregs in Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and 
Algeria. Following ethnic divisions, the Tuareg varieties are normally 
divided into a number of groups:

A. �Adagh (aka Tadghaq, Tadaq), the Tuareg variety of the Adagh des 
Ifoghas in Mali and of one of the tribes in Burkina Faso.

B. �Taneslemt, the Tuareg variety spoken close to the Niger river near Tim­
buktu in Mali.

C. �Iwellemmeden (aka Tawellemmett), spoken in eastern Mali, in Niger, 
and by the Oudalan tribe in Burkina Faso.
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D. �Ayer (aka Aïr, Tayert), spoken in the region around Agadez and more 
to the east in Niger.

E. �Ahaggar (aka Tahaggart, Hoggar), spoken in the Hoggar mountains in 
southern Algeria. The variety of the Ajjer mountains in the Algerian-
Libyan border land is basically the same.

F. �Ghat, the only Tuareg language spoken by traditionally sedentary peo­
ple, in the oasis of Ghat in western Libya.

Depending on the dialectal pronunciation of the word *ta-mazǝɣ-t, the 
dialects are also known as tămašăq (encompassing A and B), tǝmažǝq 
(encompassing C and D) and tămahăq (E). The Malian autonym is used 
in some sources as a cover term for the whole group. This is not generally 
accepted by speakers of other groups, and I will stick to the traditional 
exonym Tuareg (cf. Aghali-Zakara 1984).

Tuareg is spoken by about 1,5 million people (cf. the calculation in 
Kossmann 2011a:1, note 1), mostly in Niger and Mali. Tuareg is a national 
language in Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso. Reff. Foucauld (1951), Heath 
(2005, 2006), Ritter (2009), Kossmann (2011a) and literature cited there.

3. South-Central Morocco

Southern and Central Morocco are home to many different varieties, 
which form a linguistic continuum which does not seem to be divided by 
strong isogloss bundles. Still the differences between the extreme ends are 
quite important. For geographical and ethnographical reasons, the region 
is traditionally divided in two parts, which are considered two different 
languages or, in another discourse, two different dialects.

A. Tashelhiyt (aka Sous-Berber, Shilha). This is the language of the mainly 
sedentary population of the western part of the High Atlas, the Sous plains 
and the Anti-Atlas in southwestern Morocco. The language is relatively 
homogenous. There exists a continuous written tradition of Tashelhiyt in 
Arabic script since the 16th century (van den Boogert 1997), and medi­
eval Moroccan Berber texts also seem to belong to this variety (van den 
Boogert 2000). According to the figures of the 2004 census (HCPM), there 
are over 3,250,000 Tashelhiyt speakers in the home area; one has to add 
to this considerable numbers of speakers living outside the home region. 
Thus it is reasonable to assume that the majority of Berber-speakers in 
greater Casablanca, Rabat-Sale and Marrakech (together around 850,000 
persons) speak Tashelhiyt. Together with emigrants in France and else­
where, an estimate of 4 million speakers is probably on the low side.
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The name Tashelhiyt is well-established, and in intellectual circles 
always understood as referring to southwestern Moroccan Berber. The 
term is derived from Moroccan and Algerian Arabic šǝlḥa “non-Arabic 
indigenous language”, which can refer to any Berber variety, and even 
to the Northern Songhay language of Tabelbala (Algeria, Souag 2010:31). 
There are quite a number of other Berber populations that refer to their 
language as Tashelhiyt (e.g. Ayt Seghrushen in the Middle Atlas, p.n.). 
Reff. Destaing (1938), Aspinion (1953), Galand (1988). I did not have access 
to Stroomer (fc.).

B. Central Moroccan Berber (aka Tamazight, Middle Atlas). This is the lan­
guage of the traditionally mainly semi-nomadic (transhumant) and sed­
entary populations of the eastern High Atlas, the eastern-Moroccan oases 
of the Dades, Guir and Ziz region, and the Middle Atlas. The easternmost 
varieties of Berber spoken in the Middle Atlas share many features with 
Zenatic varieties more to the east. As they are quite different and as there 
are important isogloss bundles separating these varieties from the other 
Central Moroccan varieties, they are taken to be part of a different block 
(see below). In the homeland, Central Moroccan Berber (including the east­
ern Middle Atlas) has way over 2 million speakers (census 2004, HCPM); 
one has to reckon with important communities outside this area.

Central Moroccan Berber is dialectally very diverse. There are a number 
of main groups that one can distinguish, but the exact borders are diffi­
cult to draw. In the first place there are the varieties immediately to the 
north of the western High Atlas (Demnat region), which are quite close to 
Tashelhiyt. A second group is constituted by the varieties of the eastern 
High Atlas, such as Ayt Ayache, Ayt Hdiddou and Ayt Izdeg. A number of 
tribes in the Middle Atlas also belong to this group, such as the Ayt Mguild 
and the Ayt Ndhir. The dialects of the Dades, Guir and Ziz oases may also 
belong here. Finally, there are a number of varieties on the northwestern 
side of the Middle Atlas which are relatively different from the others, and 
from each other, most notably those of the Zemmour and the Zayan.

Central Moroccan Berber is mostly known under the names Tama­
zight or Middle Atlas Berber. Both terms are misleading. Tamazight is 
the autochthonous name of Berber among many different groups, also far 
outside the Central Moroccan area. In modern political usage, Tamazight 
is used for Berber in general, irrespective of its dialectal background, and 
Berber has gained official recognition in Morocco and Algeria under this 
name. Therefore, restricting the term to the Central Moroccan varieties is 
bound to create ambiguity. The term Middle Atlas Berber, which is some­
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times used as an alternative, is unlucky for the simple reason that many  
of the varieties described by this term are spoken in the High Atlas, or 
even south of it. For this reason, I will use the term Central Moroccan 
Berber. Reff. Laoust (1918), Loubignac (1924), Laoust (31939), Bisson (1940), 
Willms (1972), Penchoen (1973b), Ennaji (1985), Taïfi (1991), Sadiqi (1997), 
Azdoud (2011).

4. Northwestern Moroccan Berber

Most of northwestern Morocco is Arabic-speaking. There are two Berber 
varieties that are clearly different from neighboring Tarifiyt (see below) 
which are spoken in this region. They have some features in common 
with the south-central Moroccan block, but for the time being are best 
regarded a block on their own.

A. Senhadja de Sraïr. This is the language spoken in the high mountain 
region around Ketama. There is important dialectal variation within this 
variety (cf. Lafkioui 2007 for data). Despite claims to the contrary (e.g. 
Ethnologue, Lewis 2009), the variety is well-alive and does not seem to 
be in immediate danger. The number of speakers may be around 70,000 
(based on the 2004 census, HCPM). Reff. Renisio (1932), Ibáñez (1959), 
Lafkioui (2007).

B. Ghomara. This is the language of two tribes in the region west of El 
Jebha. Recent research has shown that the variety is well-alive. The num­
ber of speakers is difficult to estimate, as the 2004 census data on Berber 
are clearly too low in this bilingual region. El Hannouche (2008:21), after 
a meticulous calculation, comes to a total of about 10,000 speakers. Reff. 
El Hannouche (2008), Mourigh (fc.).

Northwestern Moroccan Berber will play an important role in the rest 
of this study, as it displays a degree of influence from Arabic not found 
elsewhere in Berber. In fact, under some definitions, it would not be unre­
alistic to call Ghomara Berber a mixed language (see 13.8).

5. Zenatic

The Zenatic group is a widely diffused group of varieties that share a num­
ber of salient linguistic characteristics (Destaing 1920b, Kossmann 1999a). 
The internal diversity is great, and where they border on other blocks their 
inclusion or exclusion from one or the other is to some degree arbitrary. 
The Zenatic block has the following sub-groups:
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A. Tarifiyt (aka Rif Berber, Riffian). This is the language spoken in the 
north-eastern part of Morocco. It has remarkable dialectal variation 
(Lafkioui 2007), and its westernmost varieties are not easily understood 
by speakers of its easternmost varieties. In the home area, it has over 
1,2 million speakers (2004 census, HCPM). There are large communities  
of Tarifiyt speakers in the Netherlands and Belgium.

Two groups can be distinguished within Tarifiyt. The first group com­
prises the western-most varieties, spoken around Elhoceima, most impor­
tant of which is Ayt Waryaghel.5 The second group consists of the central 
varieties, spoken around Nador, most important of which is Iqǝřɛiyǝn (aka 
Guelaïa). Reff. Biarnay (1917), Chami (1979), Lafkioui (2007), Kossmann 
(2009a, 2009b, personal notes).

B. Beni Iznasen (aka eastern Riffian, eastern Tarifiyt). This variety is spo­
ken in the extreme north-east of Morocco. It has about 100,000 speakers. 
There are important communities in the Netherlands and Germany. Beni 
Iznasen takes an intermediate position between Tarifiyt and the western 
Algerian varieties. Reff. Renisio (1932), Kossmann (2000a, personal notes).

C. Eastern Middle Atlas Berber. The eastern-most varieties of the Middle 
Atlas present many similarities to Tarifiyt and other Zenatic varieties. Dif­
ferent from these, they also have clear links to other varieties of the Mid­
dle Atlas, and therefore take a kind of intermediate position between the 
two blocks. The eastern Middle Atlas group consists of two major groups. 
On the one hand there is the widely-diffused Ayt Seghrushen tribe, on the 
other hand, there is a group of varieties spoken in the mountains south of 
Taza, best-known of which is Ayt Warayn. Altogether, the eastern Middle 
Atlas group may count between 150,000 and 200,000 speakers. Reff. Desta­
ing (1920a), Bentolila (1981).

D. Western Algerian dialects. The western Algerian group is a diffuse set 
of varieties spoken in small patches all over the north-western part of 
Algeria. The best-known groups are Beni Snous in the far west, Djebel 
Bissa near Ténès, and Chenoua just west of Algiers. Other varieties for 
which we have data are Beni Messaoud, Beni Menacer and Metmata, all of 
which are spoken in the region west of Algiers. Reff. Destaing (1907, 1914), 
Laoust (1912), Genevois & Reesink (1973).

5 Lafkioui (2009a) calls these varieties “central Tarifiyt”, because in her terminology 
“western Tarifiyt” refers to the Senhadja de Sraïr varieties. 



	 berber and arabic	 23

E. Chaouia of the Aures (aka Tashawit, Shawiya). This is one of the main 
varieties in Algeria, spoken in a large area south of Constantine. Ethno-
logue (Lewis 2009) has an estimate of 1,4 million speakers in 1993. Reff. 
Penchoen (1973a).

F. Northern Saharan oasis dialects. In a number of larger and smaller 
oases in the northern part of the Sahara, a relatively compact group of 
varieties is spoken. They fall into different groups:

F1. So-called Sud-oranais dialects, which are spoken in oases in the west­
ern part of the Saharan Atlas in Algeria and along the Saoura and Zousfana 
rivers. Most important is Figuig in Morocco (around 15,000 speakers). It is 
difficult to estimate the number of speakers in the other oases, but all in 
all there may be around 30,000 to 40,000 speakers. Reff. Kossmann (1997, 
2010b), Saa (2010).

F2. Gourara (aka Taznatit), the variety of a large group of small oases in 
western Algeria, best-known of which is Timimoun. Reff. Boudot-Lamotte 
(1964), Bellil (2000).

F3. Tidikelt and Tuat, the variety of some larger and smaller oases further 
to the south. It is unclear if these varieties still survive to the present day; 
they are almost undocumented.

F4. Mzab, a confederation of seven oases in the north-central part of the 
Algerian Sahara. The culture of the Mzab has been strongly influenced 
by refugees from the Rostamid imamate in Tahert (present-day Tiaret in 
northern Algeria). The Mozabites belong to the Ibadhi brand of Islam, 
which is different from both the Sunna and the Shi’a. They have important 
links to other Ibadhi communities more to the east, such as in Djerba 
(Tunisia) and Djebel Nefusa (Libya) (Brugnatelli 2008a). According to 
2008 census data, the municipalities in which these oases lie count about 
250,000 inhabitants; presumably most of these have Berber as their native 
language. Reff. Delheure (1984).

F5. Ouargla, an oasis in the northeastern Algerian Sahara, partly Ibadhi 
and thence part of the large Ibadhi network. Reff. Biarnay (1908), Delheure 
(1987).
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F6. Oued Righ, a group of oases north of Ouargla, most important of 
which is Touggourt. There exists no reliable documentation on these vari­
eties, and their present state is unknown.

G. Tunisian Berber and Zuwara. The easternmost varieties of Zenatic are 
spoken in a number of villages in mainland Tunisia, on the Isle of Djerba 
and in the Libyan fishing port of Zuwara. Djerba and Zuwara are Ibadhi, 
and therefore part of the greater Ibadhi network. These varieties are in 
some respects quite different from Djebel Nefusa Berber (see under 7), 
and on the other hand share many characteristics with it. Like in the case 
of the eastern Middle Atlas varieties, their assignment to one or the other 
block is somewhat arbitrary. Reff. Mitchell (2009).

6. Kabyle

Kabyle is the main Berber variety spoken in Algeria. Ethnologue (Lewis 
2009) has an estimate of 2,5 million speakers in Algeria. The 1966 cen­
sus, which was the last one to include a question on language, had about 
1,3 million speakers of Kabyle in Kabylia (Chaker 2004). According to 
the population statistics of the 2008 census,6 the two provinces in Alge­
ria which make up the bulk of Kabylia, Béjaïa and Tizi Ouzou, have over  
2 million inhabitants, without doubt in majority Berber-speaking. One can 
add to this Kabyle speakers in neighboring provinces, as well as the large 
Kabyle community in Algiers and in France. Chaker (2004) gives a higher 
estimate of 5,5 million Kabyles in total: 3 to 3,5 million in Kabylia, and  
2 to 2,5 outside Kabylia. To what extent these all still speak Kabyle as their 
first language is difficult to assess.

Kabyle has important dialectal variation. Naït-Zerrad (2004) makes a 
subdivision in four groups: Extreme-West, West, East and Extreme-East. 
These are spread out over two regions, Greater Kabylia (“Grande Kabylie”, 
province of Tizi Ouzou) in the west and Lesser Kabylia (“Petite Kabylie”, 
province of Béjaïa) in the east.7 Especially the Extreme-East varieties are 
very different from the rest. Reff. (among many others): Basset & Picard 
(1948), Dallet (1982), Chaker (1983), Rabhi (1994).

6 From http://www.ons.dz/collections/, accessed March 9, 2012.
7 Some authors, including Naït-Zerrad, prefer “Eastern Kabylia” to the term “Petite 

Kabylie”, felt to be pejorative. I have kept to the, in my feeling, less ambiguous “Lesser 
Kabylia”, hoping that the English translation is felt to be less negatively loaden than its 
French counterpart.

http://www.ons.dz/collections/
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7. Djebel Nefusa

This is a group of dialects spoken in the western mountains in Libya. 
Somewhat arbitrarily assuming that half of the population in the regions 
Djabal al-Gharbi and Nalut speak Berber, there would be about 200,000 
people speaking Djebel Nefusa Berber. The variety of Djebel Nefusa is dif­
ficult to assign to one of the blocks, as it has many features in common 
with Zenatic, but also with other blocks such as the Libyan-Egyptian oases 
and Ghadames. There is important dialect variation within this group, 
which is unfortunately hardly studied (Vermondo Brugnatelli, p.c.). Reff. 
Beguinot (21942), Provasi (1973).

8. The Libyan-Egyptian Oases

This block consists of the varieties of three eastern Saharan oases: Sokna 
in de Al Djufra region and El-Fogaha on the northeastern periphery of the 
Fezzan in Libya, and Siwa in western Egypt. The former two are probably 
now extinct (see 2.4), Siwa Berber is still very much alive and spoken by 
the great majority of the inhabitants of the oasis (about 15,000 people). 
This block has a number of communalities with Zenatic, and less so with 
Ghadames and Awdjila. Siwa Berber is characterized by some highly origi­
nal innovations, which makes it quite different from other Berber lan­
guages. Reff. Sokna: Sarnelli (1924–1925); El-Fogaha: Paradisi (1963); Siwa: 
Laoust (1932), Vycichl (2005), Souag (2010), Naumann (2012).

9. Ghadames

This language is spoken in the oasis of Ghadames on the Libyan side of 
the Libyan-Algerian border. It is very different from other Berber varieties, 
although it shares a number of features with close-by Djebel Nefusa Ber­
ber. Reff. Lanfry (1968), Lanfry (1973). Kossmann (fc.-d) presents a gram­
matical sketch of Ghadames Berber based on Lanfry’s materials.

10. Awdjila (aka Augila)

This language is spoken in Awdjila, one of the oases in the Djalu region 
in eastern Libya. While it has some retentions shared with Ghadames, it 
is best considered an entity on its own. Reff. Paradisi (1960a). Van Putten 
(fc.) presents a grammatical analysis of the language based on Paradisi’s 
materials.
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2.3 Maghribian Arabic and the Arabicization of  
Northern Africa

The Islamic conquest of northern Africa did not only introduce the new 
creed, but also lead to the introduction of Arabic as a language of com­
munication. Since William Marçais (Marçais & Guîga 1925–1961:I/xxviii ff.;  
W. Marçais 1956) the Arabicization of northern Africa is commonly viewed 
as a two-step process. The first step was the establishment of Arabic as a 
language of urban life and of trade networks, which took place between 
the seventh and the twelfth century CE. According to Marçais’ model, 
this stratum is still reflected in the Arabic varieties spoken nowadays (or 
until recently) by three groups: the Muslims of a number of ancient cities 
(among others: Fes, Tlemcen, Jijel, Cherchell); all Jewish varieties, as far as 
they are different from those of the Muslims in a certain locality; a num­
ber of rural regions which were presumably arabicized from nearby urban 
centers (mainly the Jbala in Morocco, the Traras in western Algeria, the 
region of Jijel in Algeria, and the Tunisian coast). The second stratum was 
introduced by the nomadic influx starting in the 11th century CE, which 
lead ultimately to the arabicization of the northern Sahara as well as most 
of the plains and High Plateaux. This stratum is mostly represented by 
rural dialects. Referring to the importance of the nomadic tribe of the Banū 
Hilāl in the establishment of the second stratum, Marçais called the first 
stratum “pre-Hilalian” dialects and the second stratum “Hilalian”; other 
terminologies use “sedentary” vs. “nomadic”, which is a purely historical 
characterization, as nowadays “nomadic” (= “Hilalian” = second stratum) 
dialects are mostly spoken by sedentary rural and urban populations. In 
the following, the terms “first-stratum dialects” and “second-stratum dia­
lects” will be used. The two dialect groups can be distinguished linguisti­
cally by a number of features. Some of these features have a background 
in general characteristics of Arabic dialectology common to the east and 
the west. In Arabic dialectology of the east, there is a basic distinction 
between sedentary dialects on the one hand and nomadic dialects on 
the other (cf. the recent overview in Vicente 2008). One important dif­
ference is found in the cognate of Classical Arabic /q/, which is voiced 
[g], [ɢ], in nomadic varieties, while it is voiceless in sedentary varieties: 
[q], [ʔ], etc. The first-stratum dialects of the Maghrib correspond to east­
ern Arabic varieties of the sedentary type, and typically have [q] or [ʔ]. 
The second-stratum dialects correspond to eastern Arabic varieties of the 
nomadic type and typically have [g] (at least in basic vocabulary). Other 
differences between first- and second-stratum dialects are typical of the 
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Maghrib. Thus, first stratum dialects tend to lose the difference between 
second person singular feminine and masculine forms, while second stra­
tum dialects are more conservative in this respect.

While the basic distinction between the two strata stands beyond 
doubt, there are a number of complications in applying it to the modern 
situation.8 In the first place, the chronological division between the two 
strata only concerns their original implantation in the Maghrib. It does not 
mean that all regions that have first-stratum dialects today were already 
arabicized by the time the second stratum came in. Thus, Lévy (1998:12) 
rightly points to the case of the Jbala in northwestern Morocco, which was 
probably arabicized from neighboring cities such as Fes, Tetuan, Tangier 
and Ceuta, all (presumably) first-stratum varieties. As a result, Jbala Ara­
bic is also a first-stratum variety. As the influence of these cities is a con­
stant factor in the region, there is no reason to date this arabicization to 
a very early period. Similarly, due to historical factors, localities that had 
a first-stratum variety at an early point in time may have changed to a 
second-stratum dialect, or may have been re-berberized. Souag (2009a) 
convincingly shows that Siwa Berber has borrowed extensively from a 
first-stratum Arabic dialect, even though nowadays all speakers of Ara­
bic in the region speak a second-stratum variety. This is best understood 
as the remnants of an early Arabic oasis dialect in Siwa, which in the 
course of time was abandoned in favor of Berber. Similarly, Arabic loans 
in Berber languages along the caravan trail from the coast to the cen­
tral Sahara suggest that there have been first-stratum Arabic dialects in a 
region where nowadays only Berber and second-stratum dialects appear 
(see 5.3.2.3). Finally, a number of ancient important cities, that probably 
had first-stratum dialects at an earlier period, have lost their Arabic char­
acter altogether, as is the case of Nakūr on the Tarifiyt coast, which does 
not exist any more, and of Ceuta, which has been out of Arabic hands 
since 1415. As a result of these factors, our present view of the extension 
of first-stratum dialects before the advent of the second stratum may be 
both too broad (disregarding later extensions) and too restricted (as it has 
been lost at several places).

Moreover, the history of the Maghreb is characterized by many natural 
and man-made catastrophes, and related movements of populations. As 
a result, some regions were almost depopulated at a certain time, and 
were resettled later by people from outside. This is true of a number of 

8 The following discussion owes much to Lévy 1998.
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cities which were occupied for some time by European countries, and 
which were resettled by people from the surrounding countryside after 
their return to Muslim rule. Thus, after the English left in 1684, Tangier, 
lying on the outskirts of the Jbala, acquired a first-stratum dialect from its 
surroundings. Oran (finally relinquished by the Spanish in 1691) and Casa­
blanca (almost uninhabited in the late 18th century), took over second-
stratum dialects from their rural environment. Moreover, the large-scale 
deportation of whole tribes, as happened for instance in Morocco under 
Moulay Ismail (r. 1672–1727), had important effects on the distribution of 
Berber and Arabic dialects.

The history of Jewish Arabic has similar caveats. Where different from 
Muslim varieties, Jewish dialects all belong to the first stratum. One is 
tempted to consider them archaic representatives of the Arabic of the cit­
ies where they are spoken—archaic, because there was no major influx 
of second-stratum Arabic speakers like with the Muslim population. How­
ever, as stressed by Chetrit (2007:431 and elsewhere), because of persecu­
tions, in Morocco Jewish life almost came to a stand-still between the 
12th and the 14th centuries CE, with Jews either hiding their faith (and 
thus probably not distinguishing themselves by their language), or tak­
ing refuge in the extreme south. The Jewish communities of many cities 
therefore reflect later repopulation; their language either reflects southern 
Jewish Arabic varieties, or derives from the Muslim language of the city as 
spoken in the 15th century, and became distinctly “Jewish” only later due 
to internal developments and due to the evolution of the Muslim variety.

In historical dialectology, the difference between the two strata is of 
utmost importance. This should not distract us from the fact that most 
first-stratum and second-stratum dialects have been in continuous con­
tact with varieties of the other stratum. As a result, large-scale conver­
gence has taken place, and many regional Maghribian features are not 
specific to one or the other stratum. For example, the introduction of a 
future marker in Moroccan Arabic is general for both, even though the 
choice of the marker is different between the two types: maši (and vari­
ants) is found in some of the more old-fashioned first-stratum dialects, 
while ɣa(di) is found in all second-stratum dialects and nowadays gain­
ing ground everywhere. In fact, the difference between the two types of 
dialects seems to lie mainly in a relatively small number of highly salient 
phonetic and morphological features. Their salience suggests that in many 
regions the difference between the two strata is consciously preserved, 
targeting features that would appear even in short conversations, such 
as the use of [q], [ʔ] vs. [g], or the absence of a gender distinction in the 
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second person singular. Other features are transferred from one to the 
other type, apparently without a problem. Thus, for example, Maghribian 
Arabic dialects of the second stratum spoken by nomads tend to have a 
two-vowel distinction in the short system between ǝ and ă (e.g. in the 
vicinity of Mzab, Grand’Henry 1976), which corresponds to the situation 
in many eastern Arabic nomadic varieties. These are varieties that have 
little or no contact with first-stratum dialects. First-stratum dialects typi­
cally have a system with ǝ and, more or less marginally, ŭ. The large major­
ity of rural second-stratum dialects in the Maghrib have a system with  
ǝ and ŭ, and apparently converged at this point with the first-stratum sys­
tem. As a result, Maghribian dialects of the two types are mostly easily 
distinguished, but still very similar in many parts of their structure. Once 
the need for differentiation is felt to be less, dialects of different types 
can converge freely, resulting in a variety that can no more be defined as 
belonging to one or the other stratum.

The most important synthesis on Maghribian Arabic is Ph. Marçais 
(1977); Heath (2002) provides a detailed dialectal overview for Morocco. 
More localized studies include, among many others, Caubet (1993), Maas 
(2011) for Morocco; Boucherit (2002) for Algeria, Singer (1984) for Tunisia, 
and Owens (1984) for Libya. Some of the main lexical resources are Harrell 
(1966), Prémare (1993–1999), Iraqui-Sinaceur e.a. (1993), Beaussier (1931).

2.4 Sociolinguistics of Berber-Arabic Contact

The current sociolinguistic situation of Berber is regionally diverse. On the 
macro-level, Berber (or a variety of it) is nowadays an official language in a 
number of countries. Since independence, Tuareg has been practically or 
officially treated as a national language in Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso 
(Elghamis 2011). Language politics in these countries were and still are 
very different from those in the north. Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso pres­
ent themselves as multilingual states, and foster an ideology in which all 
national languages have equal status. Tuareg is just one of many different 
languages in these countries, and its presence is not considered a problem 
for the unity of the country (the presence of Tuaregs as an ethnic group 
is another story). In the states of the Maghrib, the situation is different. 
Many of these states ideologically adhere to Arabic nationalism, which 
presents the Arabic world as a unity, and Arabness as a central element 
of national identity. One of the foremost symbols of this unity is the (stan­
dard) Arabic language (Suleiman 1994). In such a context, the presence of 
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other languages than Arabic, and especially of other native languages than 
Arabic, is easily interpreted as a threat to national and pan-Arabic unity. 
In the Maghrib, this feeling was strengthened by colonial policies which 
treated Berbers (i.e. speakers of a Berber language) different from Arabs 
(i.e. native speakers of Arabic), a policy which was interpreted as a colo­
nial machination to divide the country (cf. for a recent analysis focusing 
on the Berber perspective, Wyrtzen 2011). After independence, Berber lost 
the little status it had enjoyed during colonial rule in Morocco and Alge­
ria, and for a long time it became a politically undesirable subject. While 
public manifestations of Berber were more or less severely suppressed, 
no coordinated strategy was instigated to act on the actual usage of the 
language in the rural domain (cf. among others Ennaji 1997). Rather than 
considering this usage a problem, its existence was denied, either by call­
ing Berber “just a dialect of Arabic”, or by simply not mentioning it at all.

As a reaction to the official suppression of Berber, a nationalist move­
ment came into being, which demanded for official recognition of Berber 
(Maddy-Weitzman 2011), in addition to a number of other issues. After a 
long political struggle, Berber finally gained this recognition. In Algeria, 
Berber was declared in 2002 in a constitutional amendment a national 
language in the same way as Arabic (“Tamazight is likewise [scil. like Ara­
bic, MK] a national language”). In Morocco, it appears in the reformed 
constitution of 2011 as an “official language” (luɣa rasmiyya, langue offi­
cielle) of the state, being the “common heritage of all Moroccans without 
exception”. During the first decade of the 21st century, both in Morocco 
and in Algeria, experiments were started that introduced a standardized 
version of Berber in primary education. While the success of these experi­
ments is debated, the recognition of Berber has certainly lead to a boost 
in linguistic pride. Since 2000, the official Berber script, Tifinagh,9 appears 
more and more in the public domain. Its usage, still highly controversial in 
the late 1990s, seems to cause much less sensitivity from non-Berbers than 
before. A telling example is the Arabic/French weekly newspaper Tanger 
Télégramme, published in the traditionally Arabic city of Tangier, which 
has a Tifinagh version of its name on the Arabic title page (april 2011). 
Tifinagh and the Berber cause do not play a role in the newspaper, and the 
use of Tifinagh in the title is therefore hardly functional. The interesting 

9 Moroccan and Algerian Tifinagh is based on the traditional script of the Tuaregs, but 
greatly diverges from it. In Morocco and Algeria, it constitutes a cultural innovation, as 
there was no continuous tradition of Tifinagh writing before. Cf. Elghamis 2011.
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point is that it is apparently not considered something that would dis­
suade the (majoritary) Arab readership from buying the newspaper.

In the other countries where Berber is spoken, the situation is different. 
In Mauritania, Tunisia, and Egypt, Berber speakers constitute only small 
minorities. In none of these countries Berber is a major political issue, and 
no steps towards officialization or suppression have been taken. In Libya, 
Berber used to be vehemently suppressed and banned from all public and 
semi-public domains by the Ghadaffi regime. During the Libyan Revolu­
tion of 2011, Berber speakers played an important role, and marked their 
resistance to the regime by a display of Berber nationalist markers, includ­
ing the use of Tifinagh. The present political situation in Libya does not 
allow for predictions about the institutional future of Berber, but at least 
at the moment the language has high visibility, and there is strong pres­
sure towards its recognition.10

The number of Berber speakers in the different countries is difficult 
to establish, as only few recent censuses include questions on language 
use, and census results tend to be biased. Even for the colonial period, 
when authorities were not necessarily unfavorable to Berber, census 
results are to be used with caution. Thus, while according to figures from 
1906 (Doutté & Gautier 1913), about 30% of the Algerian Muslim popula­
tion was Berber-speaking, the 1948 Algerian census had only 17% for this 
group. Picard’s critique clearly shows that the difference between the two 
figures is mainly due to different census techniques and not to a decrease 
in the percentage of Berber speakers (Picard 1957a:199ff.). For example, in 
the 1948 census the term “Kabyle” was used, which does not refer to all 
speakers of Berber in Algeria. An educated guess by André Basset for the 
late colonial period estimates that one third of the (Muslim) population 
of Algeria and somewhat less than half of the Moroccan population spoke 
Berber at that time (A. Basset 1952:4).

After independence, due to Arab ideology, only the 1966 census gave 
figures for language use. According to these results, 17,8% of the Algerian 
population would be Berber-speaking, which is certainly below the real 
percentage (Chaker 1984:8). Until recently no further census data on 
northern African countries have taken native language into account. 
Estimates for most of the recent period tend to be based on figures from 

10 Cf. the Constitutional Declaration of August 3, 2011, Article 1, in which Arabic is 
declared the official language (luɣa rasmiyya), but where other languages are considered 
national languages (luɣāt waṭaniyya). See https://www.temehu.com/NTC/tnc-constitu 
tional-declaration-in-arabic.pdf (retrieved March 2012).

https://www.temehu.com/NTC/tnc-constitutional-declaration-in-arabic.pdf
https://www.temehu.com/NTC/tnc-constitutional-declaration-in-arabic.pdf
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the colonial period, extrapolation of these figures, or are simply more 
or less (often less) educated guesses. Even if one trusts colonial figures, 
their extrapolation to modern times is problematic. Before 1950, the large 
majority of the population of Algeria and Morocco lived in the country­
side; this has changed considerably since. For example, in Algeria, in 1960 
30,5% of the population lived in cities, fifty years later, this was the case 
of 66,5%;11 in Morocco, the urban population increased from 29,4% in 
1960 to 56,7% in 2010. As traditionally Berber is a language of the rural 
population, and speakers tend to shift to Arabic once they have settled 
in an urban area (Abbasi 1977:101), urbanization certainly had impact on 
the nation-wide percentage of Berber speakers (Hoffman 2006:150; Ennaji 
2010:76). One has to keep in mind, however, that urbanization does not 
by necessity immediately lead to language loss. It is telling, for instance, 
that in the 1991 Algerian elections, which were won by the fundamentalist 
FIS, parties with a strong embedding in Berber cultural groups (FFS and 
RCD) gained 18,4% of the voters in Algiers (Fontaine 1992:157). Therefore, 
one may well conclude that almost one fifth of the population of Algiers 
felt enough connection to their Berber roots to make this influence their 
voting behavior; this attachment could very well be related to language 
maintenance. In fact, percentages are probably higher for Algiers, as many 
Berber speakers undoubtedly voted for other parties, whose popularity 
was not restricted to speakers of Arabic.

The only recent census that explicitly includes language is the 2004 
census in Morocco. According to this census, Berber is spoken by 28% of 
the population (HCPM). This figure is much lower than estimates of the 
late colonial period and afterwards (e.g. Boukous 1997, Ennaji 1991, who 
give an estimate of 40%, Ennaji 2010:74 even “approximately half of the 
population”),12 and has been subject to severe criticism. There are cer­
tainly a number of caveats to the census data. In the first place, the figure 
represents the answer to what language is used in daily life. It is thereby 
less inclusive—especially in an urban setting—than questions about 
which language is the first language of a person; moreover it is sensitive 
to ideological pressure: as Arabic has higher status, a person who uses 
both Arabic and Berber in his daily life may choose to give Arabic rather 

11  Data according to Perspective-Université de Sherbrooke: http://perspective.usher­
brooke.ca/bilan/servlet/BMTendanceStatPays?langue=fr&codePays=DZA&codeStat=SP 
.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS&codeStat2=x); accessed March 2012.

12 The Wikipedia article “Languages of Morocco” (retrieved February 27, 2012) gives at 
one point a staggering 50–65% of the population as Berber speakers.

http://perspective.usherbrooke.ca/bilan/servlet/BMTendanceStatPays?langue=fr&codePays=DZA&codeStat=SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS&codeStat2=x
http://perspective.usherbrooke.ca/bilan/servlet/BMTendanceStatPays?langue=fr&codePays=DZA&codeStat=SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS&codeStat2=x
http://perspective.usherbrooke.ca/bilan/servlet/BMTendanceStatPays?langue=fr&codePays=DZA&codeStat=SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS&codeStat2=x
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than Berber as an answer. In the second place, there were many problems 
in the practicalities of the census; even though it was in principle carried 
out as a house-to-house survey, data were sometimes provided by village 
officials. Such a situation could lead to over-representation of Arabic for 
the afore-mentioned reason; on the other hand, it may also explain the 
extremely high figures for Berber in some areas, which amount to 100% 
in quite a number of municipalities. There is no doubt that the census 
hides Berber in some places; thus the linguistic island of Ghomara Berber  
is invisible in the statistics. On the other hand, Hassaniya, the Arabic 
variety of the Western Sahara and Mauritania, is registered as “Amazigh”  
(i.e. Berber), thereby boosting the figures in favor of Berber.

The geographic distribution of municipalities in Morocco with large 
percentages of Berber speakers according to the 2004 census corresponds 
very well to data from the colonial period. Thus, what seems to have  
happened in between is not so much language loss (or concealment by 
the census) in the traditional areas where Berber is spoken, but a change 
in relative weight of these areas vis-à-vis the over-all population of  
Morocco.13 Therefore, while 28% may be on the low side, the strong 
decrease in relative importance over the last fifty years may be realistic, as 
an effect of urbanization (see above). This decrease in percentage conceals 
two facts: first, that in its heartlands Berber only marginally lost ground, 
and second, that there are many more speakers of Berber nowadays than 
there were in the late colonial period. André Basset (1952:4) estimated the 
number of Berber speakers in Morocco about 3 million; according to the 
2004 census, there are almost 8,5 millions speakers of Berber.

For Libya, no population statistics are available. The most viable way 
of estimating the Berber-speaking population is looking at the popula­
tion statistics of the regions where Berber is spoken on a large scale, i.e. 
Nalut, the Western Mountains (Djebel Nefusa) and Zuwara. Neither of 
these regions is exclusively Berber-speaking. Large parts of Nalut and the 
Western Mountains are Arabic (e.g. Zintan), while one has to reckon with 
many Arabic-speaking immigrants in the port town of Zuwara. If we—
arbitrarily—estimate that around half of the population in these two 
regions speaks Berber, there would be about 300,000 persons, i.e., about 
5% of the Libyan population.

13 Thus, Abbasi’s (1977:102) prediction is borne out: “The trend will continue to show a 
relatively stable form of bilingualism in the rural Berber regions, and a less stable or tran­
sitional one in the cities where Arabic is taking over most societal domains.”
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Berber in Tunisia is confined to a number of villages, and Berber speak­
ers constitute less than 1% of the population. Their exact numbers are 
not known, and estimates range from between 45,000 and 50,000 persons 
(Gabsi 2011:142) to 60,000 (Hamza 2007:28) and 109,000 persons (Hamza 
2007:67).14 In Egypt, Berber is only spoken in the oasis of Siwa, by approxi­
mately 15,000 people (Souag 2010:17).

Different from what is sometimes suggested, most Berber languages are 
not immediately endangered. The Moroccan data from the 2004 census 
are telling in this respect: large regions in the High Atlas, the Middle Atlas 
and the Rif have over 95% of Berber speakers. The UNESCO Atlas of the 
World’s Languages in Danger lists six endangered Berber languages. The 
first among these is Judeo-Berber. While the endangerment of Berber as 
spoken by Jews stands beyond doubt, it is questionable that it was very 
different from neighboring Muslim Berber varieties except for religious 
terminology; Chetrit (2007) even suggests that many alleged Judeo-Berber 
communities were basically Arabic-speaking and used Berber only for 
contacts with Muslims. A second endangered variety given by the Atlas is 
Ait Rouadi Tamazight, a variety spoken in the Tadla plain west of the Mid­
dle Atlas. Again, there is no doubt about local language loss here (Bennis 
2001:638, 2011),15 but there is no reason to consider this variety a language 
on its own; it is doubtful that it differs very much from surrounding, very 
viable dialects. Figuig Berber is also counted as endangered; in this case, 
the endangerment is highly questionable, as the local inhabitants of the 
oasis are almost all Berber-speaking, and language shift seems to be rare. 
Something similar is true for Senhadja de Sraïr, which has been declared 
dead by several sources (e.g. Ethnologue, Lewis 2009), but which is well-
alive (Lafkioui 2007). The last case, Beni Iznasen is somewhat different. 
The Beni Iznasen tribe is traditionally bilingual, i.e., certain fractions are 
Arabic-speaking while others use Berber (already Voinot 1912). Over the 
last decades, language shift is taking place at least in parts of the region (El 
Kirat 2001), and seems to be completed in the larger urban centers, such 
as Berkane. Still, in many villages the language is spoken by the entire 
population, including children and adolescents (Stanly Oomen, p.c.), and 
El Kirat’s dark view of its future may be too pessimistic. Finally, the status 
of Ghomara Berber is unclear. Like in the case of Senhadja de Sraïr, the 

14 The last figure may refer to Berber identity rather than to knowledge of the Berber 
language.

15 In fact, the community has already shifted to Arabic entirely, Bennis 2011.
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lack of linguistic studies on northwestern Moroccan Berber since inde­
pendence has given the impression that the language would be dead or at 
least disappearing fast. Recent fieldwork in the area (El Hannouche 2008, 
Mourigh fc.) shows that it is still spoken by many people of different age 
groups. Mourigh (p.c.) observed that Arabic seems to prevail nowadays 
among primary school children in the sea-side village of his fieldwork, 
which could point to incipient language shift. To what extent this also 
applies to the mountainous heartland of the language is impossible to say.

The situation seems to be less favorable in Algeria. While the great 
blocks of Kabylia and the Aures are not in danger, the many small pock­
ets in central and eastern Algeria are definitely under pressure. Their 
decrease has a long history: thus Picard (1957a:200–201) notes that small 
Berber-speaking groups such as the Achacha of the Dahra, the Bel Halima 
in the vicinity of Frenda and the Tarifiyt migrant community in the old 
town of Arzew had already shifted to Arabic by the late colonial period. 
There are no recent surveys of these regions, but observations by Lameen 
Souag suggest that several communities are shifting now, and that Berber 
is no more learned by younger speakers (Lameen Souag p.c.). It is impos­
sible to make out to what extent this tendency is general among these 
language islands.

In Tunisia, the situation of Berber seems to differ from village to village. 
Brugnatelli (1998) remarks that on the island of Djerba it is still widely 
spoken in some villages, while it is increasingly rare in others. On the 
mainland, the situation of Berber has been described in alarming terms 
(Battenburg 1999, Gabsi 2011, Hamza 2007). The exact situation is not very 
clear, however, and even a work like Hamza (2007), which has the death 
of Berber in Tunisia as its subject, remains vague about the situation in 
the villages. His statement that “superficially” transmission of Berber to 
younger speakers has ceased in the 1980s pertains to immigrants in Tunis 
(Hamza 2007:221); however, the same situation may (with a certain time 
lag) be true for the villages too, where he observed a “significant decrease” 
amongst the children younger than 10 years old (Hamza 2007:172).

In Libya, the recent resurgence of Berber activism clearly shows its 
vitality in the Djebel Nefusa and in Zuwara. Elsewhere, things are less 
clear. According to observations by Adam Benkato (p.c.), Awdjila Ber­
ber is still alive. Most male speakers seem to be over forty, but the situ­
ation among women is unknown. There is no information on the fate of 
Ghadames Berber, but there is no reason to believe it has died out. In 
the central Libyan oases of Sokna and El-Fogaha, Berber was apparently 
abandoned in course of the 20th century. According to the cadi of Sokna, 
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in the early 1920s only four or five people could still speak Berber (Sar­
nelli 1924–1925:3). In El-Fogaha, Umberto Paradisi only found three good 
speakers of the language in the early 1960s (Paradisi 1961:294). 

All over the Maghrib, most speakers of Berber also know Arabic, and, to 
quote Ennaji (2010:125), “[m]onolingual Berbers are usually children, old 
men and women living on the mountains or in the desert”. I am not aware 
of any sophisticated sociolinguistic surveys on language use and knowl­
edge in Berber-speaking rural areas, but there seem to be two main types 
of multilingualism in the countryside. In some regions, virtually all Berber 
speakers can also communicate in dialectal Arabic. The fluency and qual­
ity of their Arabic varies from person to person and ranges from perfect 
bilingualism to strong dominance of Berber. This seems to be the case in 
many regions, such as, in Morocco, the Sous plains in the south (Hoffman 
2006), the northern part of the Middle Atlas (Kossmann 2012b), Figuig 
(Melhaoui & Kossmann 2006) and Tunisia (Hamza 2007:172). For other 
regions, a difference between male and female practices is reported. Thus 
Hoffman (2006) describes Tashelhiyt speaking women from the eastern 
Anti-Atlas mountains as monolingual, while the male population speaks 
both languages. In this region, most males stay only part of their life in 
the village, and spend the other part in the city, while women tend to 
remain in the home village. I would not be surprised if migration patterns 
are more important here than gender (as far as they do not coincide). 
In the 1990s I have met young male Berber-speakers from the region of 
El Hoceima who told me they had had no knowledge of Moroccan Ara­
bic before they moved to an Arabic city. They acquired Standard Arabic 
through education before they acquired Moroccan Arabic and initially 
had considerable problems in coping with it. I heard similar anecdotes 
about Berber speakers in Zuwara in Libya.

Bilingual speakers tend to use Berber in the domain of the village and 
the family, and Moroccan Arabic in the outside domain. One example 
of this is the situation in the northern Middle Atlas town of Imouzzar. 
The Graz corpus of spoken Moroccan conversations built by Utz Maas16 
contains many Arabic outdoor conversations from this town featuring 

16 In the framework of the project Arabisch im Mittleren Atlas at the universities of 
Graz and Vienna, financed by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF), with the collaboration 
of Abderrahmane Assini. Cf. for a description http://www.uni-graz.at/en/fzsaawww/
fzsaawww_forschung/fzsaawww_beschreibung.htm.

http://www.uni-graz.at/en/fzsaawww/fzsaawww_forschung/fzsaawww_beschreibung.htm
http://www.uni-graz.at/en/fzsaawww/fzsaawww_forschung/fzsaawww_beschreibung.htm
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only Berber native speakers. On the other hand, the same speakers con­
sider using Arabic at home to be disrespectful to their parents (Kossmann 
2012b). Again, it should be noted that patterns of language use are strongly 
determined by local and temporal constraints. Thus the northern Mid­
dle Atlas situation is in no way duplicated in the oasis villages of Figuig, 
where Berber is the language of choice between Berber speakers, and Ara­
bic is only used in conversations with outsiders. As for the temporal axis, 
I have been told by Berber migrants in Oujda, a large Arabic-speaking city 
in eastern Morocco, that using Berber in a café was considered inappro­
priate in the 1970s and 1980s, but that this changed during the 1990s. In 
this migration context, Tarifiyt speakers would use Berber more in public 
than people coming from Figuig. The official recognition of Berber by the 
Moroccan government will undoubtedly strengthen this tendency.

Besides such anecdotal information, there are only few studies that 
quantify (reported) language use concerning Berber and Arabic. One of 
these is Brahimi & Owens (2000), who study 147 Algerian Berber speak­
ers. Among these, 9 reported only little or no (!) knowledge of Berber, 39 
considered themselves to speak Berber “rather well”, and 37 to speak it 
“well”. Seven out of 147 Berber speakers reported to have no knowledge 
of dialectal Arabic, while 35 spoke “a little” dialectal Arabic. The research 
was done both in a Berber-speaking area (Tizi Ouzou in Kabylia) and in 
an Arabic-speaking city (Oran). 29 out of 144 Berber respondents (3 were 
“missing” in the statistics) came from Oran. Unfortunately, the overview 
article in which these figures were published does not specify the results 
according to place of residence or age of the respondents.

Bentahila & Davies (1992), basing themselves on a questionnaire com­
pleted by over 200 young “fluent Berber-Arabic bilinguals” in Morocco, 
observe a strong decay of Berber usage in the family domain, especially 
between siblings. This is exemplified in the table below:

Table: Language usage with siblings of young Berber-Arabic bilinguals in 
Morocco (adapted from Bentahila & Davies 1992:200)

speakers with 
monolingual  
parents and  

grand-parents

speakers with  
bilingual parents  
and monolingual 

grand-parents

speakers with  
bilingual  

parents and  
grand-parents

total

Berber only 76% 32% 28% 48%
Berber + Arabic 20% 25% 28% 22%
Arabic only 4% 42% 44% 29%
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These figures suggest a situation of language shift, especially given that 
only few young people are monolingual (which would have kept them 
outside the sample). However, the interpretation of the data is compli­
cated by the fact that Bentahila & Davies do not differentiate between 
urban and rural speakers (people from both groups took part in the sur­
vey), nor between speakers who moved away from their home region and 
those that stayed there. Therefore, it is impossible to make out to what 
extent these factors co-predict language choice.

Bilingualism is often depicted as a threat to the maintenance of Berber 
(already so in Bernard & Moussard 1924), and even authors that do not 
consider the language to be endangered immediately point to the “con­
traction” of the language to the local domain (e.g. Hoffman 2006). In fact, 
contraction may be the wrong term. Before the colonial period, Berber was 
essentially a rural language, spoken by farmers and transhumant nomads. 
The “inside” and the “outside” domains basically coincided. Urbanization, 
mass education and improvement of infrastructure greatly expanded the 
“outside” domain, and created new contexts of language use. Thus the 
kind of street corner conversations in which Imouzzar youngsters use 
Arabic are a relatively new context; one hundred years ago, the local Ber­
ber populations had little to do with urban centers like Imouzzar (which 
hardly existed). Seen from this angle, Berber did not so much contract, but 
rather failed to expand into new domains. 

Among the many subjects that are understudied in Berber linguistics, 
code-switching stands out. In Maghribian linguistics in general, code-
switching is among the most thoroughly studied subjects, and many anal­
yses have been made, taking different angles of research. With very few 
exceptions, this research concerns one out of two contact situations. In 
the first place the interaction between the diglossic “Low” language dia­
lectal Arabic and the “High” languages Standard Arabic (Boussofara-Omar 
2006) and French (Abbasi 1977, Bentahila & Davies 1983, 1995, Heath 1989, 
and many others) is studied.17 A few studies concern Berber and one of the 
“High” varieties, most notably Mettouchi’s analysis of Berber-French code-
switching in a rural Kabyle setting (Mettouchi 2008). In the second place, 
code-switching in emigration contexts has been a subject of research. This 
concerns the interaction between Moroccan heritage languages (mostly 
Moroccan Arabic) and the dominant language of the country. Especially 

17 Cf. already the short note on Arabic-French code-switching among Jews in Algiers 
in M. Cohen 1912:12.
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in the Netherlands, this type of code-switching has been studied in consid­
erable depth (esp. Nortier 1990, Boumans 1998). Code-switching between 
Berber and dialectal Arabic is almost consistently neglected. The most 
important exception is Hamza (2007), who has an elaborate section on 
code-switching between Tunisian Berber and Tunisian Arabic, Standard 
Arabic, and French. His data suggest that this is pervasive in these small 
communities which are mostly isolated from each other. A different situ­
ation is presented by Tigziri (2008), basing herself on an unpublished MA 
thesis from Tizi-Ouzou (Kebbas 2002), showing examples from the high 
city of Tizi Ouzou, a community which is traditionally Arabic-speaking, 
but where Berber is much used as a second language. It is ironic that one 
of the rare pieces of explicit data on code-switching involving Berber and 
dialectal Arabic outside Tunisia concerns the highly marked situation of a 
community of Arabic speakers that use Berber as a second language. 

One reason for this lack of research may be that Berber-dialectal Ara­
bic code-switching is much less pervasive than with the “High” languages 
French and Standard Arabic, and therefore provides less interesting 
material for the theoretical study of code-switching. The Graz corpus of 
spoken Moroccan conversations brings interesting insights at this point. 
Among the conversations recorded in Imouzzar in the northern Middle 
Atlas, most are uniquely in Arabic without any switches to Berber. This is 
remarkable, as most of the speakers involved are bilingual, and even many 
people raised in Arabic are able to understand Berber. Switches to and 
from Moroccan Arabic without any clear functional explanation are rare.18 
Apparently, in this community, the usage contexts of Moroccan Arabic 
and Berber are kept apart well-enough to make code-switching less likely 
or interesting to the speaker (Kossmann 2012b). 

It is impossible to say to what extent these observations are represen­
tative for the usage of Berber speakers outside Imouzzar. It is very well 
possible—even likely—that code-switching patterns differ according to 
the region and to the social setting (e.g. rural vs. urban), and that other 
Algerian and Moroccan Berber communities have the same pervasive 
code-switching as found in Tunisia.

Generally speaking, Berber-Maghribian Arabic bilingualism is asym­
metrical: Berber speakers learn Maghribian Arabic as a second language, 

18 In the corpus, there are hardly any intrasentential switches within Arabic discourse 
towards Berber. switches. There are more intrasentential towards Arabic within Berber 
discourse, most of them, however, to Standard Arabic rather than to the vernacular (Koss­
mann 2012b).
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or as a second first language, while native speakers of Arabic typically 
do not learn Berber. While this is true on the macro-level, on the micro-
level the situation is somewhat more subtle. In the first place, in small 
Arabic-speaking communities enclosed by Berber communities, it is not 
rare to find native speakers of Arabic who have learned to speak Berber. 
This is what I observed in the small town of Driouch in the Rif, where the 
original population is a small group of Arabic-speaking Beni Oukil šurafāʾ, 
while the entire surrounding population speaks Berber. It is also what is 
witnessed by Tigziri’s account of language usage in the high city of Tizi 
Ouzou in Kabylia. It may be much more general than is often assumed, 
and in some instances it may have lead to full-fledged berberization of 
Arabic-speaking regions. For Béjaïa in Algeria, Philippe Marçais remarked 
in the 1950s that “l’élément kabyle a repris assez complètement possession 
de Bougie pour faire de cette vieille capitale, centre médiéval de culture 
arabe, une cité berbérophone” (Ph. Marçais 1957:226).

Arabic-speaking individuals can become bilingual because they move 
into a Berber-speaking community. This seems to be rare among civil ser­
vants (which is a major source of discontent among Berber speakers), but 
may be more general with people who have other reasons, e.g. when run­
ning a small store. 

Because of the long tradition of endogamy among rural populations, 
marriage is not among the major forces in bilingualism. Thus in Morocco, 
in 1995, one third of married rural women was married to a relative, half 
of them with a full cousin, while according to figures from 1986, in Algeria, 
40% of the women was married to a relative (Population et développement, 
1998:115). However, in pre-colonial society, another practice integrated 
many Arabic-speakers into Berber communities, adoption. Adoption of 
an adult person or a group of persons implied that they were protected by 
the tribe, but did not immediately mean full integration (cf. for a recent 
account, Venema & Mguild 2003). Not only persons could thus be inte­
grated, whole sub-fractions might change allegiance in this way.19 One 
may assume that the gradual integration of such foreign elements often 
lead to linguistic integration. In the case of speakers of Arabic, this would 
mean bilingualism in Berber and subsequent loss of Arabic. It is very well 
possible that such incorporated speakers of Arabic were to some degree 

19 It is instructing in this regard to read the abbreviated genealogies of Beni Iznasen 
fractions and esp. sub-fractions given by Voinot (1912:193ff.).
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instrumental in the introduction of Arabic elements into Berber (Kahl­
ouche 2001:31).

All authors agree that the modern linguistic situation cannot be pro­
jected on earlier periods. It seems that the restriction of Berber monolin­
gualism to women is something that took place during the last century. 
In fact, many regions that are now bilingual were described as monolin­
gual in the early colonial period. Thus Destaing describes the situation in 
Imouzzar in the Middle Atlas, now a bilingual town, as follows:

Chez les A. Seghrouchen d’Imouzzer, les femmes et les enfants ne parlent 
que le berbère; ceux des hommes qui sont bilingues (berbère et arabe) sont 
en petit nombre, ils ont appris le peu d’arabe qu’ils savent au contact des 
Arabes voisins, notamment sur les marchés. (Destaing 1920a:lxxi)

Similar observations have been made in south-western Morocco, e.g. by 
Jean Podeur, describing the situation with the Ayt Souab in the Anti-Atlas 
in the late 1940s:

Seul le dialecte berbère est employé en tribu, tant sur les marchés que dans 
la vie sociale. Sur 12 chefs de fraction, 5 ne parlent ni comprennent l’arabe 
et, fait remarquable, le commerçant ou l’ouvrier revenus en tribu pour y 
séjourner définitivement oublient très vite l’arabe qu’ils ont pu apprendre 
ou utiliser auparavant. (. . .) Les femmes, sauf de très rares exceptions (quel­
ques filles de marabouts), ne parlent que le berbère. (Podeur 1995:23)

The same situation is described by Hanoteau in the 1850s for Kabylia:

Parmi ces populations [i.e. of Algeria, MK], plusieurs sont restées consti­
tuées en groupes très compacts, sans mélange d’éléments étrangers, et, par 
l’effet de leur isolement, l’idiome berber est encore dominant, quelque fois 
même exclusivement parlé dans leur pays. Tels sont, par exemple, les Kaby­
les du Jurjura. Quelques-uns d’entre eux, qui voyagent pour leur commerce, 
apprennent bien à parler l’arabe; leurs tolba étudient dans cette langue, la 
science du droit et des traditions islamiques; mais la masse du peuple, tou­
tes les femmes, sans exception, et les hommes qui vivent sédentaires, ne 
parlent et ne comprennent que le kabyle. Pendant la dernière expédition 
de M. le Maréchal Randon, la tribu des Beni Iraten avait fourni soixante-
trois otages pris parmi les gens les plus influents de tous les villages et, sur 
ce nombre, deux seulement pouvaient s’exprimer en arabe d’une manière à 
peu près intelligible. (Hanoteau 1858:xvii–xviii)

The situation was not the same everywhere, though, and other early 
accounts attest to a strong percentage of bilinguals, e.g. Destaing on the 
Beni Snous in western Algeria and Voinot on the Beni Iznasen, their 
neighbors on the Moroccan side of the border:
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Tous les habitants de la tribu savent parler l’arabe (Destaing 1907:xxviii)

Les éléments fixes de chacune des deux races [scil. Arabs and Berbers, MK] 
ont conservé l’usage de leur langue propre, mais tous les Berbères connais­
sent aussi la langue arabe qui est très répandue. (Voinot 1912:179)

It is impossible to reconstruct the pre-colonial language situation on the 
basis of such observations alone; one can only conclude that monolin­
gualism was much more wide-spread than it is now, but that bilingual 
communities also existed, and did not all emerge as a result of the social 
upheavals of the colonial and post-colonial period. 

For earlier periods, we know even less about the sociolinguistics of 
Berber. It is not unlikely that the early colonial accounts reflect a long­
standing stable situation, but there is nothing to prove it, nor is there any 
reason to exclude the contrary assumption.

Diglossia

Northern Africa (and the Arab world in general) is characterized by High-
Low diglossia. This means that several varieties (languages) are used 
within one community and that their choice is governed by a functional 
split between domains of usage. In Northern Africa the Low domain is occu­
pied by Berber and Maghribian Arabic, while the High domain is occupied 
by Standard Arabic. The place of French in such a division is somewhat 
complicated, but it is certainly closer to the High domain than to the Low 
domain. In the theoretical literature on diglossia, there exist different 
opinions about the degree of linguistic similarity which is needed in order 
to consider a situation diglossic. In the original definition by Ferguson 
(1959), only an interaction between linguistically related codes could be 
called diglossia. Later studies have extended this to cover sociolinguis­
tically similar cases where the languages are far apart linguistically (e.g. 
Fishman 1967). In the case of Northern Africa, the restrictive definition 
of diglossia does not make much sense. In this definition, Maghribian 
Arabic would be in a diglossic relation to Standard Arabic, while Berber, 
which has a similar sociolinguistic relation to Standard Arabic in the same 
countries, would be entirely different. More inclusive approaches have a 
tendency to consider any functionally compartmentalized use of different 
linguistic systems diglossia. This definition may be over-inclusive, and a 
more restrictive approach seems to be preferable. I therefore follow Hud­
son (2002:15) in considering the linguistic relatedness of the two varieties 
as less determinant for the characterization of diglossia, and the existence 
of the High-Low discontinuum as the main point. 
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An important characteristic of diglossia is that it is not defined in terms 
of social status of the individuals. In a diglossic community, all speakers 
use the Low variety in the appropriate situations. Thus, any speaker of 
Maghribian Arabic, whatever his or her social class, will use this in the 
context of informal conversation; using Standard Arabic would be utterly 
inappropriate, and deemed ridiculous. Usage of the High variety of course 
depends on the access the speaker has to this variety. Standard Arabic is 
acquired through schooling. In countries with high percentages of illiteracy, 
such as Morocco with 43% of illiterates among inhabitants of 10 years and 
older (2004, HCPM), this means that a large proportion of the population 
has only very limited access to the High variety. They can therefore only 
marginally participate in those realms of communication where Standard 
Arabic is demanded and used. Functional illiteracy is much higher than 
actual illiteracy, and not so many people are able to use the High variety 
in all its functions.

As High vs. Low is not an indicator of social class in itself (although 
access to High is), the terms are somewhat delusive, as they attach social 
values to different domains of usage. In the Maghribian situation, the dif­
ference is not essentially one of prestige, but one of the written vs. the 
spoken domain. Standard Arabic is used in the written domain, which 
includes read-aloud written communication, such as news bulletins, 
speeches, and sermons. Maghribian Arabic and Berber belong to the spo­
ken domain. Consequently, Standard Arabic is basically a language used 
in one-sided communication, while Maghribian Arabic and Berber are 
typically used in (but not restricted to) interactive communication. As 
writing and the domains for which writing is used (including religion), 
have high prestige, Standard Arabic is also a high-prestige language. The 
result is an interesting clash between prestige and communicative func­
tion in medialized conversation, such as found in television talk shows. 
While the prestige of mass media demands for the use of the high-prestige 
language, Standard Arabic, the dialogic nature of conversation entails the 
use of the Low variant. This clash is resolved by a type of discourse that 
uses the linguistic structures of the Low variety, but boosts it by the inser­
tion of large amounts of vocabulary and idioms from Standard Arabic. 
This has been analyzed as an intermediate language system on its own 
(Mitchell & Al-Hassan 1994, Youssi 1992), but recent analyses consider it 
a code-switched discourse, in which a Maghribian Arabic matrix is filled 
with code-switched insertions from Standard Arabic (Boussofara-Omar 
2006, Bassiouny 2009). As will be illustrated in section 4.1.4, a similar type 
of speech is sometimes encountered in the much rarer context of Berber 
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in mass media, in which Berber is the matrix, and Standard Arabic the 
inserted language.

Standard Arabic is a prototypical High language, being confined to the 
written domain and its derivates. In the Maghrib, it is nobody’s native lan­
guage, and it is hardly ever used in face-to-face interaction. The situation 
of French is somewhat different. In the modern-day Maghribian states 
(except for Libya), French plays an important role as a language of pres­
tige. It is the most common language in interaction with foreigners, and 
it continues to play an important role in the teaching of many subjects 
in school and at university (Grandguillaume 1983). Like Standard Arabic, 
it is fully entrenched in the written domain, and literary and scientific 
written production are as least as often in French as in Standard Arabic. 
Still its domains of usage are different from that of Standard Arabic. It is 
perfectly possible for those who master French to carry out a conversation 
in this language. This is neither considered extremely unnatural, nor felt 
as inherently inappropriate. The relatively strict compartmentalization 
between the written and the spoken domain does therefore not apply to 
French. Moreover, French functions as a first language for some groups. 
This has been shown for parts of the Moroccan Jewish community (Ben­
tahila & Davies 1992), and anecdotal evidence points to similar behavior 
among some elite Muslim families in Morocco. Furthermore, the continu­
ing contact with France enhances the naturalness of French as a language 
of spoken interaction. It therefore does not fit the domain-specific defi­
nitions of diglossia, and rather functions as a language of prestige with 
wider functions.

The present situation is very different from that during the colonial 
period. In pre-independence Algeria, the use of Standard Arabic was 
strongly discouraged, and mainly restricted to the religious and the nation­
alist domain. French was not only the language of colonial administration, 
but also the native language of 11% of the Algerian population (Weiler 
1957:143). After independence, Standard Arabic became the official lan­
guage of the new state and the French-speaking non-Muslim population 
almost completely left the country. The situation was less extreme in Tuni­
sia and Morocco, where Standard Arabic was less severely suppressed, and 
where the European population was much smaller. Still, in both countries 
Standard Arabic gained much importance after independence.

The function of other European languages in the Maghrib is relatively 
marginal. Spanish is still an important language of communication with for­
eigners in northern Morocco. This may be partly a heritage of the colonial 
period (northern Morocco was a Spanish protectorate from 1912 to 1956),  
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but is strengthened by relations with neighboring Spain, and especially 
the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla. Italian does not play much of 
a role in Libya anymore.

2.5 Diglossia and the Arabic Influence on Berber

Diglossia with Standard and Classical Arabic has a long history in the 
Maghrib, and one may assume that some kind of diglossia was already 
installed shortly after the first wave of islamization. Therefore, one has to 
reckon with the possibility of Standard Arabic influence on Berber vari­
eties, not mediated by Maghribian Arabic. The evidence for this kind of 
influence is very weak, however. I am not aware of any structural influ­
ence of Arabic on Berber that would be accounted for by Standard Ara­
bic only. On a lexical level, it is more difficult to exclude Standard (or 
Classical) Arabic influence. For example, the take-over of verbs implies to 
such an extent introduction into Berber word patterns (which are more 
similar to those of Maghribian Arabic than to Standard/Classical Arabic) 
that it is often impossible to distinguish a Standard/Classical item from a 
Maghribian Arabic item. Our knowledge of the history and development 
of dialectal lexicon is so restricted that is in most cases impossible to 
identify lexemes as Standard/Classical Arabic loans with certainty. With 
nouns one would expect less problems, as their form is much more free 
in Berber and Standard/Classical lexemes should be recognizable. This is 
indeed the case with obviously recent introductions postdating the colo­
nial period (Kossmann 2009a). For earlier periods, it is almost impossible 
to find unambiguous instances of Standard Arabic loans. In other word 
classes the same obtains; the only possible case I know of is the introduc­
tion of the numeral ṯnayǝn ‘two’ in a number of northern Moroccan and 
western Algerian varieties, while all neighboring Arabic vernaculars have 
a different lexeme, žuž (see 9.3.1). All in all, there is little to no evidence 
of immediate influence by Standard/Classical Arabic on Berber. It may 
however be that a more detailed analysis of the etymology of Arabic loans 
would yield some more results.

2.6 The Dating of Arabic-Based Berber Innovations

Arabic has been a constant factor in northern Africa for over a thousand 
years. Due to the spread of bilingualism over the past hundred years (see 
above), its importance within Berber speech communities has increased 
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considerably. Therefore, it is a legitimate question to what extent the 
contact-induced changes treated in this work are recent innovations or 
elements with a longer history.

There is no doubt that the influence of Arabic on the Berber language 
is gradually expanding. In Figuig, for example, younger speakers use Ara­
bic loans that are not accepted as “good” Berber by speakers of the older 
generation. Thus, in Lower Figuig, the original term iyṛan ‘palm garden’ 
is being replaced by Arabic lɣabǝt ‘palm garden’. Working with younger 
speakers in the 1990s, I was given lɣabǝt, although iyṛan was mentioned as 
a possibility. However, I was criticized by an older speaker of the language 
because of my insertion of the word lɣabǝt in the lexicon of Kossmann 
(1997), as this was the Arabic word, and iyṛan was the correct Berber term. 
The same older speaker had no problem with many other Arabic loan­
words (including the use of Arabic pronouns with ɛǝmmǝṛ- ‘never’, see 
9.1.1), so his critique seems to reflect actual language change rather than 
etymological purism. Similarly, speakers are able to mention words that 
elderly people use, but for which younger speakers would use the Arabic 
term instead. The same is undoubtedly true for other regions as well. Thus 
Souag (2009b:240) points to the gradual decrease in use of Berber-based 
numerals in a couple of varieties, apparent from the sources.

While there is no doubt about this gradual process over the last cen­
tury, this does not mean that the main lines of Arabic influence on Ber­
ber are recent, and a result of the social changes that accompanied the 
advent of colonialism and subsequent modernization. The colonial histo­
ries of Algeria and Morocco are very different. Algeria was colonized from 
1830 onwards (Greater Kabylia since 1857), while in Morocco colonization 
started only in the first decades of the 20th century. The Ayt Atta of the 
Djebel Saghro surrendered in 1934, only 22 years before Morocco regained 
its independence. The preparation of the conquest, and the subsequent 
installment of colonial administration everywhere in northern Africa lead 
to a great demand for scientific studies, and, especially for Morocco, we 
have quite dense and competently carried-out linguistic documentation 
from the late pre-colonial and the first years of the colonial period. Thus, 
for example, Edmond Destaing gathered the materials for his study on Ayt 
Seghrushen Berber of Imouzzar (Destaing 1920a) in 1915, at a time when 
Imouzzar was not yet under French rule, while other detailed descriptions 
were published only a few years after colonization. The linguistic data in 
these works therefore reflect pre-colonial usage. For Algeria, early works 
on Kabyle also document pre-colonial usage. Thus Brosselard (1844) is a 
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very early dictionary of the Berber of Lesser Kabylia.20 Hanoteau (1858) is 
a grammar of Kabyle based on data collected when Greater Kabylia had 
not yet surrendered to French rule.

More time depth can be reached by studying Berber manuscripts. 
Northern Berber manuscripts fall into two types: Islamic treatises and 
admonitions, and vocabularies. The analysis of Arabic influence in such 
texts is often problematic. In Islamic treatises and admonitions, the text 
genre entails the usage of much Arabic vocabulary. Some of this is no 
doubt genuine borrowing, while others are necessary insertions in order 
to express concepts not nameable otherwise. There are also many terms 
that seem to be inserted from Arabic, even though there are Berber forms 
available. Gutova (2011:203) notes that certain salient terms that are given 
only in Arabic in one Kabyle manuscript are presented with Berber trans­
lations in another manuscript from roughly the same period. This prob­
ably does not reflect a difference in the spoken language, but different 
pedagogic tools. One writer chose to teach the technical terminology 
in Arabic (no doubt explaining them orally in Berber), while the other 
chose to use a Berber equivalent in order to be understood without oral 
explanation. Word lists have different difficulties. Word lists were meant 
to explain Arabic words to a Berber readership. As there is rarely need to 
explain an Arabic word that is represented by a loan in Berber, such lists 
mainly contain Berber vocabulary. As such they constitute an invaluable 
tool for Berber lexical studies, but provide only restricted information on 
borrowing.

There are three main traditions of Northern Berber manuscripts:21 the 
Kabyle tradition, the Ibadhi tradition of Tunisia and western Libya, and 
the Tashelhiyt tradition. The Kabyle tradition is relatively recent. All 
known manuscripts date from the 18th or 19th century (Gutova 2011:9), 
and therefore only slightly predate (if at all) the outburst of colonial stud­
ies on Kabyle in the 1840s and 1850s. The Ibadhi tradition of Tunisia and 
Libya is mainly known from one single manuscript, the translation by Abū 
Zakarīyāʾ al-Ifrānī (Brugnatelli 2011a:30) of the Mudawwana of Abū Ġānim 
al-Ḫurāsānī. The date of its execution is unknown, but the fact that in the 
16th century a glossary was compiled of Berber terms that had gone out 

20 Venture de Paradis (1844) is much less useful, as it combines elements from different 
Berber languages in a “purist” way, using as little Arabic materials as possible.

21 In addition, there is the largely unstudied Tuareg manuscript tradition, cf. among 
others Norris (1982), Elghamis (2011), Kossmann & Elghamis (fc.).
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of usage (Bossoutrot 1900) puts it way back in the Middle Ages (Ould-
Braham 2008:56, Brugnatelli 2011a:30). No edition of this huge text (some 
versions have almost 900 pages, Brugnatelli 2011a:29) exists up to now, so 
the exact impact of the text on our understanding of Berber linguistic his­
tory is not yet clear. The Tashelhiyt tradition is much more diverse. It falls 
into two main periods. The most recent period starts in the 16th century, 
and stretches well into the 20th century. During this period a huge num­
ber of original works were written on all kinds of Islamic subjects (van 
den Boogert 1997). The language is clearly an archaic version of modern 
Tashelhiyt, and, while sometimes unusual from a southwestern Moroc­
can perspective, holds little surprises to the Berberologist. This tradition 
seems to be based to some extent on an older tradition. Only two texts 
of this older, medieval, tradition survive with certainty. One of them is 
the Arabic-Berber vocabulary Kitāb al-ʾAsmāʾ by Ibn Tunart, compiled in 
1146 CE, containing over 2,500 Berber words and phrases (van den Boogert 
2000:359). The other is a fragment consisting of one leaf from a manu­
script possibly dating from the 14th century CE, now held in the Leiden 
University Library (van den Boogert 2000:359). Unfortunately, there is no 
edition of these texts up to now.

In order to give an impression of the time depth of Arabic influence 
on Berber, two cases will be presented. In the first place, I compare the 
Kabyle lexical materials contained in Dallet (1982) and Chaker (1984) with 
those in Brosselard (1844), concerning words for basic items, using as a 
data base the terms studied in chapter four. Among the dozens of Arabic 
loans in this set, only very few are Arabic in the newer sources and Berber 
in Brosselard (1844).22 Brosselard’s dictionary is based on Kabyle only, and 
in fact may basically reflect usage around Béjaïa.23 The only word in this 
set where a Berber term has been substituted by an Arabic term after 1844 
is ‘onions’. Brosselard (1844) provides two forms, that can be interpreted 
as the Arabic loan lǝbṣǝl and an ancient Berber term aẓlim. Later sources 
only have the Arabic term, lǝḇṣǝl, and aẓlim seems to have been lost. All 
in all, Arabic material in this type of lexicon seems to be stable, and no 

22 There are some dialectal differences between the Greater Kabylia data in Dallet 
(1982) and Chaker (1984) and the basically Lesser Kabylia data in Brosselard (1844). Cf. 
also Brahimi (2000:376–377) for a similar study of sixteen words in Kabyle.

23 Thus, for example, the dictionary has in a consequent way ṭ for ḍ, which reflects east­
ern Kabyle usage. One of the members of the committee responsible for the compilation of 
the dictionary was the imam of Béjaïa, Sidi Ahmed ben el Hadj Ali (Brosselard 1844:i).
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major changes can be deduced. Clearly, the bulk of Arabic elements in 
the Kabyle basic lexicon was already present before the beginning of the 
colonial period.

The second feature is the morphology of unintegrated Arabic nouns. As 
will be shown in chapter six, Arabic nouns are often taken over in a quasi-
Arabic form. In this form, no Berber affixes are used. Instead, the Arabic 
article is preserved (without function), as are Arabic plural formations. In 
the feminine singular, the Arabic ending -a is represented by -ǝt, which is 
neither clearly Berber, nor clearly Arabic in origin. Cf. for example Figuig 
zzǝnq-ǝt ‘street’, which comes from Arabic z=zǝnq-a ‘the street’. This fea­
ture is found in the great majority of Berber languages. The study of writ­
ten sources shows that this borrowing pattern is very old, as it is amply 
attested in medieval manuscripts (see 6.3.1).

The language itself provides only little evidence that could lead to a 
chronology of the borrowings. The set of early Islamic terms is clearly 
discernable, and may be dated to a very early period, when spoken Ara­
bic only had marginal importance in Berber societies (see 3.4). For later 
periods, Berber only rarely gives clues to the chronology of borrowings, 
and mostly only on a very local scale. It is telling that the introduction of 
Arabic loan phonemes such as the voiced pharyngeal fricative ɛ is already 
attested in medieval sources, as witnessed by the Mudawwana form lɛurǝṯ 
‘woman’.

Clearly the major lines of Arabic influence on Berber were already in 
place before the French, Spanish and Italians took power. This puts us in 
an awkward position when it comes to the relationship between social 
setting of language contact and effects of contact-induced change, as we 
lack detailed information on this from before the colonial period. One 
remarks the early attestation of some of the more salient features of this 
contact influence, such as the parallel systems in noun morphology (Koss­
mann 2010a), which are found in medieval texts from different corners of 
the Berber-speaking world. Therefore, one should be extremely cautious 
when commenting upon the social circumstances under which Berber 
languages acquired Arabic features. As mentioned above, it seems to be 
generally true that language shift by Arabic speakers to Berber has never 
been more than a marginal phenomenon, so the situation can be roughly 
subsumed under the heading “language maintenance” in the Thomason 
& Kaufman (1988) framework. It is unlikely that there was wide-spread 
bilingualism in Arabic among Berber speakers at an early date, although 
there may have been important differences between communities.  



50	 chapter two

Moreover, the integration of Berber warriors in the armies of basically 
Berber reigns such as the Almoravides, the Almohads and the Merinids 
may have lead to more knowledge of Arabic than found in later periods, 
when many Berber groups were outside the worldly power of the rulers. 
But in the end we simply do not know.



Chapter Three

Berber in contact:  
the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods

Although the focus of this book is on the influence of Arabic on Berber, 
it is relevant to look at what we know about the pre-Islamic contact his-
tory of Berber. In order to do so, first a short introduction into the earliest 
reconstructible history of the language group is given. After this, pre-
Roman (mainly Punic) and Latin lexical borrowings are studied. Finally,  
I shall discuss evidence for a set of early Islamic terms, coined by mission-
aries who apparently used Berber in the teaching of the new creed.

3.1 Proto-Berber

Berber languages belong to the Afroasiatic phylum. As the cradle of Afroa-
siatic is normally not posited in the Maghrib, it must have been introduced 
to this part of the world at a certain moment in time. In the absence of 
any positive evidence, it is impossible to establish this date, and the only 
thing about which we can be reasonably sure is that it predates the Proto-
Berber stage.

Following the mainstream model of historical linguistics, most scholars 
interested in the historical evolution of Berber posit the former existence 
of an entity called Proto-Berber, i.e., a largely unitary language from which 
all modern Berber varieties derive (Kossmann 1999a). The speech com-
munity using this language should be definable in time and in space—
the date being roughly the moment when the entity started to split up; the 
space being the place where this happened or—if the split-up was the effect 
of geographical diffusion (whether linked to demic expansion or not)—the 
place where the language was spoken just before this diffusion.

There exist several suggestions for a dating of Proto-Berber (as defined 
above). Louali & Philippson (2004a) put their equivalent of what I call 
Proto-Berber in the first millennium BCE. This agrees with my personal 
impression that the differences between different varieties of Berber recall 
those between Germanic or Romance languages, which suggests a date 
between 500 BCE and the beginning of the Christian era (similarly Múrcia 
2011:II/351–2). Lexicostatistic research carried out by Václav Blažek, using 
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the calibrated glottochronological method, also has a date in the first mil-
lennium BCE (680 BCE) (Blažek 2010). Other datings are much earlier. 
Ehret (1999) posits an early northern Afroasiatic settlement in Tunisia and 
eastern Algeria, corresponding to the Capsian culture. Proto-Berber would 
have evolved in this region, and started to diffuse over most of north-
ern Africa in the third millennium BCE. The author does not provide any 
evidence, and the sketched scenario looks rather arbitrary. It was taken 
up by the archaeologist Jean-Loïc Le Quellec (1998:483ff.), who points to 
several problems in Ehret’s reconstructions (e.g. 495ff.), but unfortunately 
fails to see the general lack of convincing argumentation. Malika Hachid 
(2000:26ff) also basically follows Ehret, but considers the Neolithic Cap-
sian culture to be Berber from the beginning. Blench (2001), pointing to 
the lack of archaeological evidence for later dispersal (183–4), comes to a 
date around 4500 BCE, associating Proto-Berber with the introduction of 
livestock in the later phases of the Neolithic Capsian culture.1 He explains 
the high degree of similarity between modern Berber varieties from lack 
of differentiating innovations because they would have been “highly 
mobile populations already speaking closely related languages, constantly 
encountering one another in open terrain” (184). Put otherwise, Berber 
speech communities would have remained in contact over wide stretches 
of territory for a long period of time; as a consequence linguistic differen-
tiation would have been much less prominent than in speech communi-
ties which develop in relative isolation from each other. While the model 
as such is interesting, its application to northern Africa is not that evi-
dent. Most of the territories nowadays populated by speakers of Berber 
are of a mountainous type. Whatever kind of nomadism took place in 
the mountains, it probably did involve high mobility, and even less so 
frequent encounters in open terrain. Of course, one could save the story 
by assuming that for the first few thousand years Proto-Berber speakers 
were centered in the plains. This, however, fails to explain the absence of 
archaeological evidence for a later dispersal into the mountains, which, 
after all, was the main reason for positing the early date.

Blench points to the reconstructibility of a number of terms for live-
stock (similarly Louali & Philippson 2004a). This would suggest, accord-
ing to him, that the introduction c.q. spread of Berber was related to the 

1 As remarked by Blench, “Capsian” refers to different cultural complexes; Hachid 
(2000) seems to refer to an older complex, as she puts the date of linguistically differenti-
ated Berber several millennia earlier than Blench.
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introduction of livestock in northern Africa. It may be relevant in this 
context that the reconstructible terminology concerns as much primary 
livestock terminology (terms for animals) as terms for secondary products 
(i.e. products other than meat) and their usage,2 e.g. *ǝndu ‘to be churned 
(milk)’, *aɣVḇ ‘buttermilk’, *ăẓẓǝg ‘to milk’, *ta-ʔḍuḇ-t ‘wool’, *ăllǝm ‘to 
spin’, *ăzḍǝʔ ‘to weave’. Moreover, a number of agricultural terms are also 
reconstructible (Chaker 2006:240): *t‑umẓ-en ‘barley’, *i‑rd-ăn ‘wheat’, 
*ǝẓẓu ‘to plant’.

The link with Capsian, made by most authors with an early chronology 
is mainly based on the idea that Capsian (rather as a whole than only 
the Neolithic phase) would be an introduction from the east.3 This view 
has been contested by archaeologists (Linstädter 2008:47 with reff.), and 
a local development seems to be the preferred analysis nowadays. More-
over, northern Moroccan cultures from the same period (and even a little 
earlier) had animal husbandry too, as well as cereals (Kahf Taht El-Ghar in 
Morocco, around 4500 BCE, Ballouche & Marinval 2003; Linstädter 2008). 
Recently, Daugas & El Idrissi (2008) have suggested that these cultures 
are to be linked to Saharan complexes rather than to European Mediter-
ranean cultures. As a consequence, if one wants to posit an early date for 
proto-Berber, these Moroccan (and Saharan?) cultures would constitute 
equally probable candidates as the Capsian.

The most important problem, however, lies in the idea that reconstruct-
ibility of livestock terminology in a proto-language indicates a link between 
this proto-language and the introduction of livestock, as formulated by 
Blench: “If some livestock terminology can be reconstructed . . . then it is 
at least more probable that the spread of Berber speech was related to the 
diffusion of livestock production and can thus be assigned to the ‘Capsian 
Neolithic’ ” (Blench 2001:178). Reconstructible agricultural terminology of 
course strongly suggests that proto-Berber flourished in a culture which 
had animal husbandry and some crop growing, and thus provides us with 
a terminus post quem. However, for resolving the question whether to take 

2 It is not certain, however, that all these words originally refer to the handling of ani-
mal products; weaving is of course also possible with plant material.

3 The choice of Capsian is sometimes related to arguments pertaining to physical 
anthropology (explicitly so, Hachid 2000). According to an analysis which has been popu-
lar for some time, but which is not uncontested, the Capsian human type would be an 
intrusion from the east, superseding and eventually ousting the “older” Mechtoid human 
type. Genetic analysis does not confirm this scenario; modern Berber-speaking popula-
tions show clear affinities with European populations (Coudray e.a. 2006; Coudray e.a. 
2009).
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an early neolithic origin for proto-Berber or a much later date, the argu-
ment is irrelevant. If proto-Berber is dated around 500 BCE, one expects 
it to be replete with cattle terms, as nobody would doubt that North- 
Africans had livestock by then.

The “homeland” of Proto-Berber is even less studied than its probable 
dating and, as far as I know, no proposal has been put forward using lin-
guistic arguments. Of course, an identification with the Capsian automati-
cally implies a homeland in eastern Algeria and Tunisia, which is where 
this archaeological culture is found. Based on the idea that differentia-
tion is larger in the home area than in the zones the language spread to 
later, one could indeed defend an origin in the eastern part of the present 
extension of Berber, e.g., in modern-day Libya. Some of the most aber-
rant languages, Ghadames and Awdjila, are spoken there. Moreover, both 
Tuareg and Zenatic probably have their roots in western Libya or Tunisia, 
while Kabyle, which represents quite a different type of language, is spo-
ken not far away from it. The argument is inherently weak in principle 
when dealing with dialect continua which have undergone thousands of 
years of convergence and (demic) movement. It is further weakened by 
the fact that the most aberrant Berber language of all is Zenaga, the most 
likely candidate for a first branching off the Berber family (cf. Blažek 2010). 
This language is spoken nowadays in south-western Mauritania, at the 
opposite end of the present-day Berber-speaking territory.

In the context of Berber studies, the idea of a reconstructible entity 
“Proto-Berber” is not generally accepted. A number of scholars have sug-
gested that Berber is in fact a mixture of a Semitic language and some-
thing else. In the case of Werner Vycichl, this model implied the demise of 
the idea of Afroasiatic, and the reintroduction of the earlier point of view, 
which has a primary split between Semitic and the other branches (called 
Hamitic). Vycichl considered Berber a blend of a Semitic and a Hamitic 
stratum. Durand (1991, esp. 97, 114, 124), following up on suggestions by 
Giovanni Garbini, has a similar scenario, but refrains from identifying the 
non-Semitic stratum. Models of this type suffer from many problems. In 
the first place, the argumentation only has a small basis, largely the issue 
whether roots are basically triliteral (which would be the Semitic stratum) 
or biliteral (which would represent the other stratum). As there exists a 
fierce debate in Semitic linguistics about root structure (cf. also Durand 
1991), while researchers on other branches of Afroasiatic have no problem 
in identifying at least some triradical roots, this part of the argumentation 
is rather problematic. Moreover, Berber (whatever its history) has had 
enough time to lose radicals; in fact some of the categories adduced by 
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Durand as original bilateral roots can now be shown to have contained a 
third radical in an earlier stage of the language (Taine-Cheikh 2004, Koss-
mann 2001, Prasse 2011). Finally, the mixing scenario seems to be intro-
duced too light-heartedly. Language mixing is not a very common thing in 
the history of languages, and most reported cases show compartmental-
ization between lexicon and grammatical structure (e.g. Ma’á, Media Len-
gua, Old Helsinki Slang) or between different parts of grammar / lexicon 
(e.g. Michif with French nouns and nominal morphology and Cree verbs 
and verb morphology). The free mixing of everything with everything as 
implied in Durand’s and Vycichl’s proposals does not seem to be attested 
anywhere.

A much more basic piece of critique to the concept of proto-Berber has 
been provided by Lionel Galand. Commenting on Kossmann (1999a:20), 
who proposes a largely uniform, but not necessarily variation-less proto-
Berber entity, he remarks: “Mais si l’on admet la possibilité (. . .) de 
telles différences, que reste-t-il de l’uniformité? Comment pourra-t-on la 
mesurer et dire qu’elle est plus grande dans le proto-berbère que dans 
le pan-berbère?” (Galand 2010:14). Abstracting away from the more basic 
theoretical issue at stake (what do we mean by “proto-language”?), this 
remark inspires one to rethink the whole issue of the uniformity of “recon-
structed” proto-Berber. There exist a number of apparently ancient fea-
tures in Berber that seem to be unrelated to any geographical factors, 
and do not in any way cluster into sub-groups; such as the pronunciation  
ṭ rather than ḍ (see 5.3.2) and the devoicing of ɣ in final position (except 
when part of a root) (cf. Kossmann 1999a:20; 239–240). This suggests that 
the proto-Berber reconstructed in Kossmann (1999a) may have been an 
amalgam of different dialectal groups, which were brought together and 
split up later into new groups with a different distribution. This opens the 
road to a view of “proto-Berber” suggested by Múrcia (2011:II/359–360), 
which considers it the result of koineification, in which many different 
Berber varieties converged, without necessarily reaching uniformity. Ber-
ber languages, because of their similarity and geographical proximity, are 
in a continuous dynamics of convergence and divergence, and the pro-
posed early Berber koinè would constitute an early and decisive factor 
in the relative unity of the modern Berber lects. Múrcia dates the forma-
tion of this koinè somewhere in the period between 500 BCE and 500 CE. 
The earliest date for this koinè lies in the same period as where Louali & 
Philippson (2004a) posit “proto-Berber”, which would allow us to converge 
the two (probably better called Common Berber). However, the study of 
Berber words attested in Greek and Latin sources (Múrcia 2011) shows that 
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a number of pan-Berber sound changes must have occurred at a much 
later time. Thus, antique sources transcribe the modern Berber sound /ɣ/ 
in a consequent manner as /c/, which suggests a plosive pronunciation; 
similarly the Berber sound /f/ is often rendered by a plosive /p/. From 
an Afroasiatic point of view, it is reasonable to assume that Berber */ɣ/ 
goes back to */q/, while */f/ represents earlier */p/. The antique evidence 
suggests that, at least in parts of the Berber speaking area, plosive pro-
nunciations of these phonemes were still in use during Roman times. 
This implies that the pan-Berber fricativization of these phonemes had 
not yet been completed in that period, and is better considered part of the  
koineization process than a proto-Berber sound change.

Assuming a koineization process somewhere in Antiquity, followed 
by large-scale population movements (amply described in Ibn Khaldûn’s 
works) and subsequent convergence processes, leaves us with little evi-
dence to distinguish between a proto-Berber inheritance and a koinè 
generalization. In such a model, proto-Berber would still be the ancestor 
of the pre-koinè Berber languages/dialects; however, as we have no idea 
about the extent and the nature of the pre-koinè linguistic variation, only 
very little can be said about it. As a consequence, any dating for proto-
Berber becomes elusive, and there is no more reason to keep with a late 
dating in the first millennium BCE than to adhere to neolithic or earlier 
scenarios.

The idea of a koinè rather than a proto-language as the basis of mod-
ern Berber has not yet been worked out in detail. In this study, the term 
“proto-Berber” will be maintained; however, its reference may be rather to 
the antique koinè rather than to a reconstructible proto-language.

3.2 Pre-Roman Loans in Berber

Before the first writings on northern Africa by Greek authors, remarkably 
little is known about the history of Berber. Sources from pharaonic Egypt 
hardly provide any evidence for a linguistically definable Berber entity. 
Two pieces of evidence have been presented in the past to show that a 
Berber language was spoken in the vicinity of the Nile. In the first place, 
a stela from the last century of the 3rd millennium BCE, set up in honor 
of the XIth Dynasty ruler Antef, shows a number of royal dogs and their 
names. Two of these names have been associated with Berber etyma  
(R. Basset 1899, Maspéro 1898), which suggests that at that time Berber was 
present at the borders of the Egyptian empire. Unfortunately, the evidence 
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for the linguistic identification of the names is rather weak—one term 
is only attested in Tuareg and seems to be a Tuareg-internal innovation 
post-dating pharaoh Antef by several millennia, while the other presents 
numerous other problems (Kossmann 2011b). It seems wiser to discard 
the “evidence” provided by this stela altogether. The other piece of evi-
dence comes from the alleged presence of Berber loanwords in Nobiin, a 
Nile Nubian language (cf. for a summary Blažek 2000). As shown in Jakobi 
& Kossmann (fc.), most of the proposed loans do not stand the scrutiny 
of Berber and Nubian historical linguistics, and only one etymon, aman 
‘water, Nile’ (the same in Nobiin as in Berber), provides a really strong par-
allel. It is not very probable that such a basic term would have been bor-
rowed as the only term in a contact situation, and the similarity between 
the two is best considered coincidence. Nobiin has a number of other 
terms for basic concepts that are not found elsewhere in Nubian; none of 
these seems to have a Berber correlate.

Based on the evidence deconstructed above, authors have identified 
the different tribes of the western desert with Berbers (e.g. Behrens 1981, 
1984–1985, Bechhaus-Gerst 1989). While this identification cannot be 
excluded on the forehand, there is no positive evidence for it.

Ancient Egyptian contributed only little to the Berber language. Two 
Egyptian loanwords have been identified with some certainty: *te-ḇăyne 
‘date’ from ancient Egyptian bnr(.), bnj(.t), Coptic bnne, beni (Vycichl  
1951:71, Kossmann 2002b) and *a‑sḇan ‘loose woody tissue around the palm 
tree stem’ from ancient Egyptian šnj-bnr.t, Coptic šnbnne (also attested 
without n following š) (Kossmann 2002b). They clearly reflect the intro-
duction of date palm cultivation from Egypt.

Much more influence was exerted by the Phoenicians, originally a peo-
ple from modern-day Lebanon. From the beginning of the first millen-
nium BCE they started a trade network throughout the Mediterranean, 
and founded trading colonies along the Mediterranean coast. With the 
foundation of Carthago, according to legend in 814 BCE, an important 
Phoenician political entity on the African mainland was established, 
which used Punic (the local variant of Phoenician) as its official language. 
Carthago was in close contact with its indigenous neighbors, and Punic 
influence on the local culture has been considerable. Punic as a language 
lost its official status when Carthago became part of the Roman empire. 
As a spoken language, it continued to exist well into Roman times, as 
witnessed by the presence of Punic inscriptions in Latin script, found  
in military establishments in Libya, which date at earliest to the second 
century CE (Kerr 2007). Later authors, among others Augustine, attest to 
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the survival of Punic into late Antiquity; however, Múrcia (2011:I/616ff.) 
suggests that at least some of these testimonies may point to Berber 
speakers rather than to Punic—the term lingua Punica being used for any 
indigenous African language.

The lexical impact of Phoenician and Punic on Berber was a major item 
in Berber studies during the first decades of the 20th century. Both Hans 
Stumme (1912) and Hugo Schuchardt (1912) contributed to the issue, and 
made a large number of proposals (see also Colin 1927:88–89). It should 
be noted, however, that many of these are highly speculative. This may 
be illustrated by one example from Schuchardt, who relates Kabyle iḏmim 
‘hawthorne’ to Hebrew p ʔǝḏamīm ‘red’ (p of ʔāḏom) (Schuchardt 1912:164). 
Indeed, the fruits of the hawthorne are red, but this does not immediately 
relate the Hebrew plural adjective to the Berber plant name (if the exten-
sion to the plant name would have been attested in Hebrew, the identi-
fication would be less elusive). Moreover, as Schuchardt himself admits, 
Berber idammǝn ‘blood’, which he does not consider a loan, presents a 
good alternative derivation.

Werner Vycichl (1952; 1958; 2005) took a critical look at the proposed 
evidence, and retained about twenty Punic loans which, according to him, 
are certain (“nur sicheres Material”, Vycichl 1952:199). As far as I know, 
no further original research has been undertaken in the matter (cf. how-
ever van den Boogert 1997:221–222). There are several analyses based on 
Vycichl’s work (Múrcia 2011:I/328ff., Malášková & Blažek 2011), as well as 
a somewhat uncritical compilation from earlier sources by Haddadou 
(2008).4

All in all, there are a dozen or so reasonably convincing Punic loans 
in Berber. They are all nouns and concern mainly the following semantic 
fields:

– �cultivated plants (see also 12.6.5), e.g. Tashelhiyt (etc.) aẓalim ‘onion’; 
Central Moroccan Berber (etc.) aɣǝssim ‘cucumber’; Nefusa (etc.) armún 
‘pomegranate’; Ahaggar Tuareg ăhatim ‘olive’; Tashelhiyt (etc.) aɣanim 
‘reed’; Djerba aḏfu ‘apple’. Possibly also Lesser Kabylia aḡusim ‘walnut’; 
Ghadames ašašid ‘almond’.

4 Haddadou, for example, includes Punic “loans” which are mentioned in Schuchardt 
(1912) because they end in -im, but which are not compared by Schuchardt (nor by Hadda-
dou) to Semitic forms.
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– �cultural objects, e.g. Central Moroccan Berber (etc.) agadir ‘wall, 
embankment’; Tashelhiyt amadir ‘hoe’; Iznasen (etc.) amǝsmir ‘nail’; 
Ghadames (etc.) ener ‘lamp (in earthenware)’; Iznasen (etc.) afḍ̱iṣ ‘ham-
mer’. Possibly also Central Moroccan Berber (etc.) agǝlzim ‘small hoe’.

– �mineral resources (see also 12.6.4): Central Moroccan Berber (etc.) 
aẓarif ‘alum’. more problematic (see below) is Tashelhiyt anas ‘copper’, 
Awdjila anís ‘nickel’, Sokna nas ‘copper’.5

Punic loanwords are attested all over the Berber world, except in Zenaga 
of Mauritania.6 Their absence in the latter variety may be due to historical 
circumstances (maybe the ancestors of the Zenaga were not in contact 
with the Carthaginians), but the incompatibility of most of the terms with 
Sahelian nomadic life is a more probable explanation, combined with the 
high influence of Arabic on Zenaga lexicon. 

The lexical impact of Punic on Berber is quite weak; one of the reasons 
may be that the heartland of the Punic empire lies in a region that is now-
adays fully arabicized. Moreover, the identification of Punic loanwords is 
complicated by a number of circumstances. In the first place, Phoenician 
and Punic lexicon is only sparsely known, and for many of the adduced 
loanwords no direct correlate is known from these languages. Instead, one 
has to rely on attestations in Hebrew, which is closely related to Phoeni-
cian, and assume that the word also existed in its northern neighbor. Sec-
ond, Phoenician and Hebrew are themselves related to Arabic, and share 
many roots with this language. The reasons to assume a Punic basis for 
certain etyma are manyfold. In the first place, there are a number of nouns 
which incorporate the non-Arabic plural marker -im, which would betray 
a Punic origin (Stumme 1912, Schuchardt 1912). Second, in some words, the 
Berber vowels do not correspond to those in Arabic, but mirror the vowel 
in Punic. This is the case, for example, of armun ‘pomegranate’, which fits 
Hebrew rimmōn better than Arabic rummān. A similar argument applies 
to amǝsmir ‘nail’ (Vycichl 1958, Hebrew masmēr, Arabic mismār), ener 
‘lamp’ (Hebrew nēr, Arabic nūr ‘lamp’) and aḏfu ‘apple’ (Hebrew tappūaḥ, 

5 Awdjila i often derives from *a. Marijn van Putten (p.c.) plausibly suggests that the 
well-attested Berber form t(a)nast ‘key’ could be related to this term.

6 Malášková & Blažek (2011) point to Zenaga agǝdri ‘parquet, sol’, which would be cog-
nate to agadir ‘wall’. This was already proposed and rejected by Francis Nicolas (1953:304). 
The word, which is also used in Hassaniya Arabic, is not given in Taine-Cheikh 2008. The 
semantic development is not impossible but certainly not evident. I have no idea what 
meaning of French ‘parquet’ is intended by Nicolas, as the normal meaning ‘parquet floor’ 
does not make sense in a Sahelian nomadic environment.
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Arabic tuffāḥ). In all these examples, the Punic geminate is represented 
by a simple consonant in Berber, something which never happens with 
a loan from Arabic. In the third place, while the root may be attested 
both in Phoenician/Hebrew and in Arabic, the semantics of the Berber 
word sometimes corresponds better to Punic than to Arabic, e.g. aẓarif 
‘alum’, as compared to Hebrew ṣārīf ‘alum’ and Classical Arabic ṣirf ‘pure’, 
ṣarafān ‘copper, lead’. Similarly, Berber afḍis ‘hammer’ seems to belong 
to Hebrew paṭṭīš rather than to Arabic forms of the root.7 Finally, a Punic 
history is assumed in loans which lack certain foreign consonants that 
one would expect to be preserved in loans from Arabic. This is the case 
of Tashelhiyt anas ‘copper’ as compared to Arabic nuḥās (cf. the amply 
attested Arabic loan nnḥas elsewhere in Berber). The argumentation is 
circular in this case (“as Arabic pharyngeals are always preserved, cases 
where they are absent cannot be Arabic”); moreover Hebrew has a differ-
ent vowel: nǝḥōšeṯ ‘copper, bronze’.

Apart from the problem of distinguishing between Arabic and Phoeni-
cian items, the possible impact of Hebrew also demands reflection.8 Juda-
ism has long been an important religion in Northern Africa, and influence 
from Hebrew or Aramaic, as languages of the Scriptures, should not be 
excluded on the forehand. The clearest case of this is the well-attested 
Berber verb *ălmǝd ‘to learn’, which Vycichl considers a Punic loanword. 
While this is not impossible, another source could be Hebrew lāmaḏ  
‘to learn’, a highly salient item in Jewish culture, which puts high value 
on formal learning. Similarly, there is no reason to consider the verb ɣǝr 
‘to read, to shout’ a loan from Punic rather than from Hebrew qārā(ʔ)  
‘to read’. More probably the similarity in form is due to common Afroa-
siatic inheritance, and merely the extension of the meaning to reading 
was influenced by Hebrew, which uses a single verb for reading aloud 
and calling.

An interesting problem is posed by the numerals 5–9 in those Berber 
languages that have not introduced the Arabic terms (see 9.3). While the 
numeral ‘two’ (e.g. Tashelhiyt sin) looks like Semitic ṯny, and probably 
constitutes an Afroasiatic inheritance, the numerals ‘three’ and ‘four’ are 

7 The Classical Arabic noun fiṭṭīs ‘a great hammer such as is used by a blacksmith’ (Lane 
1863–1893:2417) is badly attested (it is absent, e.g. from Bélot 1860) and may be a loanword 
itself. 

8 As there has been a continuous presence in northern Africa of Judaism, and therefore 
also of Hebrew, loans from Hebrew need not be very old (cf. Vycichl 1972). Moreover, some 
of them may have been mediated by (Judeo-)Arabic. 
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very different from Semitic, cf. Tashelhiyt kraḍ ‘three’ and kkuẓ ‘four’ as 
compared to Classical Arabic ṯalāṯ ‘three’ and ’arbaɛ ‘four’. The numerals 
5–9, on the other hand, are quite similar to Semitic forms, compare: 

	T ashelhiyt	 Classical Arabic
5.	 smmus	 xams
6.	 sḍis	 sitt (cf. the ordinal sādis ‘sixth’)
7.	 ssa	 sabɛ
8.	 tam	 ṯamān
9.	 tẓa	 tisɛ

‘Ten’ is very different again: Tashelhiyt mraw vs. Classical Arabic ɛašar. 
The concentration of Semitic-like numerals in the higher half of the 
decade makes an analysis as an Afroasiatic inheritance less likely, and 
one is tempted to posit a Semitic background to the Berber numerals. 
The forms suggest a language different from both Arabic and Punic; in 
Punic, for example, the ancient Semitic root šds ‘six’ was assimilated to šš 
(Friedrich & Röllig 21970:120), cf. Hebrew šēš, while Berber “preserves” the 
dental stop. Moreover, in Hebrew and Punic *ṯ has become š, while the 
Berber form tam would imply a plosive interpretation of *ṯ.9 Thus, Van 
den Boogert’s proposal to consider them loans from Punic or Phoenician 
(van den Boogert 1997:221) cannot be maintained, although a different 
Semitic background remains an intriguing possibility.

Berber also has a number of pre-Roman Wanderwörter, i.e., words that 
are attested in many different languages of different stocks and that seem 
to have spread together with the commodities they designate. The origin 
of such words is notoriously difficult to establish, and due to the differ-
ent possible mediating languages (many of which are unknown to us), 
correspondences can be highly irregular and unexpected. Such travelling 
words are especially found in Berber metal names (cf. R. Basset 1896). Thus 
one remarks the similarity between Hebrew barzèl ‘iron’ and generally 
attested Berber uzzal ‘iron’ (Ghadames wăzzal). In view of the irregularity 
of the correspondence, an immediate loan from Punic is improbable; we 
are rather dealing with the same item, mediated by different languages. 
Similarly, the Berber forms for ‘lead’, buldun ‘lead’ (Mzab, Ouargla), aldun 
‘lead’ (Tashelhiyt Central Moroccan Berber, Kabyle, Zenaga,10 Tuareg WE), 

9 Remark that the (probably regular Afroasiatic) correspondent of Semitic *ṯ is s in 
the case of “two”.

10 āldūn; the shape of the noun, with its two long vowels, suggests it is loan from north-
ern Berber or a reborrowing from Hassaniyya Arabic. The initial long vowel could repre-
sent the same as the consonant h in Ahaggar Tuareg ahăllom, however.
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tildúnt (Awdjila: ‘tin’), aldom ~ aldon (Tuareg WE, Y), ahăllon (Tuareg H),  
show highly irregular reflexes in the first syllable. At this point they 
resemble the many similar but irregular forms found in Indo-European 
languages, such as Latin plumb- and Greek mólubd- ‘lead’ (Boutkan & 
Kossmann 1999:92).11 Undoubtedly a Wanderwort is Berber aẓrǝf ‘silver’, 
relatives of which are also found in Germanic and Slavonic languages, 
and which may have an Iberian source (Boutkan & Kossmann 2001). In 
another sphere, the Berber word abaw ‘faba bean’ (with irregular reflexes 
such as Siwa awáw [N] and Ouargla aw) seems to be related somehow to 
(pre-?)Indo-European forms (cf. Kuipers 1995) but is clearly not a direct 
loan from Latin faba (cf. already the doubts expressed by Schuchardt, 
1918:24). Boutkan & Kossmann (1999a; 2000; 2001) have pointed to Ber-
ber parallels to words in Indo-European languages that probably have a 
substratum origin there. While the presented forms are certainly not suffi-
cient to conclude that a Berber-like language used to be spoken in Europe 
at an early time, nor that Berber and parts of Indo-European share the 
same substratum, the results are tantalizing.

A Wanderwort from the east seems to be represented by one of the Ber-
ber terms for ‘onion’: Tuareg (H) efăleli, Ghadames aflelo, Sokna afǝlilu, El-
Fogaha ifalélǝn (probably a plural); Siwa afǝllú [N]. This can be compared 
to Nile Nubian forms such as Nobiin fillee (Jakobi & Kossmann fc.).

3.3 Latin Loans in Berber

Massive Roman influence on northern Africa started with the fall of 
Carthago in 146 BCE, and the integration of the colony Africa (basically 
modern Tunisia and western Libya) into the Roman empire. More west-
ern parts of Northern Africa were reduced to vassal states, which, in the 
course of the following centuries were annexed to the empire. From  
44 CE (annexation of Mauretania) until the end of the Roman empire, 

11 Schuchardt (1918:14ff.) derives the Berber word from Spanish latón ‘brass’. The origin 
of the Spanish term is debated. Corominas & Pascual (1980; VII:604) consider it a loan 
from Arabic lāṭūn ‘brass’. They adduce some evidence that the Arabic term, which mainly 
occurs in Maghribian and Spanish sources, also existed in the eastern Arabic world. Ull-
mann (1991; II.2:762), on the other hand, considers the Arabic word a loan from Spanish. 
In view of early Spanish forms which apparently have the Arabic article al- (e.g. allaton, 
already attested in 852, Corominas & Pascual l.c.), it seems that an Arabic origin of the 
word is preferable. Whatever the direction of transmission in Arabic and Spanish, the Ber-
ber forms with their irregular variation in the first syllable do not look like borrowings 
from the Islamic period, and Schuchardt’s derivation must therefore be discarded.
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much of Northern Africa was under direct Roman control. The borders 
of the Roman empire were basically the Atlas mountains in Morocco, the 
High Plateaus in Algeria and the desert in Tunisia and Libya. From the 
point of view of the modern distribution of Berber languages, it included 
the territories of all modern groups, except for Zenaga, Tashelhiyt, parts 
of Central Moroccan Berber, the northern Saharan oases, and Tuareg. Of 
course, there is no reason to assume that in Roman times all modern lan-
guage (dialect) groups were to be found at the same place as today—if 
they existed as groups at all.

Like anywhere in the Roman world, Latin spread as a language, first 
of the elites and, later on, of the common people. However, different 
from Europe, it does not seem to have replaced local languages entirely. 
Thus Múrcia (2011) convincingly argues that Berber was spoken all over 
northern Africa during the Roman period. While one can safely assume 
that certain regions were basically Romance speaking (e.g. northern Tuni-
sia) with some influx of Berbers from elsewhere, many parts apparently 
remained Berber-speaking.

The Latin influence on the Berber lexicon is more important than that 
of Punic. It has been studied by a number of authors, esp. Schuchardt 
(1918), Laoust (1920), Colin (1926, 1927, 1930), Brugnatelli (1999), Vycichl 
(2005:16–32) and Haddadou (2008). While many of the proposed deriva-
tions are quite hazardous, there is a core of about 40 words that constitute 
reasonably certain loans from Latin and/or African Romance.12 

It is often difficult to keep loans stemming from the times of the Roman 
empire apart from later Romance loans. In fact, it is theoretically useful to 
make a distinction between four types of Latin/Romance loans:

a. �Latin loans, i.e., loans dating from the time that northern Africa was part 
of the Roman empire.

b. �African Romance loans, i.e., loans taken over from Romance-speaking 
populations in northern Africa after the fall of the Roman empire.

12 I exclude a number of well-known etymologies, such as the pan-Berber noun Tashel-
hiyt ifilu ‘thread’ (Naït-Zerrad 1998–2002:556), which resembles Latin filum. As the noun is 
related to the verb fǝl ‘to set up the loom’, I prefer considering this a chance resemblance. 
Similarly, I leave out the Berber verb rgl ‘to close’ (with all kinds of nominal derivations) 
even though it is similar to Latin rēgula ‘slat’. Finally, in spite of the fact that several terms 
for parts of the plough have been borrowed from Latin, I am not convinced that azaglu 
‘yoke’, well-attested in Algeria and Morocco, goes back to Latin iugulum (e.g. recently Brug-
natelli 1999:328). In this word, both the consonants and the vowels would show entirely 
unexpected correspondences with the putative Latin source.
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c. �Precolonial non-African Romance loans, i.e., words taken over from 
Romance languages spoken outside of northern Africa; this includes the 
lingua franca, the Romance-based Mediterranean pidgin that was spoken 
until 1830 by enslaved European prisoners in cities such as Algiers.

d. �Colonial and post-colonial Romance loans.

In many (if not most) cases, non-African Romance loans have been trans-
mitted through the medium of Maghribian Arabic. As African Romance 
may have persisted for some time after the Islamic conquest (Lewicki 1953, 
Múrcia 2011:I/462ff.), transmission of African Romance forms through the 
medium of Arabic should not be excluded either.

We do not know how African Latin and Romance developed, so it is 
difficult to differentiate between the loanwords of the first and second 
stratum (Adams 2003:247; 2007:571ff.). Similarly, the difference between 
African Romance and non-African Romance forms is not always clear. In 
the case of domestic items, such as ‘bed’ or ‘lentil’, an African Romance (or 
Latin) background seems a priori more probable—it is difficult to imagine 
such loans being transmitted through Mediterranean trade networks. In 
other cases there is no way to decide upon this.

In the following, I will lump together the words that I consider prob-
able loans from Latin or African Romance, with the exception of the Latin 
month names (see 3.4). They will be summarized under the name “Latin 
loans”.13

The way Latin loans are integrated into Berber is far from homogenous, 
and it is worthwhile considering the possibility of a chronological stratifi-
cation on the basis of formal characteristics. There are a number of inter-
esting features which show variation. In the first place, the Latin ending 
-us appears in two shapes.14 In a number of words, Berber has -us:15

13 Latin forms are quoted according to Glare (1981) and, in the case of words that are 
only attested in later Latin, Souter (1949).

14 The Latin ending is only rarely lacking altogether. This is one of the points that 
make Brugnatelli’s interpretation of uday ‘Jew’ from Latin iudaeus problematic (Brugna-
telli 2008b:47ff.).

15 In the literature, a number of forms with -uz in Berber have been adduced, espe-
cially Central Moroccan Berber (Zemmour) ablaluz ‘asphodel’ (also attested elsewhere in 
Morocco and Algeria), which would come from Latin asphodelus. The phonetic resem-
blance is far from perfect; moreover Central Moroccan variants without the repetition of 
l (e.g. Zayan abluz) suggest that ablaluz is an expressive reduplication from a basis abluz, 
which resembles Latin even less. The other example, yulyuz ‘july’ < iulius, belongs to the 
group of Romance month names and will be treated in section 3.4. One remarks however 
the Tuareg (Y) variant angăloz ‘angel’ instead of more widely attested Tuareg angălos.
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cattus	 ‘cat’	 Ghadames takaṭṭust 
asinus	 ‘donkey’	R if asnus ‘donkey foal’
pullus	 ‘chick’	T ashelhiyt afullus ‘chicken’
pirus	 ‘pear-tree’	 Kabyle ifirǝs ‘pear’
carduus	 ‘thistle’	� Chaouia ḵarḍ̱us ‘fig in the stage that it will be  

pollinated’ (A. Basset 1961:71, 72)

In other words, Berber has -u for Latin -us:

hortus	 ‘garden’	I znasen urṯu ‘field’
mūrus 	 ‘wall’	O uargla muṛu ‘wall’
saccus	 ‘bag’	I znasen asaḵu ‘double bag put on a donkey’
ulmus	 ‘elm’	 Kabyle ulmu ‘elm’
carabus	 ‘boat’	I znasen aɣǝṛṛabu ‘boat’
furnus	 ‘oven’	T ashelhiyt afarnu ‘oven’

One way to interpret this is that the group with -us preserves an older 
form of Latin, in which the final s had not yet been lost. An alternative 
explanation has the forms with -us taken over from the Latin nomina-
tive form, while the forms with -u would represent the Latin accusative 
-um. Final m was already lost in spoken Latin during the classical period 
(Väänänen 31981:66), and Latin neuter nouns in -um are always taken over 
in Berber with -u, never with -um, e.g. castrum ‘fortified post’ > Nefusa 
ɣasrú ‘castle’ (Colin 1927:93). It is well-known that the Latin accusative 
functioned as the basis for many case-less forms in modern Romance, so 
its use as the basis for Berber loans is not unexpected.

Apart from the nouns in -us, only few Latin loans in Berber allow us to 
decide on the case of the original Latin form. The evidence is ambiguous. 
On the one hand, there are a few forms which are undoubtedly nomi-
native, e.g. falco ‘falcon’ > Iznasen falḵu ‘bearded vulture’ (cf. the Latin 
accusative form falconem; falco is only attested in late Latin). A few other 
loans take a Latin oblique form as their basis: lens (Acc: lentem) ‘lentil’ 
> Tashelhiyt tilintit ‘lentil’; Latin mercēs (Acc: mercēdes) ‘(divine) recom-
pensation’ > Ouargla amǝrkidu ‘type of alms given in order to thank God 
for something’. It is interesting to note that corresponding to nominative-
based Iznasen falḵu (< falco), Medieval Tashelhiyt had accusative-based 
afǝlkun (< falconem) (van den Boogert 1997:116).

The Berber interpretation of a number of Latin phonemes is variable, 
and the variation may be (partly?) due to a difference in chronology. Latin 
p is taken over in two shapes: f and b:

pirus	 ‘pear-tree’	 Kabyle ifirǝs ‘pear’
pūlēium	 ‘pennyroyal’	 Kabyle flǝggu ‘pennyroyal’
pullus	 ‘chick’	T ashelhiyt afullus ‘chicken’



66	 chapter three

pascha	 ‘Easter’	T ashelhiyt tafaska ‘feast’
pastināca	 ‘parsnip’	O uargla tafǝsnaxt ‘carrot’
patina	 ‘shallow pan or dish for	T ashelhiyt tafḍna ‘cauldron’
	 cooking or serving food’ 
apium	 ‘celery’	O uargla abiw ‘celery’
peccātum	 ‘sin’	T uareg abăkkaḍ ‘sin’

One interpretation of the situation is that loans with f were taken over at 
a stage when Berber f was still pronounced [p]; the loanwords would have 
shared in the Berber phonetic innovation. At a later stage, when Berber no 
more had a sound [p], Latin/Romance p was interpreted as b.

Latin c is sometimes taken over as ɣ, sometimes as k:

ca, cua (not in clusters) > ɣ
castrum	 ‘fortified post’	N efusa ɣasrú ‘castle’
carabus	 ‘boat’	I znasen aɣǝṛṛabu ‘boat’
causa	 ‘case’	T ashelhiyt taɣawsa ‘thing’
siliqua	 ‘carob’	�M enacer ṯasliɣwa, Iznasen ṯasliwɣa 

‘carob (tree)’

ca, cua (not in clusters) > k
carta, charta	 ‘paper’	�O uargla tkirḍa, tkurḍa ‘piece of 

paper’
camisia	 ‘shirt’	T uareg (H) tekămest ‘shirt, gown’
carduus	 ‘thistle’	� Chaouia ḵarḍ̱us ‘fig in the stage 

that it will be pollinated’ (A. Basset 
1961:71, 72)

in clusters and when long > k
pascha	 ‘Easter’	T ashelhiyt tafaska ‘feast’
falco	 ‘falcon’	I znasen falḵu ‘bearded vulture’
furca	 ‘fork’	I znasen ṯfurka ‘catapult’
scāla	 ‘ladder’	T ashelhiyt taskala ‘ladder’
lectus/m16	 ‘bed’	�I znasen alǝḵṯu ‘elevated part of the 

bedroom’
mercēs 	 ‘recompensation’	O uargla amǝrkidu ‘type of alms’
saccus	 ‘bag’	�I znasen asaḵu ‘double bag put on a  

donkey’

ce/cy/ci > k
celsa	 ‘mulberry tree’	� Chaouia ṯḵilsa ‘mulberry tree’  

(A. Basset 1961:101) 
cydonia	 ‘quince’	 Chaouia taktunya ‘quince’ 
cicer	 ‘chick-pea’	T ashelhiyt ikikr ‘red pea’

16 Cf. Colin 1927:98.
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The only context in which Berber ɣ < c is found is before Latin a and ua. 
The plosive pronunciation k is preserved where Latin c precedes a palatal 
vowel, while Romance languages normally have palatalization in this con-
text. This is even the case of mercēs (Acc: mercēdes), clearly a Christian 
term.

Possibly, at an early stage, Latin c was taken over as ɣ (maybe at that 
time still pronounced as plosive [q]) before low vowels, and as k before 
high vowels. In a later stage—after *q had become ɣ in Berber?—Latin  
c would have been taken over as k before low vowels as well.

Latin /t/ appears in two forms: t and ḍ (or its long counterpart ṭṭ):

hortus	 ‘garden’	 Beni Snous urṯu ‘orchard’
lectus	 ‘bed’	�I znasen alǝḵṯu ‘elevated part of the  

bedroom’
lens	 ‘lentil’	T ashelhiyt tilintit ‘lentil’
tēmō	 ‘plough beam’	 Kabyle aṯmun ‘plough beam’
blitum	 ‘k.o. spinach, blite’	 Kabyle ḇliṯu ‘chard’
peccātum	 ‘sin’	T uareg abăkkaḍ ‘sin’
carta, charta	 ‘paper’	 Ouargla tkirḍa, tkurḍa ‘piece of paper’
patina	 ‘shallow pan or 	T ashelhiyt tafḍna ‘cauldron’
	 dish for cooking  
	 or serving food’ 
tabula	 ‘board’	� Ghadames toḍăḇla ‘board of wood for  

making doors’

One suspects that abǝkkaḍ, as a Christian term, is a relatively late borrow-
ing (see 3.4).

Our data are too scanty to allow for an integrated account of these 
forms. One remarks that there are only two loans which have both p and 
c in Latin. Among these, one has p > f and c > ɣ (Ouargla tafǝsnaxt17 ‘car-
rot’ < pastināca), while the other has p > f and c(h) > k (Tashelhiyt tafaska 
‘feast’ < pascha ‘Easter’). This may reflect different moments of take-over, 
but could also be due to different phonetic environments (intervocalic 
position for c in pastināca vs. part of a consonant cluster in pascha). Simi-
larly, forms in -us are not restricted to what one would suppose to be 
the earliest stratum. Thus, the noun cattus ‘cat’ is only attested in late 
Latin sources. In Berber it appears with different stem-initial consonants 
takaṭṭust (Ghadames), yaṭṭus (Sened, Siwa), ayaḍus (Medieval Tashelhiyt), 
qaṭṭús (Nefusa). The noun also exists in Arabic dialects of the region, 
probably borrowed from Berber, and forms with /q/ may in fact represent 

17 With assimilation ɣt > xt.
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reborrowings from Arabic (cf. Colin 1927:96–7; Kossmann 1999a:198). The 
late chronology of this Latin word does not concur with an early chro-
nology of borrowings in ‑us.18 Similarly, in Chaouia ḵarḍ̱us (< carduus) 
the preservation of -us goes along with the reflex k for c before a, which 
might be a later variant, while earlier loans would have ɣ < c. Concluding, 
a chronological interpretation of the differences in reflexes is extremely 
problematic.

Semantically, borrowings from Latin/African Romance cluster in a 
number of domains (Schuchardt 1918, Haddadou 2008); the following 
presents the more probable cases:

useful plants and trees:

apium	 ‘celery’	O uargla abiw ‘celery’
blitum	 ‘k.o. spinach, blite’	 Kabyle ḇliṯu ‘chard’
carduus	 ‘thistle’	� Chaouia ḵarḍ̱us ‘fig in the stage that it 

will be pollinated’ (A. Basset 1961:71, 72)
celsa19	 ‘mulberry tree’	� Chaouia ṯḵilsa ‘mulberry (tree)’ (A. Basset 

1961:101)
cicer	 ‘chick-pea’	T ashelhiyt ikikr ‘red pea’
cydōnium	 ‘quince’	� Central Moroccan Berber taktuniyt, 

Kabyle ṯaḵṯunya, Chaouia taktunya 
‘quince’ (Huyghe 1907:510)

lens	 ‘lentil’	T ashelhiyt tilintit, tiniltit ‘lentil
pastināca	 ‘parsnip’	�O uargla tafǝsnaxt,20 Mzab tifǝsnǝxt ‘carrot’
pirus	 ‘pear-tree’	�T ashelhiyt tafirast, Central Moroccan 

Berber tafirast ‘pear(-tree)’ Menacer 
tfirast, Kabyle ifirǝs ‘pear’, Chaouia ṯafirasṯ 
‘pear tree’ (A. Basset 1961:315)

pūlēium	 ‘pennyroyal’	�T ashelhiyt fliyu, Central Moroccan 
Berber flǝyyu, Snous fliyu Kabyle flǝggu 
‘pennyroyal’

rubia	 ‘madder’	�T ashelhiyt tarubi, Central Moroccan 
Berber tarrubya, Metmata awrubya, Figuig 
tṛubya, Kabyle ṯaruḇya ‘madder’

siliqua	 ‘carob’	� Central Moroccan Berber tasliɣwa, 
Iznasen ṯasliwɣa, Menacer ṯasliɣwa, Figuig 
tasliwɣa, ‘carob (tree)’

18 On the Christian term angelus ‘angel’, found in Tuareg ănǧălos (H, Ghat); ăngălos 
(WE), ăngăloz (Y), see section 3.4.

19 Only attested in late Latin, Souter (1949:45).
20 with assimilation ɣt > xt.
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other agricultural terms:

ager	 ‘piece of land’	�T ashelhiyt igr ‘field’ (generally attested in Moroccan 
and Algerian dialects, see NZ III:846)

hortus	 ‘garden’	�T ashelhiyt urti ‘orchard’, Central Moroccan Berber 
urti, urtu ‘orchard’ Rif uaṯu ‘fig tree’, Iznasen urṯu 
‘field (sic?)’, Snous urṯu ‘orchard’, Menacer urṯu 
‘orchard’, Kabyle urṯi ‘orchard (esp. figs)’, Chaouia 
urti ‘garden’ (only in toponyms) (A. Basset 1961:325)

iugum	 ‘yoke, pair of 	�T ashelhiyt tawgtt ‘pair’, tayugʷa ‘pair of oxen’, Central 
	 draught animals, 	M oroccan Berber tayuggʷa ‘pair of draught animals’,
	 couple’	�I znasen ṯyuya ‘pair’, Snous ṯiyuyya ‘pair of oxen’, 

Metmata ṯiyuḡa ‘pair of oxen’, Mzab ǧu, tǧuǧa ‘pair’, 
Ouargla tgugǝt ‘pair’, Kabyle ṯayuḡa, ṯayuḡʷa ‘pair’, 
Chaouia ṯiug(g)a ‘pair’ (A. Basset 1961:291)

tēmō	 ‘plough beam’	� Central Moroccan Berber atmun, Kabyle aṯmun 
‘plough beam’ (see Laoust 1920:286), Chaouia aṯmuni 
‘plough beam’ (A. Basset 1961:52) 

wild plants and trees

alga	 ‘sea-weed’	 Zuwara talga ‘sea-weed’ (Serra 1970:43)21
taeda	 ‘pine’	 Central Moroccan Berber tayda ‘pine’
ulmus	 ‘elm’	 Kabyle ulmu ‘elm’

animals

asinus	 ‘donkey’	�T ashelhiyt asnus, Central Moroccan Berber asnus, 
Rif asnus ‘donkey foal’

cattus22	 ‘cat’	� Ghadames takaṭṭust Sened, Sened yaṭṭus, Siwa yaṭṭús 
[N], Medieval Tashelhiyt ayaḍus (van den Boogert 
1997:116), Nefusa qaṭṭús (possibly qǝṭṭús)

falco23	 ‘falcon’	�I znasen falḵu ‘bearded vulture’, Rif fařšu ‘bearded 
vulture’, Kabyle afalku ‘k.o. bird of prey, falcon, 
eagle?’ Chaouia falku ‘k.o. bird of prey’ (Huyghe 
1907:200), Medieval Tashelhiyt afǝlkun (van den 
Boogert 1997:116)

pullus	 ‘chick’	�T ashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber afullus 
‘chicken’, Iznasen afǝllus ‘chick’, Rif fiǧǧus ‘chick’, 
Snous afullus ‘chick’, Menacer/Metmata fullus ‘chick’, 
Figuig fullus ‘chick’, Mzab fullus ‘chick’, Ouargla ful-
lus ‘chick’, Chaouia fullis ‘chick’ (A. Basset 1961:104)

21 Cf. however Chaouia ṯalga ‘partie de la tige de l’épi qui est coupé quand on récolte 
l’orge pour les iṷzan (i.e. part of the ear of a cereal)’ (Basset 1961:73). If this is somehow 
related to the Zuwara term, the resemblance with Latin alga is probably due to chance.

22 Only attested in late Latin.
23 Only attested in late Latin, Souter 1949:144.
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useful objects

furca	 ‘fork, Y-shaped 	�I znasen ṯfurka ‘catapult’, Snous tfurkǝt ‘forked 
	 piece of wood’	� branch’, Kabyle afurk ‘branch’, ṯafurka ‘two-

branched pitchfork’ (NZ III:627)
līma	 ‘file’	�T ashelhiyt talima, Central Moroccan Berber 

tilima, Iznasen ṯlima ‘file’24
patina	 ‘shallow pan or 	�T ashelhiyt tafḍna ‘cauldron’, Central Moroccan 
	 dish for cooking 	 Berber tafḍna ‘cauldron’, Iznasen tafǝḍ̱na ‘iron 
	 or serving food’	� bowl’, Chaouia tafaḍna ‘big jug for cooking’ 

(Huyghe 1907:474)
saccus	 ‘bag’	� Central Moroccan Berber asaku, Iznasen asaḵu 

Metmata saḵu, Menacer saḵu Kabyle ṯasakuţ 
‘double bag used as a donkey’s saddle’, Cha-
ouia sakku ‘double bag’ (A. Basset 1961:13). Cf. 
Mzab saču ‘kind of tapestry, often made from 
rags’25

scāla(e)	 ‘ladder’	 Central Moroccan Berber taskala
sūbula	 ‘shoemaker’s awl’	�I znasen ṯissubla, Figuig tissubla, Mzab tisubla, 

Ouargla tsubla, Tuareg tăsubla (H Y), tăsobla 
(WE Y), tăsugla (H), subla (N) ‘awl’

tabula	 ‘board’	� Ghadames toḍăḇla ‘board of palm wood for 
making doors’

terms for parts of the house etc.

castrum	 ‘fortified post’	 Nefusa ɣasrú ‘castle’
furnus	 ‘oven’	�T ashelhiyt afarnu, afrran ‘oven’, Central 

Moroccan Berber afǝṛṛan ‘oven’, Iznasen 
afǝṛṛan ‘oven’, Figuig afǝṛṛan ‘oven’, Kabyle 
afarnu ‘big flame, oven’, Nefusa ufǝrnú ‘oven’. 
The word is also well-attested in Maghribian 
Arabic (Moroccan Arabic fǝṛṛan ‘public bread 
oven’). Tuareg fărno (D) ‘oven as used by sed-
entary people’ is probably a recent loan from 
French fourneau (Ritter 2009:II–556)

gallīnārium	 ‘hen-house’	S nous gǝnnayru ‘hen-house’26

24 The Latin nature of this term is challenged by the Zenaga term täššaʔyimt (< *tas(s)
aʔlVmt) ‘wooden plane’, which looks like an instrumental derivation from the same root. 
Especially the presence of a glottal stop in the Zenaga form goes against an interpretation 
as a loanword from Latin (Kossmann 2012c:250).

25 Note that donkey’s saddles are often woven from rags.
26 Behnstedt & Woidich (2012:364) point to similar forms in Arabic varieties of eastern 

Algeria and Tunisia. They consider them “wohl aus regionalem ital. *gallinaro oder span. 
gallinero . . .” It is difficult to see how a term like this would have spread from regional 
Italian or Spanish to Algeria. Therefore a Latin or African Romance background seems to 
be more likely.
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lectus/m	 ‘bed’	�T arifiyt řǝšṯu ‘elevated part of the bedroom 
where beddings are put’, Iznasen alǝḵṯu ‘id.’

mūrus 	 ‘wall’	M zab maṛu ‘wall’, Ouargla muṛu ‘wall’

religious terms and terms related to learning

angelus	 ‘angel’	�M zab anǧǝlus ‘young child, vague supernatural 
spirits’, Chnini (Tunisia) anglus ‘child’ (A. Bas-
set 1950:222), Ghadames anǧalús ‘inspiration 
(?)’ (only used in a fixed expression), Tuareg 
ănǧălos (H, Ghat); ăngălos (WE), ăngăloz 
(Y) ‘angel’, Ancient Nefusi <anaǧlusan>, 
<wanaǧlusan> (Bossoutrot 1900:490, 494, 
translated in Arabic as al-malā’ikah ‘angels’), 
<’nǧlwsn> (Lewicki 1934:290)

carta, charta	 ‘paper’	�M zab tkirḍa, Ouargla tkirḍa, tkurḍa, Ghadames 
takǝrḍa, Siwa tyǝrṭá ‘paper’ (Vycichl 2005:193), 
Tuareg tăkarḍe (general exc. D)

daemōn	 ‘evil spirit’	�A ncient Nefusi <idaymunan> (Bossoutrot 
1900:491, translated in Arabic as aš-šayāṭīn)

mercēs	 ‘wages,	�O uargla amǝrkidu ‘type of alms given in order 
	 recompensation’	� to thank God for something’, Tuareg emărked 

(H D WE Y) ‘divine recompensation’ Ancient 
Nefusi <amarkīḏu> ‘divine recompensation’ 
(Ar. al-ʔaǧr, aṯ-ṯawāb min Allāh) (Bossoutrot 
1900:491).

pascha	 ‘Easter’	� Central Moroccan Berber tafaska ‘month of 
the ɛīd al-kabīr’, Ouargla tfaska ‘major reli-
gious celebration’, Ghadames tafaṣka ‘major 
religious celebration’, Tuareg tăfaske ‘ɛīd 
al-kabīr’ (general except D & Gh)

peccātum	 ‘error, sin’	� Kabyle aḇǝkkaḍ̱u ‘sickness (?)’ (only used in 
a fixed formula), Tuareg abăkkaḍ (general 
except D) ‘sin’

others

carabus27	 ‘boat’	� Central Moroccan Berber aɣǝrrabu, Iznasen 
aɣǝṛṛabu ‘boat’

causa	 ‘case’	� Tashelhiyt taɣawsa, Central Moroccan Berber 
taɣawsa, Tashelhiyt taɣawsa, Figuig tɣawsa, 
Mzab tɣawsa, Ouargla tɣawsa, Kabyle ṯaɣawsa, 
Chaouia tɣawsa (A. Basset 1961:2) ‘thing’.

27 Only attested in late Latin and considered a dialectal form, Souter 1949:39.
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The dialectal distribution of Latin loans over the northern Berber territory 
is even. There are relatively few Latin loans in the easternmost languages; 
this may be due to a difference in superstrate (Coptic or Greek rather than 
Latin), but probably simply reflects the poor state of lexicography in the 
region. In Tuareg, Latin loans are much less prominent than elsewhere, 
probably due to the fact that most of the terms concern agriculture of a 
type that is not practiced by the Tuaregs. Tuareg does preserve, however, 
a number of Latin religious terms (see below). The same reasons related 
to natural environment could explain the quasi-absence of Latin loans in 
Zenaga (on pascha, see below). Moreover, Zenaga is nowadays spoken far 
outside the former realm of the Roman empire.

In general, the Roman limes does not seem to have been a major 
impediment to the spread of Latin vocabulary. One remarks the presence 
of Latin loans in Tashelhiyt, spoken in a region that was never part of the 
Roman empire. Still, it is remarkable that a number of loans only occur 
in Chaouia, one of the Berber languages spoken closest to the heart of 
Roman Africa, not far from southern Tunisia, where, as shown by Múrcia 
(2011:I/463ff.), Romance may have survived much longer than elsewhere.

The Names of the Solar Calendar

The Islamic calendar is based on a lunar calendar. There is a difference 
in length of about half a month between the twelve months of the lunar 
calendar and the solar year. As a consequence, the lunar months do not 
coincide with natural seasons. This is unpractical in an agricultural set-
ting, where seasons are much more fundamental than the moon, and in 
all Islamic cultures there exist solar calendars in addition to the religious 
lunar calendar (see Drouin 2000 for overview and analysis). Traditional 
rural Berber and Arabic varieties in the Maghrib use a set of month names 
clearly derived from the Julian calendar (cf. also the Italian Wikipedia entry 
‘Calendario Berbero’, mostly written by Vermondo Brugnatelli, accessed 
March 2012; Ritter 2009:I/992–993). There does not seem to be a basic 
distinction between Berber and Arabic forms of the names, but there is 
some regional variation. In many sources only part of the month names 
are given, often because informants do not know the entire sequence. 
Thus, for example, for Figuig I could only elicit the names of the first eight 
months, the other names were unknown to the speakers I consulted. The 
following table presents a number of examples:
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Latin	M iddle Atlas 	 Kabyle	 Ghadames 

ianuarius	 ǝnnayr	 yǝnnayǝr	 ayănnar
februarius	 fǝbrayǝr	 fuṛaṛ	 furar
mars	 marṣ	 mǝɣṛǝs
aprilis	 ibril	 yǝḇrir	 ibrir
maius	 mayyu	 maggu (< *mayyu)	 mayo
iunius	 yunyu	 yunyu
iulius	 yulyuz	 yulyu 
augustus	 ɣušt	 ɣušt
september	 ššutanbir	
october	 ktubǝr, štubǝr	 tuḇǝṛ
november	 ǝnnwanbir
december	 ddužanbir	 ḇuǧambǝr

There are a number of important locuses of variation in these forms. The 
word ‘January’ has in some varieties an initial sequence yǝ (> i), while oth-
ers lack it, e.g. the difference between nnayǝr in Central Moroccan Berber 
and innayr in Tashelhiyt. Forms without y are mainly found in central 
and northern Morocco as well as adjacent parts of Algeria. In the eastern 
part of the Maghrib (Tunisia, Libya) we find forms ending in -ar instead 
of ‑ayǝr, e.g. Ghadames ayănnar, cf. also Maltese jannar.

The term ‘February’ shows a lot of variation, especially in its first syl-
lable. In Berber and in Arabic a sequence of two labial consonants as in 
feb- is unusual. Maghribian varieties have dealt with this problem in differ-
ent ways. In a number of languages, the sequence f–b was maintained, in 
spite of the phonotactic problems, e.g. Central Moroccan Berber fǝbrayǝr, 
Figuig fubṛayǝṛ. Other western varieties have deleted the first syllable alto-
gether, e.g. Ntifa brayr, while still others have substituted the first con-
sonant by a non-labial fricative, e.g., Tashelhiyt xubṛayr, Ayt Seghrushen 
šbrayǝl (Destaing 1920:215), Beni Snous šǝbrayr. In varieties more to the 
east, the b of februarius was vocalized into u, e.g. Kabyle fuṛaṛ, Ghadames 
furar. In Maltese, this u was lost, giving frar.28 Like in ianuarius, the word 
ends in -ayǝr in western varieties, while it has -ar in the east, e.g. Gha-
dames furar.

The month March is normally maṛṣ (with or without pharyngealiza-
tion). In a number of dialects, a form mǝɣṛǝs is found, which seems to 
be the result of folk etymology, based on the Arabic verb ɣrǝs ‘to plant’. 

28 Apparently, in the predecessor of Maltese, the first vowel was short, while in the 
predecessor of the Libyan forms it was long, i.e. *fŭrār vs. *fūrār. In Maltese, short vowels 
have undergone deletion in unstressed open syllables.
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The month name April shows different attitudes to the sequence r–l, 
which is rare in Berber and in Maghribian Arabic. Many varieties keep 
the sequence, others generalize r (Ghadames ibrir, Figuig yǝbrir, etc.). The 
month names June and July have variants with and without final h (yunyu 
and yunyuh) and z (yulyu and yulyuz), respectively. As shown by van den 
Boogert (2002:150), these are mnemonic names, in which a numerically 
used letter is added to the basis of the month name. This is possible with 
all month names, but only became fixed as part of the name in the case 
of the similarly sounding months yunyu and yulyu. 

The month name August is ɣušt almost everywhere. One remarks how-
ever the term awússu, attested in Berber and Arabic varieties in southern 
Tunisia and western Libya (Paradisi 1964, esp. fn. 3), where it refers to 
August, or more specifically to the hottest period of the year. The same 
term appears in the Maltese month name awissu ‘August’. Both ɣušt and 
awi/ussu derive from Latin augustus. 

The month names starting with September are less well-attested, and 
will not be dealt with here in detail.

When studying the month names in the Maghrib a number of observa-
tions can be made. In the first place, there seems to be a split between 
western and eastern systems, the western systems using forms in -ayr 
for the first two months, while the eastern system has -ar (in Kabyle—
in between east and west—the two months are treated differently). This 
coincides with the presence or absence of vocalization of b in the form 
furar ‘February’. In the second place, the Latin month name Augustus 
appears in two highly different forms: ɣušt and awussu.

One might assume that the Latin month names are survivals of African 
Romance forms that first entered Berber (Galand 2010:142) and then were 
taken over in Arabic. Logical as it may seem, there are a number of caveats 
to this assumption (Ritter 2009:I/993, citing earlier literature; Souag fc.).  
The Maghribian month names contain a number of consonants that are 
rare in genuine Berber words, and for which one may doubt their exis-
tence in pre-Islamic Berber. These are š (ɣušt, šutanbir) and ž (dužanbir). 
This suggests that the names entered Berber from Arabic rather than the 
other way round. Moreover, outside of the Maghrib Arabic varieties also 
have Latin month names that, at least partly, share characteristic features 
with the Maghribian type, cf. the month names in modern Cairene Arabic 
(Hinds & Badawi 1986) and in Andalusian Arabic (Corriente 1997):
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Middle Atlas Berber	 Cairene Arabic	A ndalusian Arabic

ǝnnayǝr	 yanāyir	 yannayr
fǝbrayǝr	 fabrāyir	 fabrayr, fibrayr
marṣ	 māris	 mars(i), mārs
ibril	 ʔi/abrīl	 abrīl
mayyu	 māyu	 māyu(h)
yunyu	 yunya, yunyu	 yūnyuh, yūniyyu
yulyuz	 yulya, yulyu	 yūlyuh
ɣušt	 aɣusṭus	 aɣušt, aɣušt(uh)
ššutanbir	 sibtimbi/ar	 šutanbar (etc.)
ktubǝr, štubǝr	 ʔuktōbar	 uk/qtūbar, uqtūfar
ǝnnwanbir	 nufimbir	 nuw/banbar, nūfanbar
ddužanbir	 disimbi/ar	 dužunbu/ir, dužanbar (etc.)

There are a number of similarities, which do not seem to stem from the 
fact that all forms ultimately go back to Latin, but point to a more recent 
common source. Thus, the fate of the Latin ending -us is similar. In shorter 
month names it is preserved as final -u: mayyu, yunyu, yulyu, while it is 
lost in longer month names: nnayǝr, fǝbrayǝr. In Maghribian Berber and 
Arabic and in Andalusian Arabic, ɣušt ‘August’ is an exception. One also 
remarks the use of forms with š and ž in Andalusian in the same month 
names where they are found in the Maghrib. Finally, both Egyptian and 
Andalusian Arabic have the interpretation ‑ayVr from the sequence -arius, 
also found in the western part of the Maghrib.

It looks as if the originally Latin month names reached the western 
Maghrib through the medium of Andalusian Arabic, or that they have 
the same common Arabic source. The situation in the east is a little bit 
more complicated. The form furar ‘February’ is not attested outside the 
Maghrib, and is also found in Maltese, which attests to its anciennity. 
Moreover, in this region we find the form awi/ussu < augustus. This form 
is certainly not a loan mediated by Arabic, which suggests that it was 
taken over immediately from Late Latin or African Romance.

How can we interpret this situation? Maybe the following cautious 
scenario is to be preferred. Before Islam, there were undoubtedly solar 
calenders being used in the Maghrib. Documentation of genuine Berber 
calenders is found in some Arabic manuscripts whose materials probably 
go back to the 9th century CE (van den Boogert 2002). In the calendars 
described by van den Boogert, there is no trace of Latin influence. Appar-
ently, in the western Maghrib, the Latin/Romance solar calendar was 
introduced through the medium of Arabic, possibly from Andalusia. More 
to the east, one may assume that a Latin-based system existed, which 
provided forms such as awi/ussu and possibly furar. However, during 
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the Islamic period, this ancient Latin calender was partly substituted by 
Latin/Romance names mediated by Arabic. A similar partial substitution 
of month names is found in Maltese, which has both non-Italian forms 
such as awussu and Italian forms such as marzu and april.

The Maghribian month names are also used in Tuareg and in Zenaga. 
This is clearly due to secondary diffusion from the north.

3.4 Early Islamic Terminology

From the 7th century onwards, Islam started to spread over northern 
Africa. We do not have a clear picture of the religious situation immedi-
ately preceding this spread. It is certain that there were sizeable Christian 
and Jewish communities, as well as adherents to traditional religion(s). 
The pace of spread of Islam over northern Africa is also difficult to ascer-
tain. It is generally assumed that Christianity remained an important fac-
tor until the Almohad persecutions of the 12th century CE; Lewicki (1967a) 
has argued that traditional religion survived at least until the 9th century 
in northern Africa. Judaism survived the persecutions, and was reinforced 
in the course of the 15th and 16th century by the immigration of refugees 
from the Iberian peninsula.

The first centuries of Islamic northern Africa were characterized by 
a lack of unity. Many regions were dominated by the Kharijite brand of 
Islam, which, in its peaceful Ibadhi version, still survives in Mzab, Ouargla 
(partly), Djerba, Zuwara and Djebel Nefusa. During Fatimid rule, there 
is little doubt that Shiism played a role, although the extent of this role 
is difficult to measure, and no traces of it remain today. Sunni Islam, to 
which almost all inhabitants of northern Africa adhere nowadays, must 
also have been an important factor from early times onwards. Finally, in 
the course of the ninth century CE, a specifically Berber Islam-based creed 
emerged among the Barghwata, a group living in western Morocco, with 
a Berber Qurʾān revealed to a Berber prophet. This “heresy” was fiercely 
combatted and there are no surviving traces of it, except the relations by 
Arab historians.

Whatever brand of Islam was embraced, there is no reason to assume 
that conversion led to immediate language shift to Arabic, except maybe 
in some urban areas. In order to convey the Message, there was need for a 
Berber terminology for key concepts of Islam. The present distribution of 
many specifically Berber terms for Islamic religious concepts suggests that 
a uniform Berber Islamic terminology was consciously created in order 
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to meet this need, no doubt by early missionaries. In later periods Arabic 
became the main vehicle of Islamic communication, so the creation of 
special non-Arabic lexicon is not expected in a later period. In this sec-
tion, words which may have been part of this early terminology will be 
studied (cf. van den Boogert & Kossmann 1997).

Ideally, for a term to be attributed to the early stratum of Islamic termi-
nology, it should be well-attested all over Berber, and have a form which 
is sufficiently un-Arabic to distinguish it from later borrowing. As in 
Islamic societies Arabic is a constant factor, and therefore causes constant 
replacement of “indigenous” terms by genuine Arabic terms, it is rare to 
find non-Arabic Islamic terms which are attested all over the Berber ter-
ritory. As a result, there exist a number of terms which are badly attested 
but which still may belong to the earliest stratum.

A second problem is the degree to which this early Islamic terminol-
ogy drew upon existing monotheistic resources. Many important concepts 
are shared between Islam and Christianity, and it is only logical that mis-
sionaries would make use of these communalities, taking over Christian 
terms and adapting their semantics to Islamic content. These Christian 
terms may have been drawn from Berber (i.e. Berber loans from Latin or 
Greek concerning Christian concepts), but they may also have been taken 
immediately from African Romance.

There are three types of Islamic religious terms which are possibly part 
of the earliest stratum of missionary activity:

– �Newly coined terms or terms taken over from Berber, i.e., Berber-based 
forms

– �Ancient Christian of Jewish terms which were inserted into the Islamic 
lexicon, mainly from Latin (or maybe Greek)

– �Arabic terms

From the first group simple loan translations from Arabic should be dis-
carded, as they may have been coined at any point in time. Thus (archaic) 
Nefusa ábrid ‘religion’ (originally ‘road’) (Brugnatelli 2005:131) is an obvi-
ous calque on Arabic ṭarīq(a) ‘road, creed’, and must not stem from the 
earliest stratum.

The third group is most problematic, as it is difficult to make a dif-
ference between earlier and later loanwords. In some cases, this can be 
shown by the degree of phonological and morphological integration (see 
below), while the lack of this integration betrays a later origin. However, 
there are cases where it is impossible to decide. Thus, for example, the 
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verb amǝn ‘to believe’ (< Ar. ʔamana) could belong to the early stratum, 
but there is no convincing evidence to prove this.

Newly Coined Terms

The most important group of newly coined terms are the names of the 
daily prayers (van den Boogert & Kossmann 1997:320–321).

1. ‘midday prayer (ṣalāt aḍ̱-ḍ̱uhr)’. Figuig tizzarnin, Gouara tizzaɛnin  
(Boudot-Lamotte 1964:529), Mzab tizzarnin, Ouargla tiẓilla n tǝzzarnin, 
Zuwara tizzarnin (Mitchell 2009:326), Medieval Tashelhiyt tizwarn, Pre-
modern Tashelhiyt tizwarnin, Tuareg amud ǝn tezzar (H D N WW), amud 
ǝn tǝzzar (Y), tezzar, tizzar (WE), Zenaga ṯežbaṛǝn. Derived from the Berber 
verb zwar ~ zzar ‘to precede’. El-Fogaha has a local word for ‘noon’: mɣǝ́ri.

2. ‘afternoon prayer (ṣalāt al-ɛaṣr)’. Gourara takzin (Boudot-Lamotte 
1964:535), Mzab takkʷǝẓin, Ouargla takkʷǝẓin, Nefusa tuqzín (Provasi 
1973:529), Zuwara tuqzin (Mitchell 2009:326), Tashelhiyt takʷẓin, Tuareg 
takkǝṣt (H), amud ǝn taḳǝst (WE Y), amud ǝn takkăṣt (D N WW), Zenaga 
takkuẓǝn. Derived from the numeral kkuẓ ‘four’.

3. ‘evening prayer (ṣalāt al-maɣrib)’. This prayer is found in two variants: 
Mzab tisǝmmǝsin, Ouargla tisǝmmǝsin, El-Fogaha tsǝmsín, is derived from 
the numeral sǝmmǝs, sǝmmus ‘five’. Zuwara timutšu (Mitchell 2009:327), 
Medieval Tashelhiyt tiwwutši, pre-modern Tashelhiyt tinwutši, tiwwutši 
and Zenaga tnutʸšaʔn are derived from *ti n wutši ‘those of eating’, pos-
sibly because it is the time of the day that fast is broken during Ramadan. 
A number of other languages have transparent loan translations from  
the Arabic meaning ‘prayer of sunset’: Ghadames ammúd n aḇǝnnǝḇǝn, 
Awdjila mnišíw, Tuareg amud n ǝlmǝẓ (WY), etc. 

4. ‘night prayer (ṣalāt al-ɛišāʔ)’. The following terms are attested: Figuig 
tinyiṭ, Mzab tinniḍǝs, Ouargla tiẓilla n tinniḍǝs, Zuwara tiniḍǝṣ (Mitchell 
2009:327), Medieval Tashelhiyt tiyyiṭs, Pre-modern Tashelhiyt tinyiḍs, tiyyiṭs, 
Ghadames ammúd n tǝnéḍǝs, El-Fogaha tniṭǝ́st, Zenaga tǝnnʸuḍ̱aššǝn. The 
term is derived from *ti n yiḍǝs ‘those of sleeping’. Tuareg has transparent 
terms: amud n tsoṭsen ‘prayer of going to sleep’, amud n ăẓuẓǝǧ (H) ‘prayer 
of the evening milking’.

There is no old term for the morning prayer (ṣalāt al-faǧr); most Berber 
languages use a loan from Arabic, others have a transparent construction 
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with ‘(prayer of) sunrise / morning’, e.g. Ouargla tiẓilla n ɣabǝšša, Tuareg 
amud n ăzăl (WE), Zenaga t(ä)näzzätt. I do not know the background of 
Zuwara talži (Mitchell 2009:327).

Different from Arabic, all ancient Berber names for the canonical prayers 
are plurals. There are a number of terms which do not have a broad diffu-
sion any more, but which may still belong to this early stratum:

5. ‘prayer, to pray’. Most Berber languages use an early loan from Arabic 
(see below), taẓallit. However, in a number of languages a different term 
is found: Ghadames mud ‘to pray’ amud ‘prayer’, ălmúdu ‘mosque’; Awdjila 
mud ‘to pray’, amúd ‘prayer’, ammúd ‘mosque’, Tuareg muhǝd (H), umad 
(others) ‘to pray’, amud (general) ‘prayer’. The derivation of this word is 
not clear; Kossmann (1999a:104) cites a proposal by Nico van den Boogert 
(p.c.), which relates amud to verbs meaning ‘to do, to make’ (Gourara 
mmud, Medieval Tashelhiyt amuwǝd ‘action’, Zenaga änṃuʔḏ ‘black-
smith’) and Saharan oasis verbs related to kitchen work: Figuig mmud ‘to 
roll couscous’, Mzab mmud ‘to cook’, Ouargla mmud ‘to cook’. The seman-
tic link to prayers is not immediately clear.

6. ‘God’. Mainly attested in Ibadhi sources: Ancient Nefusi <ywš>29 
(Bossoutrot 1900:490), yūš (Lewicki 1934:282), yuš ~ ayuš (Brugnatelli 
2010:61), Mzab Berber yuš (Delheure 1984, only in a formulaic expression). 
In the 11th century CE, also in an Ibadhi context, the form akuš is attested 
(Le Tourneau 1960:164).30 A similar form, yākūš, yākuš, yakūš is given by 
El-Bekri (Lewicki 1967b:227) as a term used by the Moroccan Barghwata 
sect. More materials are given in Motylinski (1905). The background of the 
term is unclear. Marcy (1936) provides a hasardous derivation from Latin 
iesus ‘Jezus’, which has not found acceptation. Camps & Chaker (1986), 
following earlier suggestions, derive the term from the verb ‘to give’. This 
works well with forms such as Mzab yuš (cf. the well-attested verb uš ~ 
wš ‘to give’), but runs into difficulties in explaining forms with k. They 
propose a link with modern Kabyle ṯuḵši ‘gift’, and assume an ancient verb 
root KŠ. As wš is probably derived from the same proto-Berber root as 
Kabyle ǝfk (Kossmann 1999a, nr. 491), while the origin of ṯuḵši is unknown, 
this derivation is problematic (cf. also Brugnatelli 2010:62). One wonders 
whether (y)akuš could be an Arabic transcription of *yaguš (cf. about the 

29 Unvocalized in the manuscript.
30 The Arabic edition by Isma⁠ʾil Al-ʾArabi has <’bykyš> (1979:82).
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spelling <k> for g in ancient representations of Berber, van den Boogert 
2000:364). 

Berber languages nowadays mostly use other terms (for an overview, 
see Brugnatelli 2010). The presence of yuš/(y)akuš both in the eastern Iba-
dhi area and in Morocco, however, suggests that it was an ancient, gener-
ally used term.

7. ‘prophet’. This term is exclusively attested in an Ibadhi context. It 
appears in Ibn Ghānim’s commentary on the Mudawwana (Bossoutrot 
1900:490): <wisar> (État d’Annexion?), p <(’)isaran>. It is also attested in 
an orally transmitted, originally 19th century (?), Nefusa poem by Abū 
Fālɣa (Brugnatelli 2005:131) in the forms isr-ǝ́nnaɣ ‘our prophet’ (Serra 
1986:527) and ísǝr (Serra 1986:533).

There is nothing that indicates that this term was used outside the 
eastern Ibadhi network. However, its Berber form (for which no clear 
derivation exists) makes it a logical candidate for a creation by the early 
missionaries. Its loss elsewhere is not unexpected, and mirrors the loss of 
the term (y)akuš in Moroccan Berber, which we would not have known 
about without Arabic sources.

Re-utilized Christian Terms

The interpretation of Christian words as part of the early Islamic terminol-
ogy is hasardous. The reason they are presented here as such is that the 
great majority of these terms have (or seem to have had formerly) a tech-
nical Islamic meaning. One cannot exclude the possibility, however, that 
some of the terms under consideration are genuine survivals of Christian 
words, which did not pass through the mould of the early Islamic mission-
aries. This is especially the case of terms which have a profane meaning in 
modern Berber, such as Tunisian anglus ‘child’. There is no doubt that this 
word has undergone a semantic shift from an earlier meaning ‘angel’; it is 
difficult, however, to date this shift, and it could be pre-Islamic. Still, the 
fact that the technical meaning ‘angel’ is also attested in Berber—which 
points to reutilization in an Islamic context—makes it equally possible 
that the semantic shift post-dates the introduction of Islam.

Most re-utilized Christian terms are found in the eastern Ibadhi network 
and in Tuareg. Only one term is found all over northern Africa, tafaska.

1. ‘feast, ɛīd al-kabīr’. From Latin pascha ‘Easter’ we find Central Moroc-
can Berber tafaska ‘month of the ɛīd al-kabīr’, Ouargla tfaska ‘major reli-



	 berber in contact: the pre-islamic and early islamic periods	 81

gious celebration’, Djerba tfaska ‘major religious celebration’ (Brugnatelli 
2001:170), Zuwara tfáṣka ‘ɛīd al-kabīr, ɛīd aṣ-ṣaɣīr’ (Mitchell 2009:337), Gha-
dames tafaṣka ‘major religious celebration’, Tuareg tăfaske ‘ɛīd al-kabīr’ 
(general exc. D & Gh). The equation of the ɛīd al-kabīr with the Jewish/
Christian pascha may be based on the element of slaughtering a sheep. In 
Zenaga, an obviously related term is used, tfǝskih (Taine-Cheikh 2008:164), 
but here it means ‘springtime’. As remarked by Taine-Cheikh (l.c.), there 
is no way to link these semantics immediately to the Islamic religious 
feasts, which have no fixed moment in the solar year. I think, however, 
that her proposal to compare tfǝskih with forms such as tafsut ‘springtime’ 
in Tuareg and Tashelhiyt misses the point. I would rather suggest that the 
Zenaga meaning is derived independently from pascha, focusing on the 
time of the year rather than on the religious content. One remarks that 
in Wolof and other languages of the region, the borrowed term tabaski 
is used for the ɛīd al-kabīr. As other religious borrowings from Berber in 
these languages have overt Zenaga characteristics, one wonders whether 
the religious meaning was formerly also present in some Zenaga varieties.

2. ‘angel’. From Latin angelus we find Tuareg ănǧălos (H, Ghat); ăngălos 
(WE), ăngăloz (Y) ‘angel’, Ancient Nefusi <anaǧlusan>, <wanaǧlusan> 
(Bossoutrot 1900:490, 494, translated in Arabic as al-malāʾika ‘angels’), 
<’nǧlwsn> (Lewicki 1934:290). In a number of varieties, the term does not 
refer to angels anymore, but the semantic development is unproblematic: 
Mzab anǧǝlus ‘young child, vague supernatural spirits’, Chnini (Tunisia) 
anglus ‘child’ (A. Basset 1950:222), Ghadames anǧalús ‘inspiration (?)’ 
(only used in a fixed expression), and probably also Djerba anglusǝn ‘kind 
of illness’ (Brugnatelli 2001:171). It is not certain that the word was taken 
over from Latin; Greek ángelos would be an alternative.

3. ‘divine recompensation’. From Latin mercēs ‘wages, recompensation’ 
we find Ouargla amǝrkidu ‘type of alms given in order to thank God for 
something’, Tuareg emărked (H D WE Y) ‘divine recompensation’, Ancient 
Nefusi <amarkīḏu> ‘divine recompensation’ (Ar. al-ʔaǧr, aṯ-ṯawāb min 
Allāh) (Bossoutrot 1900:491).

4. ‘sin’. From Latin peccātum ‘error, sin’ we find Tuareg abăkkaḍ (general 
exc. D) ‘sin’ and Kabyle aḇǝkkaḍ̱u ‘sickness (?)’, which is only preserved 
in a fixed formula. It also appears in the Djerba compound expression 
war-abǝkkaḍ̱u ~ war-ibǝkkaḍ̱ǝn ‘angel, little child’, from a literal meaning 
‘without sin’ (Brignatelli 2001:171).
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One more term is only attested in the framework of the eastern Ibadhi 
network:

5. ‘evil spirit’. From Latin daemōn ‘evil spirit’: Ancient Nefusi <idaymu-
nan> (Bossoutrot 1900:491), translated in Arabic as aš-šayāṭīn. As was the 
case with angelus, it is not certain that the word was borrowed from Latin 
rather than from Greek (daímōn).

Early Loans from Arabic

A couple of loanwords from Arabic are unusual in the way they are inte-
grated into Berber phonology and morphology. As all of them refer to 
basic Islamic concepts, it is logical to trace their insertion back to the first 
missionary activities.

1. ‘prayer, to pray’ (Arabic ṣalāh ‘prayer’, ṣallā ‘to pray’). In most north-
ern Berber languages, one finds a term ta-ẓalli-t, p ti-ẓilla ‘prayer’ and a 
corresponding verb ao ẓẓall, pv ẓẓull ‘to pray’: Tashelhiyt taẓallit, p tiẓilla 
‘prayer’, ao ẓẓall, pv ẓẓulli/a ‘to pray’; Central Moroccan Berber taẓallit,  
p tiẓulla ‘prayer’, ao ẓẓal, pv ẓẓulli/a ‘to pray’; Rif ṯẓaǧǧiṯ ‘prayer’, ao ẓẓaǧǧ, 
pv ẓẓuǧǧ ‘to pray’; Iznasen, Beni Snous ṯẓalliṯ, p ṯiẓilla ‘prayer’, ao ẓẓall, pv 
ẓẓull ‘to pray’; Kabyle ṯaẓalliṯ, p ṯiẓilla ‘prayer’, ao ẓẓall, pv ẓẓull ‘to pray’; 
Figuig, Mzab, Ouargla tẓallit, p tiẓilla ‘prayer’, ao ẓẓall, pv ẓẓull ‘to pray’; 
Nefusa31 dẓallít, p dẓalliwín ~ dẓallitín ‘prayer’, ao ẓall, pv ẓall ‘to pray’; El-
Fogaha taẓallít ~ tǝẓallít ‘prayer’, ao ẓǻll, pv ẓúlli/a ‘to pray’; Siwa tǝzallit,  
p tǝzilla ‘prayer’, ao ẓall, pv ẓall ‘to pray’ [La], Zenaga taʔẓalliʔḍ̱ ‘prayer’.

The term is unusual among Arabic loans for a number of reasons. In 
the first place, the interpretation of Arabic ṣ as ẓ is very rare, and the 
two most common examples are basic Islamic terms (see below and 5.2). 
In the second place, the plural formation with apophony a > i (tiẓilla) is 
highly marked in Berber; only Central Moroccan Berber tiẓulla has the 
expected plural apophony a > u.32

The gemination in the noun can only be understood if it is considered 
a verbal noun derived from ẓẓall. Otherwise it would be very unexpected 
to have single l in Arabic taken over as ll. The verb itself belongs to a rare 

31  Beguinot (21942:252) has notations with å, which could also be interpreted phono-
logically as dẓǝllit, dẓǝlliwin, dẓǝllitin, ẓǝll, respectively.

32 The form tiẓilla also occurs in this region, e.g. Ayt Hdiddou tiẓilla (Azdoud 
2011:554).



	 berber in contact: the pre-islamic and early islamic periods	 83

verbal type in Berber, the type C1C1VC2C2. While the final geminate can be 
understood from the Arabic geminate present in the stem II verb ṣallā, the 
initial geminate has no background in Arabic.

Van den Boogert & Kossmann (1997) suggest that the shape of the verb 
was inspired by the Berber verb *gʸgʸall ‘to vow’, which belongs to the 
same uncommon verb class, In view of the importance of vows in Berber 
culture, this association has probably been intentional.

The many specificities of taẓallit, ẓẓall make the term entirely different 
from other Arabic loans. This suggests that the adaptations took place in 
a period before the bulk of Arabic loanwords came in. Therefore there are 
good reasons to consider these terms part of the early missionary termi-
nological set.

One remarks, however, that a number of Berber languages have a dif-
ferent word for ‘prayer, pray’, based on a Berber verb, mud (see above).

2. ‘fasting, to fast’ (Arabic ṣawm ‘fasting’, ṣām ‘to fast’). Berber languages 
all have forms with initial ẓ: Tashelhiyt: aẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; Central 
Moroccan Berber aẓum ‘fasting’, aẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; Central Moroc-
can Berber (Ayt Hdiddou) uẓum ‘fasting’, ao uẓum, pv aẓum ‘to fast’ 
(Azdoud 2011:506); Tarifiyt ẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; Iznasen aẓumi ‘fasting’, 
ẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; Beni Snous aẓum ‘fasting’, ẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; 
Beni Salah (Destaing 1914) uẓum ‘fasting’, uẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; Kabyle 
ao uẓum, pv uẓam ‘to fast’; Figuig tiẓumt ~ aẓum ‘fasting’, ẓum (ao=pv) ‘to 
fast’; Mzab ẓum (ao=pv) ‘to fast’; Ouargla uẓum ‘fasting’, uẓum (ao=pv) 
‘to fast’; Ghadames óẓúm ‘fasting’, ao ǝẓum pv ăẓum ‘to fast’; El-Fogaha 
uzúm ‘fasting’, ao úzum, pv uzúm ‘to fast’; Awdjila ẓum ‘to fast’; Siwa [La] 
izum ‘fasting’, zum ‘to fast’; Zenaga uẓuṃ ‘fasting’, ao uẓuṃ pv aẓuṃ ‘to 
fast’; Tuareg ăẓum ‘fasting’, ao uẓam, pv ăẓum (also dialectal forms: iẓam, 
oẓam, eẓam) ‘to fast’.

The verb belongs in most languages to the class VCVC, and this seems 
to be the original shape of the verb. Its vowels are not entirely clear, as 
this is a class which has undergone important analogical reformations in 
many varieties. For the time being, a reconstruction ao=pv uẓum seems to 
cover most of the attestations; however, other reconstructions are certainly 
possible (e.g. ao uẓum pv aẓum). The medial vowel in the verb takes up 
the imperfective vowel of the Arabic verb ( y-aṣūm) or, alternatively, with 
monophthongization, comes from the Arabic noun ṣawm. The treatment 
of the initial ṣ and the introduction of the verb into a rare verbal class sug-
gest an early date for the integration of the word. Therefore, like with ẓẓall, 
it is logical to consider this part of the early missionary creations.
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3. ‘mosque’ (Arabic masǧid). In most Berber languages, the word ‘mosque’ 
is clearly derived from Arabic, but has an unexpected reflex of Arabic ǧ: 
Tashelhiyt timzgida ‘mosque’, Central Moroccan Berber timǝzgida ‘mosque’; 
Rif ṯamziyḏa ‘mosque’; Iznasen ṯamǝzḏiya (with metathesis) ‘mosque’; 
Figuig tamǝzgida ‘mosque’; Mzab tamǝzǧida, tamǝǧǧida, tamǝždida 
‘mosque’ (in Mozabite *g > *ǧ in Berber words); Ouargla tamǝzgida 
‘mosque’; Nefusa tmǝzgidá ‘mosque’; El-Fogaha tmǝzgída ‘mosque’; Siwa 
amǝzdǝg ‘mosque’; Tuareg tamăžžida (H), tamǝzgǝda (D), tamǝzgidda 
(WE), tamǝzgǝdda (WW, WE, Y) ‘mosque’. Ghadames and Awdjila employ 
derivations from the local word for ‘to pray’, Ghadames ălmúdu ‘mosque’, 
Awdjila ammúd ‘mosque’, both probably from *anmud(u) ‘place for pray-
ing’. Other dialects have different loanwords from Arabic.

The Berber forms all look very similar, and all are quite different from 
the Arabic original. In the first place, one remarks the interpretation g for 
Arabic ǧ. In Maghribian Arabic ǧ > g only occurs when there is a sibilant 
later on in the word, e.g. Moroccan Arabic gǝzzār ‘butcher’ < ǧazzār. When 
the sibilant precedes, ǧ becomes ž, as in the default case, e.g. Moroccan 
Arabic sžǝṛ ‘trees’ < saǧar. In the case of timzgida, the ǧ is taken over as 
g, even though the sibilant precedes the ǧ, which shows it is of a different 
kind. Moreoever, the Arabic consonant s always assimilates to g in the 
Berber form. Although voice assimilations are quite common in Berber, 
they tend not to be generalized all over the Berber speaking territory. Sec-
ondly, one remarks that, with the exception of Siwa Berber, the noun is 
feminine in Berber, and ends in -a. Neither of these phenomena are found 
in the Arabic original. It is interesting to note that Spanish has a similar 
form, mesquita, which also has an irregular plosive realisation of ǧ, and 
which is also feminine. All in all, the term looks very different from other 
Arabic loanwords in Berber, which allows us to integrate it in the group 
of early Islamic loans.

In conclusion, the following terms are candidates for belonging to the 
early set of Islamic terms. As remarked above, not all of them are well-
attested, and for a few terms there exist several options:
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new coinage Arabic loan Christian term

God yuš, yak/guš
prophet isǝr
to pray mud ẓẓall
midday prayer tizzarnin
afternoon prayer takkʷẓin
evening prayer tisǝmmsin

tinwutši
night prayer tinyiḍs
to fast uẓum
feast tafaska
mosque timǝzgida
angel angǝlus
evil spirits idaymunǝn
divine recompensation amǝrkid(u)
sin abǝkkaḍ(u)





chapter four

Lexicon

4.1 Introduction

Berber is a big lexical borrower among the languages of the world. In the 
Leipzig World Loanword Database (Haspelmath & Tadmor 2009), which 
provides a comparison of borrowing in a ca. 1500 words data base of over 
forty languages, Tarifiyt (Q) takes a second place with over 50% of bor-
rowings. Tarifiyt is a high borrower among Berber languages, but certainly 
not the highest; a similar count for Ghomara would without doubt yield 
a much higher percentage.

The analysis and presentation of lexical borrowing is not as straight-
forward as that of contact-induced change in phonology and grammar. 
Phonology and grammar are normally presented as logical well-ordered 
structures; if the order is pertubated, this is accounted for, or presented as, 
an exception, thus implying the further coherence of the system. Coher-
ence in the lexicon is of a different nature and is impossible to describe 
as a set of well-ordered rules. As a consequence, presentation of lexicon 
mostly takes arbitrary forms, such as alphabetical order of words or roots. 
Lexical investigations based on semantic fields invariably hurt upon the 
problem of inclusion or exclusion of certain terms.

The study of lexical borrowing can take several points of view. In the 
first place, it accounts for the way foreign lexicon is integrated into pho-
nology and morphology. In the present book, this is studied in the respec-
tive chapters on phonological and morphological interference. A second 
point of view looks at the way lexical semantics change in borrowing. A 
third point of view asks which lexical items are taken over and why. In 
this part of the book, I shall take this third point of view. Questions of 
semantic change automatically arise when considering the lexical distri-
bution of borrowing, and it will not be studied as a subject on its own.

The presentation of lexical borrowing in northern Berber takes the 
following structure. In the first place, cases of functionally explainable 
borrowing are studied. This concerns words in a number of semantic 
fields of concepts absent in the pre-borrowing situation, as well as a less 
well-defined class of words which are used to fill in gaps left by semantic 
changes or tabooization of terms.
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Functionally grounded borrowings certainly constitute an important 
group in Berber loanwords. There are, however, hundreds of loanwords 
for which there is no easy functional explanation. In order to present this 
problem, the impact of borrowing on so-called basic lexicon is studied, 
using different “basic lexicon” word lists and different Berber languages. 

Finally, borrowing and lack of borrowing will be studied in a number of 
semantic fields that were certainly present in the pre-contact situation.

By this three-way method, I try to shed some light on the process of 
lexical borrowing in northern Berber (see also Ameur 2011 for a recent 
overview). It does not add up to a single grand narrative, however. I very 
much doubt that such a grand narrative is possible at all.

4.1.1 Core Borrowings vs. Cultural Borrowings

In the research on loanword typology a basic distinction is made between 
core borrowings and cultural borrowings (e.g. Haspelmath 2009). Cultural 
borrowings are newly introduced concepts, while core borrowings are 
“loanwords that duplicate or replace existing native words” (Haspelmath 
2009:48). It should be stressed that cultural borrowing does not happen 
by necessity, that is, a language community may use different means than 
borrowing to coin a name for the new concept. Moreover, language ide-
ologies sometimes consider borrowings inappropriate and there can be 
institutional efforts to replace loanwords—often cultural borrowings—
with “native” new forms. One of the best-known cases of this is the Turkish 
language reform of the 1920s (Lewis 1999), which, among others, led to the 
replacement of many Arabic borrowings by “genuine” Turkish words. In 
the context of the Berber national movement, such replacement of loans 
by “genuine” Berber words has a long history (Achab 1996). Especially 
since the introduction of Berber as a school subject in Morocco in 2003, 
neologisms are propagated on a large scale, using, e.g. tinml for ‘school’, 
aslmad for ‘teacher’ and asrrad for ‘soap’.1 For the time being, most of 
these neologisms are used in writing-related contexts, i.e. in school books, 
newspaper articles, and written literature, often explained by a translation 
in French or Arabic in the text or by a word list elsewhere in the publi-
cation. With the exception of a few terms, such as azul ‘hello’ and tilǝlli 
‘freedom’, they are only rarely used in spoken language, and most are not 
understood by the majority of Berber speakers.

1 Examples from the first lessons in the first-year primer Tifawin a tamaziɣt (Rabat: 
IRCAM 2003).
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The opposite of cultural borrowings are core borrowings, i.e. those bor-
rowings that express concepts that were already present before the bor-
rowing took place.

From a functional point of view it is preferrable to redefine the two 
categories somewhat and look at the effect of the borrowing on the lexi-
con. Therefore, I will use the terms “additive” borrowing and “substitutive” 
borrowing. Additive borrowing occurs when a concept is taken over for 
which, at the time of the take-over, no appropriate term is available. There 
is, so to say, a gap in the lexicon that has to be filled. Substitutive borrow-
ing, on the other hand, substitutes or creates an alternative to an exist-
ing term. A typical example of an additive (cultural) borrowing is Tarifiyt 
ttumuḇin ‘car’ (< Arabic t=tumubil < French automobile); a typical example 
of substitutive borrowing is Tarifiyt ḍ̱ḥǝš ‘to laugh’ (< Arabic ḍḥǝk), which 
took the place of the common Berber verb ǝḍṣ ‘to laugh’.

4.1.2 Additive Borrowing

The most common type of additive borrowing is found when speakers of 
a language are confronted with concepts that they did not consider rel-
evant before. Most trivial among these borrowings are those that denote 
new types of objects. A community presented with new types of objects 
will have to find a way of naming them. There are different possibilities 
here. In the first place, one may extend the meaning of an existing word 
in order to encompass the new object, i.e. the new item is inserted into a 
pre-existing lexical category, e.g. English ‘pepper’, originally used for bays 
of the Piper tree, also came to denote American plants belonging to the 
Capsicum family, such as Chili pepper. A Berber example is Tarifiyt ṯaẓrut 
‘battery’ for what originally only referred to ‘little stone’. In the second 
place, a new term may be coined. One example of this seems to be the 
Moroccan Arabic and Berber form xizzu ‘carrot’, whose etymology is a 
mystery (see 4.6.5). 

A third possibility is the borrowing of the term together with the object. 
This type of borrowing is pervasive in northern Berber in certain lexical 
categories. Among the somewhat arbitrary semantic categories imposed 
by the schemes of the Loanword Typology Project (LWT, Haspelmath & 
Tadmor 2009), Tarifiyt Berber has percentages of over 90% borrowings 
in the categories “religion and belief ” and “modern world” (Kossmann 
2009a:198). As expected, the category “modern world” contains many loan-
words from French and Spanish, some of which entered Tarifiyt through 
Moroccan Arabic, while others were taken over directly from the source 
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language. Similarly, it is no wonder that in an Islamic society the category 
“religion and belief ” is to a large extent occupied by loanwords from the 
main language of religion, Arabic. In some cases, the large-scale borrow-
ing, paired with the absence of a native term elsewhere in northern Ber-
ber, may be the only reason to assume that a certain concept was new at 
a time. Thus, almost all Berber languages use a loan for the verb ‘to fry’ 
(e.g. Tashelhiyt qlu, Tarifiyt qřa, Kabyle ǝqli < Arabic qla). Maybe this is 
because the usage of frying meat in oil was introduced during the Islamic 
period (in some regions of the Middle Atlas, it is still considered a new prac-
tice); however, as we only have the lexical evidence, this is far from certain, 
and hardly anything is known about pre-Islamic Berber culinary usages.

A more subtle type of cultural borrowing is found when a concept has 
a more detailed lexicalization in the contact language; put otherwise, 
when what is expressed in one language by a single word is expressed in 
the contact language by several words. Bilingual speakers may (but must 
not) feel the urge to copy the conceptualization of the contact language 
onto their native language, and borrow one or both terms. In such a case 
the gap does not appear because the referent was not known before, but 
because it was not expressed in sufficient detail to the mind of the bilin-
gual speaker. In Berber-Arabic contact, such cases are difficult to discern, 
as we often do not know what the semantic structure of pre-contact Ber-
ber was; explanations of this type easily lead to circular argumentation. 
One example could be the rather general take-over of the Arabic verb faq 
‘to wake up’. In languages such as Tuareg, a single verb, ǝnkǝr, is used for 
‘to wake up’ and ‘to get up’. The two concepts are related, but certainly not 
identical—one can easily wake up and not get up immediately. Maghrib-
ian Arabic, on the other hand, makes the difference: naḍ refers to getting 
up and faq to waking up. Most northern Berber languages have kept the 
original verb nkr, kkǝr in the meaning ‘to get up’, and introduced Ara-
bic faq in the meaning ‘to wake up’. Only Ghadames has preserved the 
ancient situation (ănkǝr ‘to wake up, to get up’), while Tashelhiyt uses 
a different Berber verb, duy ‘to wake up’, originally, it seems, a semantic 
extension from a verb ‘to leap up, to wake up suddenly’ (still used in this 
meaning in Central Moroccan Berber).

Other cases are less obviously additional borrowings, but may still 
belong to this category. One remarks that in certain meanings, the ancient 
word has become specialized, while a borrowing has taken over the gen-
eral meaning. This may be due to a contact-induced specialization. One 
example of this is the verb ‘to choose’. In most northern Berber languages, 
this is a loan from Arabic, e.g. Tashelhiyt xtar, Tarifiyt ixḍ̱ā, Nefusa ǝxṭar. 
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In a number of languages, there is a Berber term (often alongside an Ara-
bic loan), ǝfrǝn (Kabyle, Mzab, Ouargla, Ghadames). The verb ǝfrǝn is well-
attested elsewhere, but there it has become specialized in the meaning 
‘sort out’ (esp. cereals and the like), e.g. Tarifiyt fān. 

Still more subtly, borrowing may occur when the contact language uses 
a simple lexeme in order to express what is said by means of a phrasal 
expression in the native language. In this case, one has to assume that 
speakers acquired a feeling of need towards a lexematic way of saying 
things, and felt a gap here, which was filled by means of the borrowing.2 
As in the case of more detailed lexicalization, it is difficult to prove this 
for Arabic loans in Berber without being circular. One possible case is the 
verb ‘to sow’. Most basic agricultural actions (‘to plow’, ‘to harvest’, ‘to 
thresh’) have well-attested Berber expressions, which no doubt go back to 
proto-Berber (see 4.7.4). However, the verb ‘to sow’—basic in the cereal-
based culture suggested by the reconstructability of words such as ‘barley’ 
and ‘wheat’—is never expressed by a Berber verb. Almost all northern 
Berber languages have a loan from Arabic, ǝzrǝɛ (or similar forms). Only 
two languages use Berber expressions. In Ghadames, ‘to sow’ is expressed 
by means of semantic extensions of other verbs, ăbbǝs ‘to sprinkle, to 
sow’ and ăkrǝz ‘to cultivate, to sow’ (elsewhere this verb means ‘to plow’, 
a meaning less relevant in an oasis context). In Tashelhiyt the phrasal 
expression gr amud ‘to throw seeds’ is used.3 It is quite possible that this 
was the original state of affairs and that the introduction of a borrowing 
elsewhere reflects a wish to be more concise, similar to the way the con-
cept is expressed in Arabic.

The above cases had addition of concepts or conceptualizations. There 
is a second type of additive borrowing: borrowing that occurs when, for 
some reason or another, a native term becomes less appropriate for the 
concept it originally denoted. This has been called “therapeutic borrowing” 
by Martin Haspelmath (2009:50), i.e. borrowing when the original word 
has become inavailable. There are two types of therapeutic borrowing. 
The first has to do with avoidance. Thus the rather common substitution 
of the Berber word for ‘fire’ (probably timǝssi) by an Arabic euphemistic 
term (lɛafiyt < Arabic l=ɛafya ‘fire’, itself a euphemism meaning literally 
‘well-being, forgiving’) is due to the connotation of ‘fire’ with Hell-fire. 

2 Of course, one could also consider this substitutive borrowing, as the phrasal expres-
sion is substituted by the borrowed lexeme.

3 Tuareg and Zenaga do not provide much evidence, as both are nomadic varieties.
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Similarly, the enormous variation in terms for ‘tail’, both borrowed and 
unborrowed, may be related to the widespread association of the tail with 
the penis, thus causing a continuous cycle of substitution, as the associa-
tion is not with the word but with the meaning. Taboo avoidance of a 
similar type is probably the cause for the many lexical substitutions found 
in the term ‘egg’, which is also used for ‘testicle’, even though in this case 
borrowing is not a common solution.

In one part of the lexicon, avoidance patterns are particularly clear. This 
is the part concerned with (little) children (cf. Galand 2002a [1970]:382). 
The use of avoidance words seems to be motivated by the wish to keep 
malevolent creatures (such as djinns) from taking interest in the child.4 
Tarifiyt is amongst the most creative languages in this respect, cf. the fol-
lowing dialectal forms (see Lafkioui 2007, map 121 for their distribution):

aḥǝnžia	 ‘boy’, seemingly an expressive modification from Arabic xǝnzir ‘pig’
aḥḥram	 ‘boy’, from Arabic ḥarām ‘forbidden’
aḥāmuš	 ‘boy’, from Arabic ḥarām ‘forbidden’ with the expressive suffix ‑uš
afrux	� ‘boy’, from Arabic fǝrx ‘young bird’; this usage is also found in eastern 

Arabic dialects, cf. Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:42.
aniḇu	 ‘boy, baby’, from a Berber word meaning ‘guest’ elsewhere.

In addition, there are forms such as lbǝẓẓ ‘children’, which probably comes 
from an onomatopoea meaning ‘making lots of buzzing noise’, and arba 
which is related to the verb rbu ‘to carry on the back’.

Similar formations are found elsewhere in northern Africa, cf. for exam-
ple Figuig lǝɛwǝrt ‘boy’ < Arabic ɛǝwra ‘shame’, Mzab burǝxs ‘children’ 
(elsewhere, burǝxs refers to crickets); maybe also Beni Snous afḏiḍ ‘4–5 
years old child’ (< afḍiḍ ‘tick’?).

A second type of motivated borrowing in basic lexicon disambiguates 
words that have become homonyms due to phonological developments. 
One case of this is found the general borrowing of the meaning ‘new’ in 
Moroccan and Algerian Berber. This is probably due to the increasing 
similarity of four frequent verbs: ini ‘to say’, *ănḇǝy ‘to see’, *ănǝy ‘to ride, 
to mount’ and *ăynǝy ‘to be new’. In northern Berber (except Ghadames 
and Awdjila), phonological rules would lead to forms such as *ini ‘to say’, 
*nǝy ‘to see’, *nǝy ‘to ride’ and *ynǝy ‘to be new’. Final ǝy has become i in 
many Berber varieties. In Berber, ini ‘to say’ and nǝy ‘to drive, to mount’ 
mostly remain unchanged; *ănḇǝy ‘to see’ was lost in many varieties, and 

4 Little children are considered to be very vulnerable to attacks by evil spirits, cf. Wes-
termarck 1926/I:273ff.
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otherwise the Imperfective form was generalized (e.g. Tashelhiyt anni ‘to 
see’, see Kossmann 1999:78, nr. 117; 99, nr. 203). Finally, *ynǝy has been 
substituted by a loan from Arabic.

It should be stressed that the avoidance of homonymy is by no means 
a general process. Thus, the great majority of Berber languages retain two 
homonymous verbs (at least in the Aorist), both describing basic actions 
typically performed by the women of the household: ẓḍ ‘to weave’ and ẓḍ 
‘to grind’. Morphologically these two verbs belong to different classes, even 
though the distinction has become blurred in quite a number of varieties. 
Moreover, languages which have ṭ instead of ḍ show that the pharyngeal
ization of ḍ in ‘to weave’ is a feature of the root (thus we get forms of the 
type ẓṭ), while the pharyngealization in ‘to grind’ is due to assimilation to 
the underlyingly pharyngealized ẓ, and does not correspond to ṭ. A recon-
struction of the two verbs would be something like *ăzḍǝʔ ‘to weave’ vs. 
*ăẓǝd ‘to grind’.5 The point made here is that these two verbs, which have 
no etymological relation to each other, have become largely homopho-
nous, but that they are still maintained in most languages.

Another type of therapeutic borrowing occurs when phonological rules 
render a form so weak that it becomes less acceptable as a full word. This 
may have happened in the case of *aʔḇu ‘smoke’. Northern Berber pho-
nology makes the glottal stop disappear and changes *ḇ. In a number of 
varieties, the result of *ḇ in the position *VḇV is gg(ʷ) or bb(ʷ) (Kossmann 
1999:100); in such varieties, the item is typically preserved, e.g. Tashelhiyt 
aggu, Kabyle abbu ‘smoke’. In other varieties, the regular correspondence 
is w(w) (cf. Tarifiyt ṯawwuaṯ ‘door’< *taḇurt). Here, **aw(w)u ‘smoke’ has 
been substituted by an Arabic word.

Therapeutic borrowing explains a number of basic items that are fre-
quently borrowed in Berber languages. For many other items, such an 
explanation cannot be given. Thus I see no clear reason why the Berber 
verb represented by Tashelhiyt aggug ‘to be far’, and attested in a num-
ber of other varieties (Tuareg ugag, aǧǝǧ, Tarifiyt aggʷǝž, Zenaga uḅḅug 
~ aḅḅug), has been supplanted by an Arabic form in more than half of 
the languages studied here. Similarly, there is no obvious reason for the 
substitution of common Berber tisǝnt ~ tesǝmt ‘salt’ by an Arabic word in 
varieties of northern Morocco and northern Algeria.

5 Or: *ăẓʔǝd, cf. among others Prasse 1972–74, Louali & Philippson 2004b.



94	 chapter four

4.1.3 Substitutive Borrowing

While a large number of borrowings can be understood as additive bor-
rowings, whose take-over is motivated by their earlier absence (tempo-
rarily or not) in the recipient language, there are many borrowings for 
which such an analysis does not make sense. Thus, Taïfi remarks upon 
the borrowing of terms related to dairy products in Ayt Mguild (Central 
Moroccan Berber): “en ce qui concerne les produits laitiers, les mots ara-
bes empruntés ne répondent à aucun besoin linguistique. La langue d’ac-
cueil est dotée déjà d’un lexique adéquat, ne présentant aucune case vide 
qui nécessiterait l’emploi d’un signifiant étranger” (Taïfi 1979:338–339, 
cited in Ameur 2011:570). 

This type of borrowing is called here substitutive borrowing, i.e., the 
borrowings take the place of (or are used in variation with) native words. 
The reason behind such substitutions is difficult to grasp, and fundamen-
tally ununderstood. Explanations do rarely go beyond the following state-
ment by Haspelmath (2009:48): “Here it seems that all we can say is that 
speakers adopt such new words in order to be associated with the pres-
tige of the donor language”. As the author himself admits, this is close to 
circular argumentation: only the fact of the borrowing shows the wish to 
be associated with the prestige. This is clearly shown in our Berber sam-
ple. Ghadames Berber uses considerably less substitutive borrowing than 
other northern Berber languages. Does this mean that the inhabitants of 
Ghadames felt less need to associate with the prestige of Arabic? There 
is no reason to assume that Ghadames is basically different in its cultural 
association to Arabic from, for example, Siwa, another Islamic oasis. Still, 
Ghadames is by far the lowest borrower in our corpus, while Siwa is a 
very high borrower, even on a global scale. The prestige argument is also 
problematic for another reason. In largely bilingual communities there is 
always the option of language shift, i.e., if the speakers felt such a need to 
associate with Arabic culture that they took over words for head and nose 
(like in Ghomara), why didn’t they shift to Arabic alltogether? Finally, the 
central problem of the prestige argument is that it does not explain why 
certain words are borrowed and others not. Why is there no Berber lan-
guage that borrowed ‘to forget’, but has ‘to remember’ be borrowed in a 
quite a few varieties of Berber?

4.1.4 Diglossic Insertion

In addition to additive and substitutive borrowing, it is important to dis-
tinguish a third category, which I shall baptize diglossic insertion. The 
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distinction between the two borrowing types on the one hand and diglos-
sic insertion on the other is related to the sociolinguistic status and usages 
of northern Berber languages (the same is true for Maghribian Arabic). 
Northern Africa is characterized by multiglossia, i.e. different languages 
are used in different communicative situations (see 2.5). This concerns 
in the first place different types of communication: Berber and Maghrib-
ian Arabic are used in face-to-face conversations and derived forms of 
this (e.g. telephone calls, internet chatting). Standard Arabic is typical for 
the realm of writing and reading aloud.6 Standard Arabic is rarely used 
for face-to-face conversation, although some users may be relatively pro-
ficient when the need appears, e.g., in conversations between speakers 
from different countries with whom they only have Standard Arabic in 
common. This difference in communicative context leads to an associa-
tion of one or the other language with certain topics. Topics which are 
strongly associated with the spoken domain (e.g., emotions or traditional 
life) are associated with Berber and spoken Arabic, while topics associ-
ated with newspapers, school books or Islamic learning, have an associa-
tion with Standard Arabic. While there exists some terminology belonging 
to these fields in Berber (e.g., Figuig ažǝllid ‘king’), most of the technical 
terms have no traditional equivalent, and one could say that a lot of lexi-
con is simply lacking in the language. In order to talk about such topics, 
one takes recourse to a pool of Standard Arabic and French terms, which 
can freely be inserted into the Berber (or Maghribian Arabic) discourse. 
The following excerpt from a Tarifiyt television interview with a Berber 
activist about the detention of another Berber activist, Chakib Al Khiyari, 
illustrates this type of discourse; Standard Arabic insertions are in capi-
tals; names and “genuine” borrowings are in italics. Etymologically Berber 
words are in normal font type. Because of the insertions, the text is only 
understandable to a speaker of Tarifiyt if he also knows Standard Arabic.

yǝɛni tuɣa=ṯ ḏ ižž l-fǝṬṚa Ṣaɛba, g umǝzwaru=nni, ǝhhh, ttuɣa=nǝɣ nǝššin 
xariž l‑ɁaṢwaṚ, ttuɣa ɣānǝɣ maɛaraka a nǝssǝn šakib lxiyaṛi mani iǧǧa, 
mǝnbǝɛd tḤarrukat yǝɛni n munḌammat dǝwliya ḏ waṬaniya ḏ 
l-Ɂiɛlam l-waṬani u d-dǝwli, nufa Ɂanna-hu ǝhhh, yǝffǝɣ balaɣ 
n n-ǝwzir d-daxili Ɂanna [ḏak] yǝssiwǝř bi-ɁAnna šakib lxiyaṛi aq=ṯ 
mužud di ḍḍar-lbiḍa u aq=ṯ ḏi řǝḥbǝs n ɛuqaša.

6 All this is of course grossly simplified, and does not take into account, for instance, 
the existence of poetic genres in Berber and in Maghribian Arabic.
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well, it was a difficult time, in the beginning, ehh, and we were out-
side the walls, we had a battle to know where Chakib El Khiyari was, 
after PRESSURE well of international and national associations 
and national and international mediatization, we found out 
that he, ehhh, a message came out from the minister of Interior 
that [xxx] it spoke that Chakib El Khiyari was PRESENT in Casablanca 
and was (held) in the prison of Okacha.7

In this short fragment all complementizers and almost all nominals 
are Standard Arabic: disregarding names, only the temporal phrase g 
umǝzwar=nni ‘in that beginning’ and the “genuine” loan řǝḥbǝs ‘prison’ 
represent normal Tarifiyt nouns. On the other hand all verbs and verb-like 
forms (the “pseudo-verbs” ttuɣa and aq, cf. Kossmann 2000a) are Berber. 

The Standard Arabic insertions8 are to a large degree similar to the 
diglossic code-switching described by Boussofara-Omar (2006) and 
Bassiouny (2009) for the mixed discourse of vernacular Arabic and Stan-
dard Arabic. In such discourse, insertion draws relatively freely from the 
pool of Standard Arabic lexicon and phraseology. There is considerable 
variation as to the degree of phonological integration of the insertions. 
This variation is also found in our Berber/Arabic text, which stretches 
from pure (Moroccan-type) Standard Arabic pronunciation such as xariž 
l-ʔaṣwaṛ ‘outside the walls’ to less standard pronunciations, such as 
tḥarrukat (instead of taḥarrukat) and dǝwli (instead of duwali). The less 
standard pronunciations are more similar to Moroccan Arabic than to 
Tarifiyt Berber: thus one has tḥarrukat rather than Tarifiyt-like ṯḥārrukaṯ.

On the other hand, Standard Arabic insertions in this type of texts also 
have features typical of conventional borrowings: they are mostly the only 
way to express certain concepts, and they can occur repeatedly. 

They are different from other words (borrowings or not) in the sense 
that they are felt by the speaker to belong to the standard language, and 
in the sense that they are often part of expressions that would not be used 
by speakers without knowledge of the standard. On the structural level, 

7 Amsawal ag Amin El Khiyari 1/2. AmazighTV, May 5, 2011. Retrieved November 17, 
2011 from http://www.martv.net/uitzending/2845_amsawal-ag-amin-el-khiyari-1-2*.html.  
I wish to thank Khalid Mourigh for his help in the transcription and interpretation of the 
fragment. 

8 It should be noted that Berber language planners have put much effort into the devel-
opment of a Berber lexicon that could be used in stead of such diglossic insertions from 
Arabic, as well as for “genuine” borrowings. This standard Berber language stands so far 
from actually spoken Berber varieties that it is close to presenting a diglossic High variety. 
Usage of standard Berber words can therefore be considered as another instance of diglos-
sic insertion.

http://www.martv.net/uitzending/2845_amsawal-ag-amin-el-khiyari-1-2*.html
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one remarks that diglossic insertions are often noun phrases including 
genitival or adjectival modifiers, rather than bare nouns. 

Therefore, I propose to consider them insertions of a special kind, which 
will be called here diglossic insertions (“conventional code-switches” 
would be an alternative). One may look at this in the following way. In 
diglossia-bound languages, parts of the lexicon have not been developed 
in the same way as in languages that cover the full range of communica-
tive functions. In order to be able to communicate about subjects that are 
not covered by the conventional lexicon, one may freely take elements 
from the other language(s) in the diglossia. Such insertions are therefore 
very similar to code-switches, but are different in that they are neces-
sary for the communication of the intended content. Archetypical code-
switching, as it is normally described, is not governed by needs for the 
content, but rather by other factors, including bilingual processing and 
expression of identity (Gardner-Chloros 2009). Distinctions between code-
switching and borrowing are blurry, and definitions are highly arbitrary. 
This is even more so the case where the distinction of diglossic insertion 
vis-à-vis “genuine” (i.e. fully conventionalized) borrowing and “genuine” 
code-switching is concerned. 

4.2 Quantitative Approaches

The overview of borrowing types given above is basically qualitative, ask-
ing why a certain term has been borrowed. One can also ask quantitative 
questions: how many borrowings are used in a language? To what extent 
are percentages different among Berber varieties? What is the amount of 
borrowing in comparison with other languages of the world?

The quantitative study of lexical borrowing can take two axes. In the 
first place, one can look at the relative frequency of borrowings in run-
ning texts, a type of study undertaken, for example, for Standard Arabic 
in Issawi (1967). In the second place, one can look at the frequency of 
borrowings in the lexicon. The emphasis in this investigation lies on core 
borrowings, i.e., borrowings that concern objects and actions that were 
already part of the speakers’ environment before the coming of Arabic 
to northern Africa. This includes terminology for items universally pres-
ent, such as body parts, but also cultural terms referring to the traditional 
environment of the speakers, such as domestic animals and crops.
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4.3 Text Frequency of Arabic Borrowings

There exist hardly any studies of Arabic influence on Berber quantifying 
the occurrence of Arabic loanwords in texts.9 A methodologically sound 
approach to this problem would be based on a large text corpus incorpo-
rating different genres (oral narrative, spoken interaction, religious dis-
course, etc.). Moreover, one would like to have an idea about the dialectal 
variation in this respect, demanding thus for a replication of the same 
procedure for several varieties. In the framework of the present study, 
such a research has not been undertaken, due to lack of data and time. 
However, in order to gain some insight into the question, a small-scale 
pilot study was carried out, featuring only a small number of languages 
and texts.

To achieve this, a specific genre was chosen, traditional fictional oral 
narratives (also known as fairy tales). This is a genre relatively immune to 
diglossic insertions, as it basically refers to traditional life. It is therefore 
considered to be indicative to some degree of the impact of borrowing on 
old-fashioned speech about traditional subjects.

The first text studied is from Figuig. It is a traditional oral narrative 
about the hero Nnayǝṛ Bugṛǝm, told in 1990 by a middle-aged blind woman 
from the village of Zenaga, well-known as a story-teller. There is no reason 
to believe that she used more Arabic loans than other speakers would do. 
The story consists of exactly 1900 words;10 due to certain stylistic features 
of Figuig-Berber story telling, part of the fixed phrases in the story are 
in Moroccan Arabic (cf. Kossmann 2000b:81–87); these phrases were not 
counted, nor were personal names, leaving a total of somewhat less than 
1750 words of running Berber text.

Among these 1750 attestations in the text, 385 are from Arabic, i.e., 22% 
of the tokens.11 When looking at the different words represented by these 

9 The main exception are works by Rabah Kahlouche and Fadila Brahimi on Kabyle. 
Kahlouche counted that 46% of the lexemes were Arabic loans, using a corpus a five-hour 
recording of a monolingual Kabyle speaker (Kahlouche 2001, 2005:208); Brahimi (2000:373) 
found 22.7% loanwords (tokens) in a 6,000 words corpus. One remarks that these percent-
ages are almost identical to those found in Figuig.

10 Pronominal and deictic clitics were not counted as separate words, thus forms like 
inna=yas=t=id ‘he said it to him’ and argaz=u ‘this man’ are counted as single words.

11 I did not take into account to what degree these words were integrated into the Ber-
ber system. For instance, causative derivations from Arabic roots were counted as Arabic 
loans.
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attestations12—366 types in total—, Arabic loans constitute slightly under 
45% of the corpus. Among verbs, about 40% are borrowings, while among 
nouns, about 55% are borrowings.

There is a clear frequency effect here: the more frequent a word, the 
less chances that it is a borrowing. Among the 25 most frequent words, 
which account for over 50% of the text, only two are borrowings (iwa 
‘well’, ṛaḥ ‘to go’). Disregard the first 5 most frequent words, (all from Ber-
ber: n ‘of ’, ini ‘to say’,13 d ‘predicative particle’, i ‘to, when’ and ili ‘to be; 
auxiliary’), and about 30% of the tokens in the text are loans from Arabic; 
if one disregards the 25 most frequent words, 40% of the tokens in the 
text are loans from Arabic.

A count based on three stories in nearby Beni Iznasen (Bezzazi & Koss-
mann 1997, stories 5, 6, 7) yielded similar percentages: among 1710 tokens, 
about 24% have an Arabic background. Among 338 different words rep-
resented in the corpus, 42% are loans from Arabic.

A similar procedure was undertaken for a Tashelhiyt text collected by 
Hans Stumme and reedited by Harry Stroomer in Stroomer (2002b) as text 
nr. 16.14 Using the same word boundary definitions as for the other texts 
(but different from the one used in the edition), this text has well over 
3600 words. Among these, 17% have an Arabic background. When count-
ing different words (469 in total), about 36% are from Arabic. A similar 
difference between nouns and verbs was found as in Figuig: 31% of the 
verbs are from Arabic, while 45% of the nouns have this background.15

As a fourth corpus, Ghadames was chosen. Two traditional stories 
about heroes dealing with ogresses (text 17 and 18 in Lanfry 1968) were 
taken as a basis. Disregarding names and the occasional Arabic formula, 
these texts count 1635 words in total. Among these 1635 attestations, 112 
are words of Arabic or sub-Saharan origin,16 i.e. 7%. When looking at the 
different types attested in the sample, there are 355 words, among which 
61 have an Arabic origin, while 2 have a sub-Saharan background. This 

12 Counting inflectional forms as variants of one single word, but derivational variants 
as different words.

13 The narrative character of the studied text is responsible for the high frequency of 
this word.

14 I wish to thank Harry Stroomer, who kindly gave me access to a digital version of 
this text. 

15 These counts were made excluding a number of words whose Arabic background 
was not established beyond doubt. Including these, they would be 18% for the total words 
in the text; 38% for the different words in the text, and among these 34% of the verbs and 
46% of the nouns.

16 Disregarding 26 attestations, representing four words, whose Arabic origin is doubtful.
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represents 18% of the total. Again, among verbs percentages are lower 
than with nouns: 17% and 25%, respectively.

From the preceding, one sees a clear difference in impact of borrowings 
in texts between Ghadames on the one hand and the eastern Moroccan 
varieties of Beni Iznasen and Figuig on the other. Tashelhiyt takes a place 
somewhat in between, but is closer to the Moroccan varieties than to 
Ghadames. Note that a similar result is reached when using a completely 
different count, that of the impact of Arabic on basic lexicon, as shown by 
the percentages of borrowings in a list of basic basic lexicon, the Leipzig-
Jakarta-100 list (see 4.5.2):

Ghadames Tashelhiyt Iznasen Figuig

% of all words in text 7 17 24 22
% of different words in text 18 36 42 44
% in LJ-100 1 6 11 9

It is difficult to compare the percentages obtained from the analysis of 
the Berber texts with languages outside the Maghrib, esp. when consider-
ing the percentage of the total of the words in a text. Linguistic systems 
differ to such an extent that the amount of information provided by a 
single word is highly variable. For example, in the above data, pronominal 
clitics were not counted as separate words, and a form like Ghadames 
t‑ăxǝbbăr=az=d (3sf-tell:pv=3s:do=vent) ‘she told him (hither)’ was con-
sidered to be one single word, borrowed from Arabic, as the verb ăxǝbbăr 
has an Arabic background. In languages that treat pronominal reference 
differently, the equivalent of this single word would be three words, as in 
the English translation.17 As personal pronouns are hardly ever borrowed 
(see 9.1), this skews the percentages to a large extent. The problem is less 
acute when counting different lexemes used in the text. In this case, the 
central question is how to find a text that is representative of the same 
genre as the Berber texts that were analyzed. In order to solve this, Harry 
Stroomer’s English translation of the Tashelhiyt story was taken. This text 

17 For example, in the faithful English translation of the Tashelhiyt text about 2000 
more words are used than in Tashelhiyt, mainly because of the frequency of words such 
as a, the, he, him.
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aims at a faithful representation of the Berber text and uses a narrative 
style similar to the original. 

In the English text, among 656 different words used (note that this 
is a considerably higher number than in the Berber corpora), 183 have 
a Romance origin, i.e., 28%.18 Thereby, English has a score of Romance 
borrowings which is clearly lower than the score of Arabic borrowings in 
Tashelhiyt, but which lies above the Ghadames percentage. The scores in 
the Figuig and Beni Iznasen texts are about 50% higher than the English 
score.

4.4 Borrowing Frequency in the Lexicon: The LWT Sample

Hardly any study has been made about rates of borrowings in any Berber 
language (cf. however Chaker 1984). 

There is only one study that deals with Arabic loans in a Berber vari-
ety in a quantitative fashion, and which studies a large part of the lexi-
con, Kossmann (2009a) on Tarifiyt (Q) Berber. This was carried out in the 
framework of the Loanword Typology Project at the Max-Planck-Institut  
für evolutionäre Anthropologie in Leipzig, and organized by Martin 
Haspelmath and Uri Tadmor. In this project, borrowing rates were estab-
lished on the basis of a list of 1460 “meanings”, defined in English, but not 
always meant to cover the full semantics of the English term. Collabora-
tors could add “meanings” where they thought this was appropriate, and 
choose to fill in blanks where the language had no appropriate expres-
sion for the concept, mostly because it did not belong to the cultural rep-
ertoire of the language speakers. Of course, several translations for the 
same “meaning” could be given. This list was filled in and analyzed as to  
borrowing histories for 41 languages, one among which was Tarifiyt (Q). 
The Tarifiyt data base was completed with the help of one single speaker, 
Mr Khalid Mourigh, who uses the urban variety of Nador.

For Tarifiyt, among 1526 meanings in the data base, 789 were repre-
sented by loanwords (51,7%), which puts the language at second posi-
tion in the LWT sample (only the Romani language of Selice has a higher 

18 There are also 6 words that come from Arabic, due to the type of the text. I did not 
count Scandinavian loans.
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percentage).19 The loanwords were divided up among donor languages as 
follows (slightly adapted from Kossmann 2009a:198):

Dialectal Arabic		  41.7%
Classical/Standard Arabic	 3.2%
Spanish and French		 6.3%
	 total:	 51.7%

Differentiating according to the semantically defined word categories 
established by LWT (which do not necessarily follow the categorization 
of the language) the following figures for borrowings appear:

	 total of borrowings	 borrowings from dialectal Arabic
“nouns”	 56.1%	 41.9% 
“verbs”	 44.1%	 40.9% 
“adjectives”	 52.7%	 48.5% 
“adverbs”	 40.0%	 40.0%
“function words”	 39.5%	 35.4% 

While there is clearly some difference according to word category, this 
difference is relatively small in the dialectal Arabic part of the loanwords. 
Thus “nouns” and “verbs” have almost the same percentages. There is an 
interesting difference here with the situation in European and Standard 
Arabic loans. Among these groups, “nouns” are strongly dominant: 13.2% 
of the “nouns” belong to these languages, while only 2.7% of the “verbs” 
goes back to them.

LWT divided the sample into 24 fields associated with semantics and 
context of usage. Percentages of loans differ greatly as to these fields, cf. the 
percentages in the following table (adapted from Kossmann 2009a:198):

19 It is questionable whether all language samples are comparable. Thus it seems that 
for many languages borrowings related to wider knowledge of the world, which are often 
expressed by internationalisms in European languages, have been filled in by a blank. For 
example, the Ceq Wong data base only contains 862 “meanings”, slightly more than half 
of the meanings filled in for Tarifiyt. Of course, this is the type of lexicon where borrow-
ing occurs frequently, and the percentages in the two languages may therefore not be 
comparable.
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Miscellaneous function words 21.7 – – – 21.7
The body 28.9 0.5 – – 29.5
Kinship 28.0 1.2 1.2 – 30.5
Spatial relations 29.7 1.3 1.3 2.5 34.8
Animals 27.2 7.0 4.4 0.9 39.5
Sense perception 36.7 4.2 – – 40.9
The physical world 38.1 – 3.7 – 41.8
Motion 37.8 6.1 2.4 – 46.3
Food and drink 40.4 7.5 1.1 – 49.0
Basic actions and technology 42.6 4.7 2.4 – 49.7
Agriculture and vegetation 38.7 6.3 4.7 1.6 51.3
Emotions and values 55.0 3.7 1.8 – 60.6
Speech and language 52.0 4.8 4.8 – 61.7
Law 48.2 4.7 9.4 – 62.4
Possession 55.0 6.0 2.0 – 63.0
Social and political relations 59.1 – 5.2 – 64.3
Time 62.0 3.7 – – 65.7
Quantity 55.0 6.9 4.6 – 66.4
Cognition 51.8 8.1 8.6 – 68.5
The house 51.3 15.3 2.2 2.2 70.9
Warfare and hunting 56.4 10.3 5.1 – 71.8
Clothing and grooming 60.5 12.5 1.8 – 74.8
Modern world 40.6 41.4 8.0 3.2 93.1
Religion and belief 66.2 3.9 22.1 3.9 96.1

all words 41.7 6.3 3.2 0.5 51.7

These percentages are not always easy to interpret, as the choice into 
which semantic field a certain term is included is often quite arbitrary; 
their main value is to offer a basis for comparison with other languages 
(for which, see Haspelmath & Tadmor 2009). One remarks that Tarifiyt 
is the only language in the sample that has over 20% loanwords in all 
semantic fields defined by LWT.

It would be interesting to fill in the same sample for other Berber lan-
guages. This has not been done yet, so it remains unclear to what extent 
Tarifiyt is representative for Berber as a whole.
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4.5 Borrowing Frequency in the Lexicon: Core Vocabulary

In the following, borrowing in “core vocabulary” will be studied in detail, 
using different lists and selected semantic fields. In order to do so, fifteen 
Berber varieties are studied in some detail. The study was based on the 
sources given in parentheses:

Morocco:	�T ashelhiyt (Destaing 1938), Ghomara (Mourigh p.c.), Senhadja 
(Ibáñez 1959, Lafkioui 2007), Tarifiyt (Kossmann 2009b),20 Beni Izna-
sen (Kossmann field notes), Figuig (Kossmann 1997).

Algeria:	� Beni Snous (Destaing 1914), Kabyle (Chaker 1984; Dallet 1982), Mzab 
(Delheure 1984), Ouargla (Delheure 1987).

Libya:	� Ghadames (Lanfry 1973), Djebel Nefusa (Beguinot 21942, Provasi 1973), 
El-Fogaha (Paradisi 1963), Awdjila (Paradisi 1960a).

Egypt:	� Siwa (Laoust 1932, Naumann 2009, Souag 2010).

The choice was determined by the availability and accessibility of the lexi-
cal data. For most of the chosen varieties there exist dictionaries translat-
ing a term from a European language (French, Italian or Spanish) into 
Berber, or I had a searchable digital file at my disposal. This does not only 
facilitate the job of finding the words, but has the great advantage that 
the words given represent the most basic translations of the European 
terms. As “universal” word lists always have the format “how is concept 
X expressed in language Y”, this is very practical. In a number of cases,  
I had to rely on French-Berber indexes to Berber-French dictionaries (Lan-
fry 1983, Delheure 1984, Delheure 1987; Dallet 1985). Of course the words 
found in these indexes were checked in the dictionaries, and irrelevant 
entries were not taken into account. Still, it is often difficult or impos-
sible to make out from the dictionary entries which Berber term is the 
least marked translation of the French term. This was less of a problem in 
smaller dictionaries, such as those for Ghadames, Mzab and Ouargla, but 
constitutes a huge problem in the case of Kabyle, which is blessed by a 
very extensive dictionary, and in which a single French term is normally 
translated by numerous Berber terms. In order to circumvene this prob-
lem to some extent, I took the 200–word list of Chaker (1984:219–225) as a 
first basis, and supplemented it by terms from Dallet (1982). For a number 
of important Berber varieties no easily searchable material was available. 
This is the case, for instance of Chaouia, for which only the hand-written  

20 Unfortunately, I did not have access to Serhoual (2002).
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Berber-French dictionary by Huyghe (1971) is available.21 The same is true 
for the Middle Atlas. Unfortunately, the elaborate dictionaries by Taïfi 
(1991) and Azdoud (2011) lack a French-Berber index, and the online dic-
tionary by Amaniss (2009) avoids citing Arabic loans. Therefore I keep 
these languages out of the corpus, and focus on the fifteen languages for 
which data are more easily accessible.

The choice of varieties being determined by the availability of source 
materials, the sample is biased towards certain regions. Thus the north-
ern Moroccan and northwestern Algerian dialects are represented by five 
varieties (Ghomara, Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Beni Iznasen and Beni Snous). As 
this is a region with a high incidence of borrowing, this bias may be an 
advantage rather than a disadvantage. It means, however, that any general 
statistics on the basis of our sample should be treated with the utmost 
caution.

4.5.1 Borrowing Lists of Basic Vocabulary

In comparative linguistics, pre-determined lists words constitute an impor-
tant research tool. A major function of such lists is that they allow the user 
to make a quantitative analysis of lexical similarity between languages. 

Most of such lists use “basic” words, i.e., items that refer to concepts 
which are considered to be relevant to all human communities in the 
same degree;22 thus, for example, ‘dog’ is more “basic” than ‘camel’, 
because dogs are prominent among domesticated animals in most parts 
of the world, while camels are only relevant to inhabitants of arid regions 
in Africa and Asia. Of course camels are also known outside these areas, 
but their role in human society is entirely different.

Mostly, “basic word” lists are used for establishing and fine-tuning 
genetic relationships between languages. The best-known specimina of 
this type are the lists established by Morris Swadesh for glottochronologi-
cal purposes. Glottochronology takes as its basic assumption that lexical 
change (i.e. the substitution of one lexical item by another for referring to 
a certain concept) takes place at a regular pace in time, as long as the sub-
stitution does not have cultural reasons. In order to quantify this, Swadesh 

21  The copy I have of Ounissi (2003) lacks the letters K-Q, which seems to be a basic 
error in the printing the manuscript rather than a binding problem (the section R starts 
after section J and is headed by K). Especially the lack of the letter L, which contains many 
Arabic loans, makes it useless for the purpose of this study. 

22 “Basicness” could be and has been defined differently, looking for example at which 
words are first acquired by children. 



106	 chapter four

established two lists, first a list of 200 words, later an improved list of 
100 words, which he considered to have a regular pace of substitution— 
i.e. to be uninfluenced by cultural change. These word lists do not neces-
sarily only include items that are immune to change, but rather items 
that—according to Swadesh’ thoughts and findings—are independent of 
cultural innovation in their pace of change.

A number of other “basic” word lists have been proposed, mostly with 
important overlap with the Swadesh lists. Different from Swadesh, they 
explicitly focus on stable material, i.e. words that tend to remain the same 
over a long span of time. Such lists are used to establish deep relationships 
between languages and language families, which are less visible to the 
naive observer. One important list of this type is the Yakhontov-35 list, 
which provides a subset of words in the Swadesh 200 and 100 lists that are 
considered to be especially stable. Another list of this type is the 40-word 
list used by the Automated Similarity Judgment Program (ASJP) project, 
aiming at the automatic establishment of genetic relationships, using a 
list of particularly stable items (Brown e.a. 2008).

The Swadesh list has been challenged and altered at many reprisals. 
Haspelmath & Tadmor (2009) present a new list, based on the cross- 
linguistic investigation of borrowings in basic and non-basic lexicon in the 
Loanword Typology Project (LWT). This list, baptized the “Leipzig-Jakarta 
list” (hence LJ-100), presents the words they found to be most stable in 
their corpus, focusing on borrowability, universal presence, and ancien-
nity of the concepts and words. The list is different from the Swadesh lists, 
and includes 38 items which were not included by Swadesh. Moreover, 
different from Swadesh, the words are presented in a hierarchical order, 
number 1 on the list being considerably more stable than number 100.

In the framework of the present study, lexical stability among languages 
is only relevant in that it should counter-act borrowing. Put otherwise, the 
prediction is that borrowing is less likely among stable (or stable-rate chang-
ing) words. In order to assess the impact of borrowing on a global scale, 
establishing borrowing rates in lists of stable words may be revealing.

Lexical stability in word lists has never been studied in detail for Berber. 
A few studies include the Swadesh list (e.g. Penchoen 1973b), but none 
of them undertakes a comparative study. The only effort at providing a 
comparative study of rates of borrowing in Berber is provided by Salem 
Chaker (1984:216–229). Chaker established a list of 200 items, including 
both concepts which have a high probability of borrowing, such as religious 
terminology, and such that are considered to be less easily borrowed, such 
as body part terms. His main goal is to quantify the general impression 
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that borrowing is less substantial in some Berber languages than in oth-
ers, taking Kabyle, Tashelhiyt and Tuareg as comparees. His figures are  
as follows:

Kabyle	 38% borrowings from Arabic
Tashelhiyt	 25% borrowings from Arabic
Tuareg	 5% borrowings from Arabic

As remarked above, the Chaker-200 list is not a “basic” word list in the 
sense that it focuses on stable lexicon, even though it focuses on less spe-
cialized meanings. 

In the following, I shall first present a comparison of borrowing rates in 
a number of univerally defined “basic word” lists, using a restricted sample 
of Berber languages. After this, I shall take the Leipzig-Jakarta list—the 
only list which explicitly includes the study of borrowing—and look in 
more detail at rates of and reasons for borrowing among the items on 
this list.

4.5.2 Borrowing Rates in a Number of Standard Lists

Among the standard basic word lists, the following were chosen for  
comparison:

Swadesh-100	 (Swadesh 1971)
Leipzig-Jakarta-100	 (Haspelmath & Tadmor 2009)
AJSP-40	 (Brown e.a. 2008)
Yakhontov-3523	
Dolgopolsky-1524

In the following table, borrowing rates are presented for a number of 
Moroccan Berber lects. Only words that are clearly borrowings have been 
counted. This excludes:

1. �Items both represented by a non-borrowing and by a borrowing
2. �Words which look like a borrowing (e.g. because of phonological char-

acteristics), for which no clear basis in Arabic could be found
3. �Words which could be borrowings or retentions from proto-Afroasiatic 

(see the discussion on isǝm ‘name’ below).
4. �Words that are Berber borrowings in Maghribian Arabic, and which 

could be original or reborrowed.

23 From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swadesh=list. Retrieved March 2012.
24 From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dolgopolsky=list. Retrieved March 2012.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swadesh=list
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dolgopolsky=list
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On the other hand, loans that have undergone important semantic devel-
opments during the borrowing process (or afterwards?) have been counted 
as borrowings, as long as their Arabic origin stands beyond doubt.

Translations are given on a semantic basis; for example, in cases where 
the translated language has a verb while the language of the list has a 
noun or an adjective, the verb was chosen.25

Swadesh-100 LJ-100 AJSP-40 Yakhontov-35 Dolg-15

Tashelhiyt 8% 6% 10% 9% 0%
Figuig 16% 9% 10% 11% 7%
Iznasen 16% 11% 15% 11% 7%
Tarifiyt (Q) 9% 10% 10% 9% 7%
Ghomara 34% 37% 28% 29% 20%

Swadesh-100 has in most cases a similar or higher percentage of borrow-
ings than the Leipzig-Jakarta list, which seems to enhance the latter’s 
claim that it is more sophisticated in this matter. Except for Ghomara, 
the two medium-sized lists (AJSP-40 and Yakhontov-35) have similar or 
even higher rates than the Leipzig-Jakarta list.

Compared to other languages, the Berber scores are certainly on the 
high side: a well-known borrower such as English has only five Romance 
borrowings in the LJ-100 list—less than any of the Moroccan Berber vari-
eties; moreover, one remarks that Ghomara Berber outscores any of the 
LJ-100 borrowing percentages in the sample of 41 languages in Haspelmath 
& Tadmor (2009).

4.5.3 Borrowing in the Leipzig-Jakarta List: Quantitative Results

In the following, the Leipzig-Jakarta list will be taken as a basis for a more 
general assessment of borrowing in the basic lexicon in Berber and in 
comparison with other languages. The Leipzig-Jakarta list was established 
on the basis of a sample of over 1500 semantically defined items (the LWT 
list). These items were studied in a sample of 41 languages, including one 
Berber language, Tarifiyt. On the basis of these data, scores were estab-
lished taking into account four different factors (Tadmor 2009):

25 In a few cases, meanings have been taken together where the intended meaning of 
the list was unclear. Thus my countings of LJ-100 ‘to suck’ includes the verb used for babies 
drinking from their mothers’ breast.
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1. �Borrowability: to what extent is the meaning expressed by borrowings 
in the languages of the sample?

2. �Monomorphemacity: Is the concept expressed by a single morpheme 
or by a compound word or an (idiomatic) expression?

3. �Representation in the corpus: to what extent has the semantic category 
been attested in the languages under consideration (thus excluding 
culturally or linguistically less universal meanings)?

4. �Age: how long has the word been in the language?

The ideal stable meaning/word would never be borrowed, always be 
morphophonematic, be represented in all languages of the corpus and 
be as old as can be traced. These factors were weighed identically,26 and 
the composite score leading to the Leipzig-Jakarta ranking is the score of 
these four factors multiplied. The identical weighing is not unproblem-
atic; this may have serious implications for the list.27

In the end, any list of “basic” words is to some extent arbitrary, because 
of the definitions of the semantic elements, and because one is bound to 
make a choice of languages. In any case, the Leipzig-Jakarta list presents 
100 words which clearly belong to the set of concepts which are reason-
ably universal and reasonably resistant to change. Taken as such, com-
paring borrowing in this set can be considered indicative of borrowing in 
basic vocabulary.

In this section, first the quantitative borrowing data in LJ-100 in Ber-
ber will be presented. After this, the individual borrowed concepts will be 
studied in more detail.

The quantification of borrowing only makes sense with relatively com-
plete sets of lexical data. The establishment of such sets is not without 
caveats, however. In the first place, there are quite a number of Berber 
varieties for which only part of the LJ-100 list was recorded. Where only a 
few items are missing, this hardly represents a problem. However in the 
case of Libyan dialects, which are quite important in the study of Arabic 
influence on Berber, the data sets comprise less than 95% of the LJ-100 list. 
Moreover, at least in the case of Awdjila, the word list is biased towards 

26 Note that the weighing of the borrowing score was different from the simpler method 
used above and elsewhere in this study in establishing the borrowing scores for Berber, as 
it includes meanings for which both borrowed and un-borrowed words exist.

27 When, for example, “monomorphematicity” and “representation” are taken together 
(i.e. the average of the two scores), an item like ‘not’ rises from the 56th place on the list 
(composite score 0.726) to the 12th place (composite score 0.786). Similar changes in com-
putation may make words now not represented enter the list.
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non-borrowed lexicon, as explicitly stated in Paradisi (1960a:157);28 a sim-
ilar bias may have played a role in the establishment of the El-Fogaha 
vocabulary by the same author (Paradisi 1963). In these cases the percent-
age obtained for the attested part of the list may be considerably lower 
than what we would have had with a complete list. 

The following scores were obtained for different Berber languages, 
using the criteria outlined in 4.5.2:

country language percentage of borrowings attestation n =

Morocco Tashelhiyt 6% 99
Ghomara 37% 100
Senhadja 17% 100
Tarifiyt (Q) 10% 100
Figuig 9% 98
Iznasen 11% 100

Algeria Beni Snous 12% 100
Greater Kabylia 7% 99
Mzab 7% 99
Ouargla 10% 99

Libya Ghadames 1% (1 item) 94
Djebel Nefusa 13% (12 items) 92
El-Fogaha 9% (7 items) 82
Awdjila 3% (3 items) 92

Egypt Siwa 26% 100

Studying these scores, one may define three groups of borrowing  
percentages:

Low percentage: 0–5%.
In the northern Berber corpus this concerns two languages: Ghadames 
(1%) and Awdjila (3%). Six meanings in the LJ-100 list are not known for 
Ghadames, while 13 meanings are unknown for Awdjila. The Awdjila list is 
biased against Arabic loanwords, and the percentage is possibly higher.

Medium percentage (6–15%).
This is found in the majority of northern Berber languages. There is no major 
difference between Tashelhiyt on the one hand, and Tarifiyt and Kabyle on 
the other. Apparently, while borrowing in non-basic vocabulary is stronger 

28 “Il materiale lessicale qui riportato è limitato alle sole voci di orgine berbera”. In 
practice, Paradisi sometimes cites loanwords which he considered interesting for some 
reason. Moreover, I profited from Marijn van Putten’s painstaking effort in adding all 
words attested in the texts (van Putten fc.).
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in Tarifiyt and in Kabyle than in Tashelhiyt (cf. the text counts in section 
4.3), the situation is similar in the three languages as far as basic vocabulary 
is concerned.

High percentage (over 15%).
This concerns in the first place Ghomara (37%) and Siwa (26%). Senhadja 
de Sraïr, spoken in the vicinity of Ghomara, has 17%. Moreover, in Senhadja, 
there are no less than 13 items that are translated in the source by both an 
original Berber word and an Arabic loan; according to the principles out-
lined above, these were not counted as borrowings. As Ibáñez (1959) is based 
on two different dialects (Zarkat and Beni Ahmed), without distinguishing 
them in the dictionary, some of this variation may be due to dialectal prefer-
ences. If this is true, the percentage would be higher if the borrowings were 
counted on the dialectal level.

Some of the Libyan varieties may belong to the high percentage bor-
rowers too: Djebel Nefusa has 13 loans and eight unattested items, while 
El-Fogaha has seven loans and 18 unattested items. Thus maximum scores 
could be up to 21 (Djebel Nefusa) and 25 (El-Fogaha) if the unattested items 
were all loans. As mentioned above, some of these publications are probably 
biased towards unborrowed words.

There are not many comparative studies of loanwords in the basic lexi-
con. In order to get some impression of this, the LJ-100 precentages in the 
40 non-Berber languages covered in Haspelmath & Tadmor (2009) were 
calculated following the same criteria as given above for Berber. Those 
items that were considered to be “clearly borrowed” or “probably bor-
rowed” by the authors of the chapters in Haspelmath & Tadmor (2009), 
and for which no alternative non-borrowed items were provided, count as 
borrowings. Note that the language data in Haspelmath & Tadmor were 
the basis of the LJ-100 list, even though the reflection of the borrowing 
percentages in this list is rather complicated.

Among these 40 languages, 31 have percentages of 5% or lower. Thus, 
even the medium percentages found in Tashelhiyt and Tarifiyt are higher 
than those found in over three quarters of the languages in the LWT cor-
pus. Four languages have percentages that put them on a par with the 
medium borrowers within Berber, such as Tashelhiyt, Kabyle and Tarifiyt:

Vietnamese	 7%	
White Hmong	 7%	 (a language of China)
Archi:	 9%	 (an eastern Caucausian language of Russia)
Ceq Wong:	 13%	 (an Austroasiatic language of Malaysia)

Five languages have percentages that put them in the category of high 
borrowers, even though none of them reaches the level of Ghomara:
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Malagasy:	 19%	 (an Austronesian language of Madagascar)
Selice Romani:	 20%	 (an Indo-Arian language of Slovakia)
Kildin Saami:	 21%	 (a Finno-Ugric language of Russia)
Gurindji:	 27%	 (a language of Australia)
Saramaccan:	 33%	 (an English-based creole of Suriname)

These percentages are not necessarily comparable. The historical recon-
structions in some of the languages studied in LWT cover a much longer 
time-span than the recoverable time-span in Berber. In Berber languages, 
only Arabic, Latin, and Punic borrowings can be identified. One may 
assume that at a certain moment in time—possibly up to the Roman 
period—there were more indigenous languages present in northern Africa 
than Berber alone. As we do not know anything about these languages, it 
is impossible to identify possible loans from them. 

This difference is important in comparing two of the high borrowers in 
the LWT sample with Berber. For Selice Romani of Slovakia, one can make 
a reasonable temporal differentiation between loans from the time before 
the ancestors of the speakers came into contact with European languages, 
and later loans. The first contact with European languages (Greek) may 
have happened around the tenth century CE (Elšík 2009:269), which gives 
us a time-span of 1000 years, (very) roughly corresponding to the time-
span of Berber-Arabic contacts. Among the 20% borrowings in the Selice 
Romani LJ-100 list, 13% are borrowings from the European period.29 

Similarly, due to the high quality of historical linguistic studies on 
Saami and its main contact languages, the Kildin Saami database (Rießler 
2009) covers a loanword history of about 5000 years. Only 8 out of 21 loans 
in the LJ-100 list date from after the proto-Saami period.

The situation is different in the other languages. In Malagasy (Adelaar 
2009) only one out of 19 loans in the LJ-100 list seems to post-date the Aus-
tronesian expansion from present-day Indonesia to Madagascar, which 
happened from the 8th century onwards. The 18 other loans are from lan-
guages of Indonesia, mainly Malay. This suggests that the time frame of 
the borrowing was similar to that for Arabic loans in Berber, even though 
it lies in a different, earlier, period.

The two highest borrowers in the LWT corpus are Gurindji and Sara-
maccan. Both have a specific history, which explains their unusual behavior 

29 The situation may be different in Domari, another “Gypsy” language, which has 43% 
to 47% of borrowings in the Swadesh-200 list, according to Matras “primarily from its 
contemporary contact language, Arabic” (Matras 2009:166).
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as to borrowing to some extent. Among Australian languages, Gurindji is 
one of the highest borrowers (Bowern e.a. 2011). Gurindji, as an Austra-
lian language, is subject to the well-known Australian taboo-substitution 
of (basic) words. In societies such as Gurindji, there was a taboo on the 
pronunciation of the name of a deceased person (Dixon 1980:28). In addi-
tion, words similar to these names were ousted from the spoken language. 
Instead, often loans from neighboring languages were taken. Although the 
effect may have been less spectacular than sometimes assumed (McCon
vell 2009:797), it certainy affected basic vocabulary to some degree. In 
addition, there are indications that Gurindji has undergone important 
substratum effects (Bowern e.a. 2011).

Saramaccan is a Maroon creole language which was formed in the 
course of the late 17th, early 18th century. Different from other creole lan-
guages, in its formation two European languages played a role, English, 
the main lexifier, and Portuguese. The exact way this formation took place 
is difficult to make out.

Concluding, among the five high borrowers in the LWT database, two 
have very different histories from Berber, leading to a distinctive increase 
in loanwords. The high percentages found among two other languages 
are partly due to the historical depth of the analysis provided in LWT, 
which covers a much larger time span than is possible for Berber. Only 
one language, Malagasy, with 18 out of 19 loanwords from the same pre-
Madagascar period, can be considered a high borrower in the same cat-
egory as Siwa and Ghomara Berber.30

In order to provide insight into the two highest borrowers in the Ber-
ber corpus, all LJ-100 items that were borrowed in one of them are listed 
below. The numbers in the left-most clumn indicate the ranking on the 
JL-list. Ghomara data all come from Khalid Mourigh (fc.), while the Siwa 
data come from a number of sources, mainly Naumann (2012) [N] and 
Souag (2010) [S]; to a lesser extent also from Laoust (1932) [La] and Vycichl 
(2005) [Vy]. Like elsewhere, only meanings for which no Berber alterna-
tive was found are listed.

30 Of course, one expects more high borrowing percentages to come up when the data 
base is extended to languages outside the LWT sample. Tadaksahak (Christiansen 2010),  
a northern Songhay language, has 20% borrowings (n=95) in LJ-100.
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Ghomara Siwa Siwa source31

 1. fire lɛafya
 2. nose ǝlxnafǝṛ
 9. root ǝlɛǝrq N/La
12. breast bǝzzuna
13. rain lǝhwa
15. name ssmiyyǝt S
18. flesh/meat llḥǝm
21. night llil llelǝt S (p.c.)
24. far bɛiḏ abɛid S
25. to do/make ɛǝmmǝr La
28. bitter mmǝr
31. hair ššɛaṛ ššɛar N
34. who? škun
36. to hit/beat duqq N/Vy
38. fish amalǝḥ tisǝmkǝ́t N
42. black kḥǝl
46. back ṭṭhaṛ 
46. to bite ɛǝṭ
48. wind lǝɛwan lahwá N
49. smoke dduxxan duxan N/La
50. what? šwa
51. child (kin) aɛǝyyal
52. egg tabṭǝ́wt N
53. new ždiḏ
53. to burn (intr) ǝnḥraq S
56. not ma la S
56. good mǝzyan akwayyǝs N
59. sand ṛṛmǝl ṛṛmʷǝl S
64. leaf twǝrqǝt S
64. red ḥmǝṛ
66. liver lkǝbda
67. to hide xǝbbǝɛ
67. skin/hide žžǝld
70. to carry ṛǝwwǝḥ
71. heavy ṭqil atqíl N
74. old qḏim aqdim, šarǝf (man) S
76. thick ɣliṭ atxin S

31 As Naumann (2012) is phonologically the most sophisticated source, his notations 
have been cited where available. The other sources are used when Naumann does not give 
the word. In such a case, precedence was given to Souag (2010) over Laoust and Vycichl. 
Notations like “N/Vy” indicate that the word is attested in a different form (e.g. plural 
instead of singular) in Naumann (2012), and that the form given here corresponds to the 
one provided by the second source.
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Ghomara Siwa Siwa source

78. long ṭwil aṭwíl N
79. to blow ǝ́nfax N
81. to fall ḥṣǝl
84. tail aṃǝɛḅúṣ N
89. sweet ḥlu aḥlu S
91. shade/shadow ḍḍǝll
91. salt mmlaḥ
91. small aḥkík, aḥǝ́kkik N
96. wide wasǝɛ aɛriṭ S
97. star nnžǝm
99. hard qasǝḥ gaṣǝ́y N

A number of forms look Arabic but have no clear etymology. This is the 
case of Ghomara taṛḥǝḇt ‘soil’ and, with an unexpected semantic shift, 
Ghomara ḥṣǝl ‘to fall’ (cf. Arabic ḥṣǝl ‘to get stuck’), ṛǝwwǝḥ ‘to carry’ (in 
Arabic, among others, ‘to come back’ or ‘to take home (esp. a bride)’) and 
amalǝḥ ‘fish’ (cf. Arabic malǝḥ ‘salted’).32 In one case, the Arabic etymol-
ogy is contested, and different explanations have been adduced, Ghomara 
axyam ‘house’ (see 4.5.4). Finally, some forms could be Berber loans in 
Arabic that were re-borrowed in Ghomara, e.g. ṣuṭ ‘to blow’ and aẓǝnniṭ 
‘tail’, but could also be ancient in the language. The forms with a special 
semantic development were included in the count, the other cases not.

In comparing these two sets from the two opposite ends of the Berber-
speaking territory, one remarks a relatively strong overlap. Siwa Berber 
shares 16 out of 26 borrowed meanings with Ghomara; only 10 meanings 
are represented by a borrowing in Siwa and by a Berber word in Ghomara. 
As 37% percent of the basic words are taken over from Arabic in Gho-
maran, one would have expected about ten percent shared borrowings 
between Siwa and Ghomara if the distribution were entirely arbitrary.

4.5.4 Borrowing in the Leipzig-Jakarta List: Detailed Lexical Study

Most northern Berber languages are medium borrowers of basic lexicon, 
i.e. they have in between 6% and 15% of borrowings in the LJ-100 list. In 

32 Apparently the meaning ‘fish’ derives from the commerce in salted fish in the moun-
tain regions. This shows that the word did not originate in the coastal region whence our 
data come, as the typical fish there is not salted. malǝḥ is not used in local Arabic in the 
meaning ‘fish’ (Mourigh, p.c.).

Table (cont.)
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the following, the borrowed meanings will be presented one by one. Gho-
mara and Siwa, for which the borrowings have been listed above, are only 
mentioned when the meaning is also borrowed in other Berber languages, 
or when there are reasons for a more elaborate discussion.

Where possible, Standard Arabic equivalents of the borrowed items are 
given in order to indicate the wider use of the form in Arabic, thereby 
excluding inverse influence.

fire [JL rank: 1]; borrowed 3x 
The noun ‘fire’ is borrowed in a number of Moroccan Berber languages: 
Tashelhiyt lɛafit, Ghomara lɛafya, Senhadja lɛafya, Figuig lɛafǝyt. The 
reason is euphemism. In Berber, like in Arabic, ‘fire’ is the same term as 
‘Hell’. Therefore, borrowing may be used as a way to avoid a loaden term. 
In Moroccan Arabic, normally the euphemism ɛafya (basically: ‘good 
health’) is used. This euphemism was taken over by a number of Berber 
languages.
StAr: ɛāfiya ‘(good) health, well-being, vigor, vitality’

nose [JL rank: 2]; borrowed 2x 
A loan from Arabic is only found in two languages. In Ghomara the local 
Arabic term ǝlxnafǝṛ has been introduced. In the Tashelhiyt of the Ida 
Usemlal, the basis of Destaing’s vocabulary (1938), tinxrt is found. which 
looks like a blend of Berber tinzrt (attested elsewhere in Tashelhiyt) and 
Arabic mǝnxar.
StAr: manxar ‘nostril, nose’; xanfara ‘to snuffle, snort’. Cf. Bahrayn Arabic 
xanfūṛ ‘nose’ (Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:111).

to go [JL rank: 3] borrowed 6x 
The meaning ‘to go’ is often expressed by a loan from Arabic. Less telic, or 
more specifically telic meanings, such as those corresponding to English 
‘to walk’ and ‘to enter’, are normally not borrowed. Attestations: Tarifiyt 
(Q) ruḥ, Figuig ṛaḥ, Iznasen ṛuḥ, Beni Snous ṛuḥ, Ouargla aḥ, raḥ, Siwa  
ḥḥ, ṛuḥ. Awdjila ɛǝdd correponds to ɛǝddī in Eastern Libyan Arabic  
(Benkato fc.).
StAr: rāḥ ‘to go away’

blood [JL rank: 7] borrowed 1x 
Senhadja ǝddǝm. Other Berber languages normally have the plural form 
idammǝn, which is a common Afroasiatic heritage rather than a loan from 
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Arabic dǝmm. The Senhadja form, which is also found in some neighbor-
ing western Tarifiyt varieties is clearly a loan in view of the inclusion of 
the Arabic article. Ghomara adǝm could be a (berberized) form of Arabic 
dǝmm or a rare attestation of a singular of the old Berber form idammǝn.
StAr: dam ‘blood’

root [JL rank: 9] borrowed 2x 
This borrowing only appears in the eastern varieties: Djebel Nefusa lǝɛǝ́rq, 
Siwa ǝlɛǝrq [La], p lǝɛrúq [N]. The meaning ‘root’ is not attested in El-
Fogaha; in Awdjila a Berber word is used (twǝržit).
StAr: ɛirq ‘root’

rain [JL rank: 13] borrowed 2x 
A borrowing is attested in Ghomara lǝhwa and El-Fogaha ǝlmṭǝ́r (next to 
the descriptive aman s innž ‘water from above’).
StAr: hawāʔ ‘air’, maṭar ‘rain’

name [JL rank: 15] borrowed 3x 
The most generally used Berber word is isǝm. The similarity to Arabic 
ism ‘name’ is mostly considered to be due to an ancient Afroasiatic heri-
tage. However, isǝm could also be an early loan from Arabic, which has 
to do with the change of proper names which typically takes place when 
people convert to Islam. In that case, it could belong to the first stratum 
of Islamic loans (see 3.4). If so, all Berber languages have borrowed the 
word. In a number of languages, ancient isǝm (whether a loan or not) has 
been substituted by forms that are conspicuously Arabic: Figuig lasǝm, 
ttǝsmǝyyǝt, Beni Snous lisǝm, Siwa ssmiyyǝt [S].
StAr: ism ‘name’, tasmiya ‘naming, appelation’

fly [JL rank: 20] borrowed 1x 
Only one attestation: Awdjila dǝbbán. Other Libyan varieties have Berber 
forms.
StAr: ḏibbān ‘flies’

night [JL rank: 21] borrowed 5x 
Loans for the meaning ‘night’ are concentrated in northern Morocco: Gho-
mara llil, Senhadja ǝllil, Tarifiyt (Q) ǧǧiřǝṯ (< *llilǝṯ), Beni Iznasen llilǝṯ. 
Siwa llelǝt (Souag p.c.) is the only borrowing outside this region.
StAr: layla ‘night’
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far [JL rank: 24] borrowed 9x (mostly ‘be far’)
The Arabic verb bɛǝd or the adjective bɛid have been taken over in most 
northern Berber languages:
Ghomara bɛiḏ ‘far’, Senhadja bɛǝḏ, Figuig bɛǝd, Beni Snous bɛǝḏ, Kabyle 
ǝḇɛǝḏ, Mzab ǝbɛǝd, Ouargla ǝbɛǝd, Nefusa ǝbɛǝd ‘to be far’, Siwa abɛid 
‘far’ [S]. Old Berber forms are Tashelhiyt aggug, Tarifiyt (Q), Beni Iznasen 
aggʷǝž. The term is not attested in the other Libyan languages.
StAr: baɛīd ‘far’

house [JL rank: 26] unclear
There are several words commonly used for ‘house’ in Berber. One of 
them is taddart, tiddart which has a similar shape to Arabic daṛ ‘house’ (cf.  
A. Basset 1959:159). This is a chance resemblance, as taddart is a derivation 
from the Berber verb ddǝr ~ idir ‘to live’. Another word commonly used is 
axxam, axyam. This is similar to Arabic xima (< xayma) ‘tent’. The mean-
ing ‘tent’ rather than ‘house’ is attested in a number of Berber languages, 
e.g., Central Moroccan Berber axam ‘tent’. In other languages, it is special-
ized in the meaning ‘room’, and it seems that the meaning ‘house’ is an 
extension of this. The Arabic background of axxam is strongly contested 
(Laoust 1920:21), both for semantic and for phonetic reasons. Semanti-
cally, the spread from ‘tent’ to ‘room, house’ is problematic, especially 
when dealing with populations which have been sedentary as long as his-
tory remembers. Phonetically, the development xy > xx is not attested 
with other words, and seems to be odd. An alternative explanation con-
nects axxam (and maybe also axyam) to the Berber root GhYM ‘to sit, 
to stay’ (Laoust 1920:21),33 as attested among others in Tarifiyt qqim. The 
main problem with a Berber derivation is that x does not appear in widely 
attested words of Berber origin except in some specific contexts (conso-
nant clusters with a following voiceless consonant and in final position 
with monosyllabic words, Kossmann 1999a:236–242). Otherwise, x is a loan 
phoneme from Arabic (see 5.3.2.4). For the counting, axxam, axyam was 
disregarded; however for the sake of completeness its attestations in the 
meaning ‘house’ will be given here: Ghomara axyam, Senhadja axxyam, 
Beni Iznasen axxam, Beni Snous axxam, Kabyle axxam.
StAr: xayma ‘tent’

33 Laoust (l.c.) also mentions Tuareg ehăn and Zenaga īn ‘tent’ as cognates, which is 
highly improbable.
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hair [JL rank 31] borrowed 3x
Ghomara ššɛaṛ, Senhadja ǝššaɛr, Siwa ššɛár [N].
Senhadja uses the Berber term anzǝḏ for a single hair; for the collective 
designating all the hair of the head, the Arabic term is also attested else-
where in Berber.
St Ar: šaɛr ‘hair’

who? [JL rank: 34] borrowed 3x 
Ghomara škun, Senhadja ǝškun, Kabyle ašu. See for a discussion, section 
9.2.1.

horn [JL rank: 38] borrowed 1x 
El-Fogaha ǝlqúrn. Somewhat surprising form, as El-Fogaha Berber is only 
in contact with forms of dialectal Arabic where one would expect g < q.  
All other Libyan varieties have a Berber form. Most Berber languages have 
a form corresponding to Tuareg isǝk. Figuig has the odd form aqǝlluɛ, 
whose etymology is unclear. One imaginative derivation would be from 
the Arabic verb qlǝɛ ‘to uproot’.
StAr: qarn ‘horn’

fish [JL rank: 38] borrowed 5x 
Ghomara amalǝḥ, Mzab lḥut, lḥǝwt, Ouargla lḥut, Nefusa ǝlḥút, Siwa 
tisǝmkǝ́t [N]. Not attested in Ghadames, El-Fogaha and Awdjila. The use 
of a loan in the dialects of the oases Mzab, Ouargla and Siwa is hardly 
remarkable. While small fish occur in Saharan oases, edible fish mainly 
come from outside. This is one concept for which the universality claim 
of LJ-100 is problematic. The use of a loan in Ghomara and Djebel Nefusa 
is less expected.
StAr: ḥūt ‘fish’, samak ‘fish’, māliḥ ‘salty’

yesterday [JL rank: 41] borrowed 1x 
Awdjila ṣǝ́bǝṭ. Paradisi (1960a:167) marks this as a loan from Libyan Ara-
bic. I have not been able to track the etymology, but follow Paradisi.

navel [JL rank: 42] borrowed 1x 
Only borrowed once: El-Fogaha ṣúrra.
StAr: ṣurra ‘bag, purse, bundle’

to bite [JL rank: 46] borrowed 4x 
Ghomara ɛǝṭ, Senhadja ɛǝṭṭǝš, bǝrrǝm, Beni Iznasen zɛǝf, Beni Snous zɛǝf. 
zɛǝf is also used in Tarifiyt (Q), where is has a Berber alternative, mmāṃǝš. 
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In Moroccan Arabic, zɛǝf normally means ‘be angry’, but it seems to have 
taken a more restricted meaning in the Berber varieties of the Algerian-
Moroccan borderland (possibly based on angry biting dogs).
StAr: ɛaḍḍ ‘to bite’, zaɛaf ‘to kill instantly’

back (body part) [JL rank: 46] borrowed 2x 
Ghomara ṭṭhar, Figuig ddhǝṛ.
StAr: ḍ̱ahr ‘back’

wind [JL rank: 48] borrowed 4x 
Tashelhiyt ṛṛiḥ, Ghomara lǝɛwan, El-Fogaha ǝ́rwaḥ, Siwa lahwá [N]. In 
Tashelhiyt, the common Berber form aḍu has become specialized in the 
meaning ‘breeze’. The Ghomaran form lǝɛwan takes up the well-attested 
Maghribian Arabic and Berber form ɛwin ‘breeze which helps the win-
nowers, lit. the helper’.
StAr: rīḥ ‘wind’, hawāʔ ‘air, wind’

smoke [JL rank: 49] borrowed 9x 
This meaning is represented in many northern Berber languages by a loan 
from Arabic: Ghomara dduxxan, Senhadja ǝdduxxan, Tarifiyt ddǝxxan, 
Beni Iznasen ddǝxxan, Beni Snous dduxan, Figuig ddǝxxan, Mzab dduxxan, 
Ouargla dduxxan, Siwa duxan [La], p ddxaxín [N]. The original form was 
something like *aʔḇu (Kossmann 1999:No 206, Taine-Cheikh 2008:5, Koss-
mann 2012c). The problems involved in the two weak consonants */ʔ/ and 
*/ḇ/ (leading to forms such as awwu) may have constituted a reason for its 
substitution by the Arabic form.
StAr: duxān ‘smoke’

what? [JL rank: 50] borrowed 2x 
Ghomara šwa, Kabyle ašu. See section 9.2.1.

egg [JL rank 52] borrowed 1x 
There are many different Berber terms for ‘egg’, most of them of a descrip-
tive nature: tamǝllalt ‘the white one’, taglayt ‘the round one’, tazdǝlt ‘the 
ponded one’. One northern Berber term is underived: Ghomara tawfalt. 
Only one cognate of this term was found, tofǝlt in Tetserrét, a language 
of Niger with strong ties to Zenaga (Lux 2011).34 In view of its geographical  

34 As a loan from Berber, the term also appears in the Northern Songhay language 
Tadaksahak: taafult (Christiansen 2010:291).
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distribution and underived form, this is most probably the original word in 
Berber. In Arabic, the term biḍa is also related to the meaning ‘white’, and 
it is conceivable that the Berber forms of the type tamǝllalt are calques on 
Arabic usage. The only attestation of a direct loan is Siwa tabṭǝ́wt [N].
StAr: bayḍa ‘egg’

new [JL rank: 53] borrowed 11x 
This term is taken over from Arabic in all northern Berber languages of 
Morocco and Algeria: Tashelhiyt lždid, Ghomara ždiḏ, Senhadja ǝǧǧiḏ, 
Tarifiyt žžḏiḏ, Beni Iznasen ǧḏiḏ, Beni Snous lǝždiḏ, Figuig aždid, Mzab 
aždid, Ouargla aždid, Kabyle ažḏiḏ, Nefusa aždíd. Only in the east a Berber 
term is used: El-Fogaha trar, Awdjila atrár, Siwa atrar. The term is not 
attested in Ghadames.
Tuareg and Zenaga have forms which point to a root *yny~*ynt (e.g. Mali 
Tuareg iynay ‘to be new’, Zenaga äynäh ‘to be new’). It also occurs in medi-
eval Djebel Nefusa Berber (Brugnatelli 2011:33). Possibly, the substitution 
by an Arabic loan was triggered by the near-merger of this form with other 
high-frequency words, such as ini ‘to say’ and *ănḇǝy ‘to see’ (cf. 4.1.2).
StAr: ǧadīd ‘new’

to burn (intransitive) [JL ranking: 53] borrowed 2x
Senhadja ǝḥrǝq, Siwa ǝnḥraq [S]. Awdjila ǝlḥǝm looks very much like a 
loan from Arabic, but I have not been able to determine its etymology.
StAr: ḥaraq ‘to burn’

good [JL ranking: 56] borrowed 8x
The meaning ‘good’ is often represented by loans from Arabic, in many 
cases alongside Berber forms. As there are many shades of meaning to 
‘good’, it is not always easy to establish which forms in the individual lan-
guages are equivalent. In the following languages all common translations 
for ‘(be) good’ are Arabic loans: Ghomara mǝzyan (adjective), Senhadja 
ǝṣbǝḥ (verb), Beni Iznasen uṣbiḥ (adj.), Beni Snous awaḥdi (adj.), Mzab 
ǝṣlǝḥ (verb), ǝbha (verb), awǝḥdi (noun), Ouargla wata (verb), uṣliḥ (adj.), 
awǝḥdi (adj.), Ghadames samǝḥ (verb), ɛažib (verb), Siwa akwayyǝs [N] 
(adj.). Kabyle has the verbs lhu and šbǝḥ, which Chaker (1984) counts as 
loans from Arabic, even though the exact basis of lhu is unclear.
StAr: ṣabīḥ ‘pretty, beautiful’, ṣalaḥ ‘to be good’, bahā ‘to be beautiful’, 
samaḥ ‘to be generous’, waḥīd ‘alone, exclusive’, ɛaǧīb ‘wonderful’, watā 
‘to be favorable’, kuwayyis ‘nice’, zayān ‘beautiful’.
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sand [JL ranking: 59] borrowed 5x
Especially in desert regions, the meaning ‘sand’ can be represented by sev-
eral lexemes, differentiating between different types of sand; often one of 
them is a loan from Arabic. In establishing borrowings, where possible the 
most general term was chosen; however not all languages seem to have a 
general term for ‘sand’. Loans are: Ghomara ṛṛmǝl, Senhadja ǝrrmǝl, Beni 
Snous ǝrrǝmlǝṯ, Nefusa: ǝrrǝmǝ́l, Siwa ṛṛmʷǝl [S].
StAr: raml ‘sand’

to laugh [JL ranking: 61] borrowed 3x
This item has only been taken over in north-eastern Moroccan varieties 
and their immediate neighbor on the other side of the border: Tarifiyt 
ḍ̱ḥǝš, Beni Iznasen ḍ̱ḥǝḵ, Beni Snous ǝḍḥǝš. 
StAr: ḍaḥik ‘to laugh’

leaf [JL ranking: 64] borrowed 3x
The meaning ‘leaf of a tree’ is represented by a borrowing in a number 
of languages: Beni Snous ǝlwǝrq, Nefusa ǝlwǝ́rq, Siwa twǝrqǝt [S]. Berber 
languages often differentiate between ‘leaf of a tree’, ‘leaf of a vegetable 
(e.g. cabbage)’, and ‘very small leaves, e.g. for tea’.
StAr: waraqa ‘leaf ’

to hide (transitive) [JL ranking: 67] borrowed 3x
In the following languages a loanword is used: Tashelhiyt ḥḍu, Ghomara 
xǝbbǝɛ, Mzab ǝḥba, ǝstǝr. ḥḍa and xǝbbǝɛ are well-attested Maghribian 
Arabic verbs meaning ‘to hide’. Mzab ǝḥba seems to take up xǝbba ‘to 
hide’, with irregular substitution of x by ḥ.
StAr: satara ‘to hide’

skin, hide [JL ranking: 67] borrowed 2x
Only in the northwestern Moroccan varieties a loan is found: Ghomara 
žžǝld, Senhadja ǝžžǝld. In Siwa, ǝǧǧǝld refers to a sheep skin, while ilǝm 
is a human skin.35
StAr: ǧild ‘skin, hide, leather’

35 Lameen Souag in http://lughat.blogspot.nl/2012_05_01_archive.html.

http://lughat.blogspot.nl/2012_05_01_archive.html
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to carry [JL ranking: 70] borrowed 2x
This is one more JL-100 meaning which corresponds to scores of Berber 
verbs. In many cases these are much more restricted than the English verb 
‘to carry’. It is doubtful whether all Berber languages have a general verb 
‘to carry’. Languages in which only borrowings were translated as general 
‘carry’ verbs are: Ghomara ṛǝwwǝḥ, Mzab šǝmmǝṛ. Possibly Ouargla should 
be added to this list; Delheure translates both Arabic šǝmmǝṛ and Berber 
awi by ‘to carry’; in most languages, awi rather means ‘to bring’.
StAr: šammar ‘to gather up, to lift’

heavy [JL ranking: 71] borrowed 6x
This meaning is represented by a borrowing in a number of languages 
from all over northern Berber: Ghomara ṭqil (adjective), Senhadja ǝḏqǝl 
(v.), Tarifiyt ḍ̱qǝř (v.), Beni Iznasen ḍ̱qǝl (v.), Nefusa ǝtqǝl (v.), Siwa atqíl 
(n.) [N].
StAr: ṯaqīl ‘heavy’

old [JL ranking: 74] borrowed 2x
Most Berber languages make a difference between ‘old’ in describing 
people and ‘old’ in describing things or usages. The latter term is more 
often borrowed than the former, e.g. Figuig aqdim, aqbur ‘old (mainly of 
things, usages . . .)’ from Arabic (qdim, kbir) vs. awǝssar ‘old person’. Only 
in Ghomara and Siwa a borrowing is used in both meanings: Ghomara 
qḏim, Siwa aqdim, šarǝf (man) [S].
StAr: qadīm ‘ancient’, šārif ‘old (camel mare)’

thigh [Jl ranking: 76] borrowed 1x
Borrowed once: El-Fogaha: ǝlfáxd.
StAr: faxiḏ ‘leg (of mutton)’

thick [JL ranking: 76] borrowed 5x
Ghomara ɣliṭ (adjective), Senhadja ǝṣḥa (v.), Tarifiyt ḡḏā (v.), Beni Iznasen 
qḏǝr (v.), Siwa atxin (n.) [S]
StAr: ɣalīḍ̱ ‘thick’, ṣaḥā ‘to regain consciousness, to recover’ and ṣiḥḥa 
‘health’, qadar ‘to possess strength’, ṯaxīn ‘thick’

long [JL ranking: 78] borrowed 4x
Ghomara ṭwil, Senhadja ṭwil, El-Fogaha ṭawíl, Siwa aṭwil [S]
StAr: ṭawīl
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to blow [JL ranking: 79] borrowed 1x
The normal Berber word is ssuḍ, a denominal derivation from aḍu 
‘wind’. As this verb was taken over in many Maghribian Arabic varieties, 
it is not always possible to decide whether it was retained in Berber or  
re-borrowed; such cases were not counted as borrowings. The only variety 
which has an unequivocal Arabic loan is Siwa: ǝnfax [N].
StAr: nafax ‘to blow’

to fall [JL ranking: 83] borrowed 3x
Ghomara ḥṣǝl, Beni Iznasen ḥuf, Beni Snous ḥuf. The form ḥuf is derived 
from Maghribian Arabic ḥaf ‘to descend’.
StAr: ḥaṣal ‘to happen’

tail [JL ranking: 84] borrowed 4x
The meaning ‘tail’ is represented by a large number of etyma, some of 
which are borrowings from Arabic. It is quite possible that euphemis-
tic substitution has played a role. One noun, zǝnṭiṭa, is well-attested in 
Moroccan Arabic and in Moroccan Berber; its origin is not clear. However, 
in Berber languages which have no ṭ in inherited words (see 4.3.2.2), forms 
such as ṯaẓǝnṭiṭ (Tarifiyt) point to a borrowing. The following languages 
have borrowings: Tarifiyt ṯanǝwwāṯ, ṯaẓǝnṭiṭ, akǝnnas, Nefusa afǝttál, El-
Fogaha ǝddél, Siwa aṃǝɛḅúṣ [N]. Forms such as fǝttāla and baɛbūṣ are 
attested in local Arabic varieties, and do not seem to have a Berber back-
ground. Tarifiyt ṯanǝwwāṯ seems to take up Arabic nǝwwār ‘flowers’, but 
may in fact be an alteration of nǝwwaša ‘tail’, a term found in Arabic of 
Mauritania and the western Sahara. Cf. also the discussion in Behnstedt 
& Woidich (2011:331ff.).
StAr: nuwwār ‘flowers’, kannās ‘sweeper’, ḏayl ‘tail’

dog [JL ranking:84] borrowed 1x?
The only variety which uses a term for ‘dog’ based on Arabic is Senhadja, 
which has ahǝrḏan ‘dog’. The noun is probably derived from dialectal Ara-
bic hrǝd ‘to chew noisily, to devour, to beat, to rip violently’. The nominal 
formation and the meaning ‘dog’ have not been attested in dialectal Ara-
bic, and are probably Berber-internal developments. Lafkioui (2007:260–
261) reports a variation between ahǝrḏan and Berber ayḏi, in which the 
latter term is restricted to generic, expressive or literary contexts. Ibáñez 
(1959) only gives aharḏan.
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to see [JL ranking: 89] borrowed 1x
Only in Nefusa the normal equivalent of ‘to see’ is a loanword: ǝšbǝḥ (well-
known in Libyan Arabic). 

sweet [JL ranking: 89] borrowed 6x
Ghomara ḥlu (v.), Figuig ḥla (v.), Mzab miḥlaw (adj.), Ouargla ǝḥlu (v.), 
Nefusa ǝḥlaw (v.), Siwa aḥlu (adj.) [S].
StAr: ḥalū ‘to be sweet’

shade, shadow [JL ranking: 91] borrowed 3x
Ghomara ḍḍǝll, Figuig ṭṭǝll, Nefusa ǝṭṭǝ́ll
StAr: ḍ̱ill ‘shadow, shade’

bird [JL ranking: 91] borrowed 4x
Senhadja afrux, Figuig abǝrḍal, Kabyle afrux, Nefusa ǝṭṭír. abǝrḍal is origi-
nally the word for ‘sparrow’, which has been extended semantically to 
designate any bird. The wide-spread Maghribian Arabic form bǝrṭal goes 
back to Spanish pardal.
StAr: farx ‘young bird’, ṭayr ‘bird’

salt [JL ranking: 91] borrowed 5x
Ghomara mmlaḥ, Tarifiyt ṯamǝǧǧaḥṯ, Beni Iznasen lmǝlḥ, Beni Snous 
lmǝlḥ, Kabyle lmǝlḥ
StAr: milḥ ‘salt’

wide [JL ranking: 96] borrowed 5x
Tashelhiyt usɛu (v.), Ghomara wasǝɛ (v.), Mzab awǝssaɛ (adj.), Ouargla 
usǝɛ (v.), Siwa aɛríṭ (adj.) [S]. Not attested in Figuig, Ghadames, Nefusa 
and El-Fogaha.
StAr: wasuɛa ‘to be wide’

star [JL ranking: 97] borrowed 2x
Ghomara nnžǝm, Awdjila nǧum (p) (Paradisi 1960b:82/VIII-5).

hard [JL ranking: 99] borrowed 5x
Ghomara qasǝḥ (adjective), Senhadja ǝqsǝḥ (v.), Tarifiyt qsǝḥ (v.), Beni 
Iznasen qsǝḥ (v.), Siwa gasǝ́y (n.) [N]. The term is not attested in any of 
the Libyan varieties. Most other Berber languages use the verb qqar (etc.) 
‘to be dry’ also in the meaning of ‘to be hard’; for the more specific mean-
ing loanwords are used.
StAr: qasaḥa ‘to be hard’, qasā ‘to be dry and hardened’



126	 chapter four

4.6 Borrowings in Core Vocabulary: A Sample Survey in Nouns36

In order to gain more insight in the matter of core borrowings, a number 
of semantic fields were chosen which denote relatively concrete concepts 
that were already available to speakers of languages in northern Africa 
before the coming of Islam. The assumption is that Proto-Berber had ways 
of expressing these concepts, and that any borrowings in these sets substi-
tute for earlier expressions. In the following, first three sets of nouns are 
studied that concern culture-independent items: body parts, basic natu-
ral phenomena, and insects and other small non-vertebrates. After this, 
four more sets of nouns will be studied, which concern culture-specific 
semantic fields: metals, crops and fruits, domestic animals, and kinship 
terminology.

The survey takes the same fifteen-language sample as used above as 
its basis; where this was deemed interesting, data from other northern 
Berber languages are adduced.

4.6.1 Body Parts

Body parts are generally considered to be highly resistant to borrowing. 
An exception must be made for body parts that are subjected to taboos, 
such as, in a European or northern African context, terms referring to 
genitalia, to the anus, and to buttocks.

From the semantic field of non-tabooized body parts, 37 terms were 
chosen,37 and compared for fifteen languages. Among these, 16 were not 
borrowed anywhere: ‘mouth’, ‘tongue’, ‘tooth’, ‘ear’, ‘eye’, ‘neck’, ‘shoul-
der’, ‘hand’, ‘finger’, ‘fingernail’, ‘belly’, ‘knee’, ‘foot’, ‘toe’, ‘heart’, ‘bone’. A 
loanword for ‘knee’, rrǝkbǝṯ, has been attested in some Kabyle varieties  
(A. Basset 1929a:91).

36 As no full-scale reconstruction of proto-Berber vocabulary is available, I normally 
refrain from presenting reconstructions. Instead, typical instances are presented, not 
unlike what would be considered “pan-Berber” forms in another discourse (on pan-Berber 
and proto-Berber, see Kossmann 1999a:15ff.).

37 This comprises 19 body part terms included in the LJ-100 list, plus four terms which 
are part of the Swadesh-100 list, but not of LJ-100, as well as a more or less arbitrary choice 
from other body-part words that are commonly expressed by underived forms in Berber 
languages, and which are reasonably attested. The term ‘lung’ (mostly taṛut or the like) 
was left out as it is quite close to Maghribian Arabic forms such as riyya (Classical Arabic 
riʔah). This similarity is certainly accidental or due to common Afroasiatic inheritance. In 
practice it is not always easy to distinguish native Berber forms from loans in this specific 
case. For a dialectological overview of a number of these terms, see Brugnatelli 1982.
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Looking at the other body part terms, nineteen out of the other twenty 
body part terms investigated were only occasionally represented by bor-
rowings in the corpus (for comments on the elements included in the 
LJ-100 list, see 4.5.4):

‘blood’	� Senhadja ǝddǝm
‘skin’	� Ghomara žžǝld, Senhadja ǝžžǝld
‘hair’	� Ghomara ššɛaṛ, Senhadja ǝššaɛr, Siwa ššɛar [N]
‘head’	� Ghomara ḍḍmaɣ 
‘forehead’	�N efusa ǝžžǝ́bhǝt. Ghomara has non-Arabic aṭǝlliḥ next to aṣǝndil, 

which seems to be somehow related to Arabic forms such as ṣǝnṭiḥa 
(cf. Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:96). Senhadja has taken over this Ara-
bic form as aṣǝnduḥ and ṣǝntiḥ (Lafkioui 2007:251).

‘eyebrow’	� Ghomara lḥažǝḇ, Nefusa ǝlḥážǝb. The same loan in Beni Messaoud 
(W. Algeria) lḥawažǝb. In a number of languages, the Arabic loan is 
used alongside a Berber term: Iznasen lḥažǝb ~ ṯimmi, Siwa lḥaǧǝ́b 
[N] ~ tǝmmawin (p) [La]; in parts of Kabylia the Arabic terms ššfǝr 
and lɛyun are used (A. Basset 1929a); Senhadja has lǝɛyun and lǝšfaṛ 
(Lafkioui 2007:249).

‘eyelash’	� Beni Snous lǝšfar, Siwa lǝhdúb, rrmúš (both p) [N]. Arabic loans are 
also used in Kabyle alongside the Berber term: ǝššfǝṛ ~ irgǝl. Senhadja 
has lǝšfaṛ (Lafkioui 2007:249).

‘nose’	�T ashelhiyt tinxrt, Ghomara ǝlxnafǝṛ. The Tashelhiyt form is highly 
dialectal and seems to be a blend of Arabic mǝnxaṛ and Berber  
tinzrt.

‘cheek’	� Ghomara taṛummant, Beni Snous lḥǝnk, lǝdɣan, Kabyle lḥǝnk,38 Siwa 
alxadd [N], šdux [La].

‘lip’	�E l-Fogaha ǝššárǝb, Siwa ššarǝ́b [N, La]. Beni Menacer (W. Algeria) 
also has an Arabic loan, šširǝb, while in Beni Snous ǝšširǝb is used 
alongside non-Arabic ṯašnafṯ and anšuš. Ghomara has ašǝlgum and 
ššǝffa, both of which have an Arabic background (Behnstedt & Woi
dich 2011:136), alongside afǝnṭuṭ, which has no obvious link to Arabic. 
Senhadja ašǝndur has no Arabic etymology, but is not obviously Ber-
ber either.

‘beard’	�E l-Fogaha lǝ́ḥyǝt. In Senhadja, Arabic loans are attested alongside 
Berber ṯamarṯ: alǝḥyan and (probably expressively derived from Ara-
bic lǝḥya) ṯalḥiḥṯ.

‘arm’	� Ghomara ddraɛ, Senhadja ǝddraɛ. In a number of languages, the Ara-
bic loan is used alongside a Berber term: Kabyle ddrǝɛ ~ iɣil, Siwa 
ddruɛá (p) [N], ǝddraɛ [La] ~ aɣil [La].

‘thumb’	� Kabyle aḏǝbbuz. In Kabylia, variants such as ddǝbbuɛ, ddǝbbuz, 
ttǝbbuz are also attested; the general Berber form iḵmǝz is attested in 
some southern varieties of Kabyle (Basset 1929a).

38 Note however non-Arabic amayǝḡ ‘half of the face, incl. the jaw’.
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‘(female) breast’	� Ghomara bǝzzuna.
‘navel’	E l-Fogaha ṣúrra. 
‘back’	� Ghomara ṭṭhǝṛ, Figuig ddhǝṛ. Mzab uses ǝḍḍǝhǝr alongside 

Berber tičǝrmin.
‘thigh’	E l-Fogaha ǝlfáxd.
‘heel’	 Beni Snous lǝqḏǝm, Siwa lɛarqúb [N], lɛargub [La].
‘liver’	 Ghomara lkǝbda.
‘kidney’	 Ghomara lkǝlwa.39
‘intestines’	�E l-Fogaha < ĕlmuṣ˝ ̂n >. Kabyle has the Arabic loan lǝfwaḏ 

alongside native aẓrǝm, while Senhadja has non-Arabic 
ṯamǝswaḏat alongside ṯamfwaḏat. The latter form seems to be 
a blend of ṯamǝswaḏat and Arabic fwad.

A number of the studied languages stand out because of a relatively large 
amount of borrowings in this domain:

Ghomara	 11 borrowings (36 attested meanings): 	 30%
Senhadja	  7 borrowings (36 attested meaning): 	 19%
El-Fogaha	  5 borrowings (28 attested meanings): 	 18%
Siwa	  5 borrowings (37 attested meanings): 	 14%

No borrowings were found in the following languages of the set: Tarifiyt 
(Q), Iznasen, Ouargla, Mzab, Ghadames and Awdjila. 

As for the permeability of body part lexicon, there is a clear difference 
between the terms that are part of LJ-100 and Swadesh 100 and those that 
are not. Among the 23 items that are part of the basic word lists, only 10 
had a borrowing in one (or more) of the languages of the corpus. Among 
the 14 additional meanings, 11 had a borrowing in one (or more) of the 
languages of the corpus (‘shoulder’, ‘toe’ and ‘finger’ being the meanings 
without borrowing). This strengthens the claims of impermeability of the 
lexicon included in basic word lists (as opposed to those not included).

Borrowed forms do not seem to cluster strongly with certain meanings. 
Only for one item, ‘cheek’, more than three languages in the corpus use a 
borrowing. Borrowing does not seem to correlate strongly with variability 
within the Berber lexeme. Thus, on the one hand, ‘heel’ and ‘eyebrow’ 
have relatively stable forms in Berber (inǝrz ~ awǝrz and timmi, resp.), 
but have been borrowed in a number of languages. On the other hand, 
a term like ‘neck’ is represented by many different etyma in Berber, but 
never by a loan. 

39 This is the term for the human body part. For animals the original Berber term is 
used: ṯaḡẓǝlt.
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4.6.2 Natural Phenomena

In order to study the semantic field of natural phenomena, twelve mean-
ings were chosen from the LWT list: ‘sun’, ‘moon’ (where relevant ‘full 
moon’ as opposed to ‘crescent moon’), ‘star’, ‘thunder’, ‘lightning’ (mostly 
including ‘bolt of lightning’), ‘wind’, ‘rain’, ‘snow’, ‘ice’, ‘mud’, ‘dust’, and 
‘sand’. The relative stability of elements in this semantic field is shown 
by the inclusion of four of them in the LJ-100 list: ‘star’, ‘wind’, ‘rain’ and 
‘sand’. Five of them are part of the Swadesh-100 list: ‘sun’, ‘moon’, ‘star’, 
‘rain’, ‘sand’.

From this list, only a few nouns prove to be immune to borrowing. There 
are no borrowings attested for the meanings ‘sun’, ‘moon’ and ‘ice’. With 
the exception of Ghomara nnǝžma, Awdjila nǧum (p) ‘star’, the names for 
the main celestial bodies are not borrowed. Note however the borrowed 
forms Ghomara lhilal and Siwa lahlal [La] ‘crescent moon’, which are 
opposed to the general terms aywǝr (Ghomara) and tazirí (Siwa) ‘moon’. 
The item ‘ice’ is not attested in any of the Libyan varieties, nor in Siwa and 
Ghomara. The semantically closely related item ‘snow’ has a similar low 
attestation, especially in the dialects of the oases, where snowfall is rare. 
For this meaning, Arabic loans are attested twice: Mzab ǝttǝlž and Siwa 
ǝttǝlž [La]. In Ghomara, this category is highly influenced by Arabic with 
borrowings for ‘crescent moon’, ‘star’, ‘thunder’, ‘lightning’, ‘wind’, ‘rain’, 
‘mud’, ‘dust’, ‘sand’, and only three Berber items: ‘sun’, ‘moon’, and ‘snow’. 
The same is true for Siwa, which has borrowings for ‘crescent moon’, 
‘thunder’, ‘lightning’, ‘wind’, ‘snow’, ‘dust’, ‘sand’, and only four Berber 
items: ‘sun’, ‘moon’, ‘star’, and ‘rain’. For the following meanings, borrow-
ings are not that rare:

‘thunder’	� Ghomara ṛṛɛǝḏ, Beni Snous rräɛaḏ, Kabyle ǝṛṛɛuḏ,40 Mzab 
ǝrrǝɛd, Ouargla rrǝɛd, Siwa rraɛd [N]. In Figuig, normally ṛṛǝɛd 
is used; an archaic form is Berber adžaž. Also Beni Menacer  
(W. Algeria) lǝṛɛuḏ.

‘lightning, bolt	� Ghomara bbṛaq, lǝbbṛaq, Senhadja lbarq, lbǝraq, Tarifiyt řǝḇṛuq 
of lightning’	� (~ assam < Berber), Iznasen lǝbṛuq, Beni Snous lbǝrq, Kabyle 

lǝbṛaq,41 Figuig lbǝṛg (~ usman < Berber), Mzab ǝlbǝrg, Ouargla 
lǝbrǝg, Siwa ǝlbǝɛq [La]. Also Metmata (W. Algeria) lbǝrq.

‘wind’	� Ghomara lǝɛwan, Senhadja ǝrriḥ (~ asǝmmiḍ < Berber) Tashel-
hiyt ṛṛiḥ, Iznasen rriḥ (~ aṣǝmmiḍ̱ < Berber), El-Fogaha ǝ́rwaḥ, 
Siwa lahwá [N]

40 Brosselard (1844) has both Arabic-derived rǝɛd and non-Arabic tanzilţ.
41  Brosselard (1844) already has Arabic-derived bǝruq.



130	 chapter four

‘rain’	� Ghomara lǝhwa, Beni Salah ǝnnuwǝṯ, Kabyle lǝhwa42 (~ aḡffur < Berber), 
El-Fogaha ǝlmṭǝ́r. Also Beni Messaoud (W. Algeria) lǝmṭǝr, nnǝbwǝṯ, Beni 
Menacer (W. Algeria) nnuwǝṯ.

‘mud’ 	�T ashelhiyt lɣis, Ghomara ǝlɣays.
‘dust’	� Ghomara lɣǝḇṛa, Senhadja lɣǝbira, laɛžaž, Tarifiyt ṯaɛǝžžašṯ, ṯaɣǝbbāṯ̣, 

Beni Iznasen lɣǝbrǝṯ, lǝɛžaž (~ imǝrɣǝḍ̱ < Berber), Beni Snous lɣǝbrǝṯ, 
ṯaɣǝbbarṯ, Kabyle aɣʷǝbbaṛ,43 Mzab lɣubṛǝt, Ouargla lǝɣbǝrt, Siwa lǝɣḅáṛ 
[N].44 Also Beni Salah (W. Algeria) lǝɣbar, Beni Messaoud (W. Algeria) 
lǝɣbar, Metmata (W. Algeria) lǝɣbar.

‘sand’	� Ghomara ṛṛmǝl, Senhadja ǝrrmǝl, Iznasen rrǝmlǝṯ (~ ižḏi < Berber), Beni 
Snous ǝrrǝmlǝṯ, Figuig ṛṛǝmlǝt (~ abǝrda < Berber), Nefusa ǝrrǝmǝ́l, Siwa 
ṛṛmʷǝl [S]. Also Beni Menacer (W. Algeria) ǝrrǝmǝl, Beni Messaoud  
(W. Algeria) ǝrrǝmǝl, Metmata (W. Algeria) ǝrrǝmǝl.

4.6.3 Insects and other Small Non-Vertebrates 

The semantic field of insects and small non-vertebrates is a category 
where substratum influence is expected. Many small animals are mostly 
spoken of in informal, domestic conversation (e.g. mothers speaking to 
their children about ticks and lice); as a consequence, even speakers with 
a good command of the lexicon of a foreign language may be at a loss 
when this type of terms is called for. In cases of language shift, it is thus 
no wonder that words for insects and small animals are transferred from 
the original language of the shifting speakers to their new tongue. Indeed, 
small animals constitute a part of the lexicon where important influence 
from Berber on north-African Arabic is found, e.g. Jijel aṛǝẓẓ ‘wasp’, azǝrdi 
‘weasel’, tagǝrfa ‘crow’ (Ph. Marçais 1956:302ff.), Moroccan and Algerian 
Arabic tata ‘chameleon’ (Behnstedt & Woidich 1911:372).

On the other hand, following the same argumentation, one does not 
expect much interference from Arabic in the Berber lexicon in this seman-
tic field, except with recently introduced species, such as the cockroach 
(originally from the Americas).

This expectation is, to some degree, borne out. Words such as ‘louse’, 
‘nit’, ‘tick’, ‘wasp’, ‘scorpion’, have not been borrowed in any Berber lan-
guage, and several among them can be reconstructed for proto-Berber 
with confidence. A number of species are almost always Berber, but show 
a few cases of borrowing from Arabic, e.g. Siwa ǝssús ‘worm’, Awdjila 

42 Already in Brosselard (1844).
43 Already in Brosselard (1844).
44 Naumann (2012) also has Berber-based iǧdi ‘dust, powder’.
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dǝbbán ‘fly’, Beni Snous ṯaqʷrat, Metmata tagʷrat (~ ḡurmǝl < Berber) 
‘sheep louse’.

On the other hand, with some other species one remarks the presence 
of an important number of loans. These do not seem to be less salient in 
daily life than those that hardly ever get borrowed. Thus, several Berber 
languages have loans for ‘flea’ (incidentally, a badly attested item in Ber-
ber lexicography), ‘(bed) bug’, ‘spider’ and ‘mosquito’. This is shown in 
the following:

‘flea’ 	� Mzab ǝlbǝrɣutǝt, Siwa lḅaṛɣút [N].
‘bug’	�I znasen lbǝqq, Beni Snous lbǝqq, Kabyle lḇǝqq,45 Nefusa ǝlbǝ́qq, Siwa 

ǝlbǝqq [La]. Also, in Western Algeria, Beni Menacer lbǝqq, Metmata 
lbǝqq. Berber terms are rare, and have unexpected nominal shapes: 
Tashelhiyt fuqs, Ghadames bǝzbiz (?).

‘spider’	� Ghomara rṯila, Iznasen rrtila, Beni Salah rrtila, Nefusa ǝrrtílǝt  
(~ ulǝlli < Berber). Cf. also the Senhadja forms saɛiḏ lbǝnnay (< Ara-
bic, lit. ‘Saïd the builder’) and the enigmatic nanafufu.

‘mosquito’	� Ghomara nnamus, Tarifiyt nnamus,46 Beni Snous nnamus, Siwa 
nnamús [N]. In Western Algeria: Beni Salah nnamus, Beni Messaoud 
nnamus, Metmata nnamus.

Loans also abound in names for ‘cricket’, ‘grasshopper’ and ‘locust’; the 
data are more difficult to evaluate, as there are many types of these ani-
mals, and local categories may not overlap with European ones, nor may 
every lexicographer be equally precise in his identification. As a result it is 
basically impossible to make out whether certain terms given in word lists 
represent general terms (if there are any), or only concern more specific 
types. In the word lists the following loans were encountered:

‘grasshopper, cricket, locust’
Beni Snous ṯažratt ‘grasshopper (unity noun)’ (~ abǝṛṛu ‘grasshopper (collec-

tive)’; amrǝḏ ‘criquet’ < Berber).
Western Algeria: Beni Salah lǝzraḏ ‘grasshopper(s)’, Beni Messaoud lǝzraḏ 

‘grasshopper(s)’, Metmata ṯaǧrat (coll: lǝǧraḏ) ‘grasshopper’ (~ Arabicized 
lmǝrraḏ ‘cricket(s)’ < Berber).47

Kabyle ažṛaḏ48 ‘criquets, grasshoppers’, imǝqʷṛǝš ‘type of grasshoppper’ (cf. 
aḇǝṛṛǝɛqu ‘common type of grasshopper’, which does not seem to have 
an Arabic etymology).

45 Cf. already in Brosselard (1844:480): baqq.
46 ṯiziṯ (lit. ‘small fly’) refers to the sandfly or gnat.
47 This is a case where a Berber noun has been introduced into the collective-unity 

noun opposition and therefore gets the Arabic article in the collective, see 6.3.2.
48 Already attested in Brosselard (1844:535).
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Figuig šškur iẓẓayǝn ‘small thick type of grasshopper’,49 ṭṭayǝṛ aḍǝṛḍuṛ ‘young 
(sic?) cricket’50 (cf. tmuṛɣǝtt ‘grasshopper’, buṛǝxs ‘large grasshopper’, 
amǝrd ‘young (sic?) grasshopper’; tibǝẓbǝṣṣ ‘cricket’ < Berber).

Ouargla lǝqḥiz ‘locust’ (cf. akǝbb, tmurɣi ‘grasshopper’; akrad, tmaɛya ‘cricket’ 
< Berber).

Siwa ǝlxanǧǝrá [N] ‘grasshopper’ (also tǝmǝrɣi [La] ‘grasshopper’; tṃaṛɣí ‘large 
criquet’ [N]; ikǝbbán ‘small criquets’ [N] < Berber). 

Different from what might be expected, borrowings occur among unpro-
ductive insects and other small non-vertebrates. Clearly, some of these are 
easier borrowed than others. Thus, for some unknown reason, loanwords 
abound in the denomination of the bed bug. The erratic attestation of 
some of the relevant terms makes it difficult to give a dialectally informed 
overview. There are hardly any loans in this domain in Ghadames and 
Tashelhiyt (except for specific species or types), and numbers are quite 
low in the Moroccan/Algerian oasis dialects. More important Arabic influ-
ence is found in northeastern Morocco and northwestern Algeria, e.g. 
Beni Snous ṯaqʷrat ‘sheep louse’, lbǝqq ‘bug’, nnamus ‘mosquito’, ṯažratt 
‘grasshopper’. Siwa also displays many loans: lḅaṛɣút ‘flea’, ǝlbǝqq ‘bug’, 
nnamús ‘mosquito’, lf̣ǝšf̣áš ‘sandfly’, ǝlxanɣǝrá ‘grasshopper’.

4.6.4 Metals

Metals are on the one hand basic goods, as people are surrounded by 
metal objects. On the other hand, they have a clear commercial associ-
ation, as only very few metals are produced locally in northern Africa, 
so the materials have to be acquired through trade. As anywhere in the 
world, metal demands for skilled labor, and most metal work was (and is) 
produced by specialists.

The main metals must have been known to speakers of Berber before 
the coming of Islam. A number of ancient Berber metal names (cf. also 
R. Basset 1896) are Wanderwörter, with possible cognates all over Europe 
and the Middle East, apparently deriving from shared unknown sources 
(see 3.2). Probable cases of this are aldun ‘lead’ (Boutkan & Kossmann 
1999) and aẓrǝf ‘silver’ (Boutkan & Kossmann 2001).

There are not many indications for Punic influence on metal names. 
An often-mentioned case is uzzal ‘iron’, which is compared to Hebrew 
barzil. While there is good reason to believe that the forms are somehow 

49 Identification uncertain. iẓẓayǝn means ‘thick’.
50 Lit. ‘deaf bird’, using an Arabic word for bird.
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related, there is no reason to assume that Punic was the direct imput 
for the Berber form. They rather derive from the same unknown source 
that would be responsible for the irregularity of its reflexes in Semitic. 
This would explain why the word in Berber deviates so strongly from the 
Semitic form. Another metal name which has been traced back to Punic 
(Vycichl 1952) is Tashelhiyt anas ‘copper’, Sokna nas, Awdjila nis ‘nickel’.51 
This form is quite similar to Classical Arabic nuḥās ‘copper’, but lacks the 
pharyngeal fricative. This suggests an earlier loan from Semitic; the main 
problem is that Hebrew nǝḥōšeṯ, probably close to the Punic form, has ō, 
which should have been represented by u in modern Berber (i.e., **anus 
rather than anas). Therefore, a direct borrowing from Punic is improb-
able, and one has to reckon either with an irregular loan from Arabic, or 
with a different Semitic source. Only one metal name has a Berber deri-
vation: urǝɣ ‘gold’ is clearly related to the verb root wrɣ ‘to be yellow’. No 
loans from Latin are found in this set.

In spite of the existence of earlier terms, Arabic loans abound. This will 
be shown on the basis of six current metals: iron, copper, lead (impor-
tant for bullet-making), tin, gold and silver. Two of the studied languages 
have taken over the full set from Arabic: Ghomara and Siwa. All other 
languages have preserved one or more terms of the ancient set.

‘iron’
Most languages preserve the Berber form uzzal.52 Arabic ḥdid appears in 
Ghomara ǝlḥdid, Senhadja lǝḥḏiḏ, Figuig lǝḥdid, Siwa lǝḥdíd [N]; Iznasen 
uses lǝḥdid alongside uzzal.

‘copper’
Almost everywhere the Arabic word nḥas appears: Ghomara nnḥas, Sen-
hadja ǝnnǝḥas, Tarifiyt nnḥas, Iznasen nnḥas, Kabyle ǝnnḥas (already 
in Brosselard 1844), Figuig nnḥas, Ouargla nnḥas, Nefusa ǝnnǝḥás, Siwa 
nnḥás [N]. Also in western Algeria, nnǝḥas (Beni Salah, Beni Messaoud, 
Metmata). As mentioned above, Tashelhiyt anas and Sokna nas lack the 
pharyngeal fricative; no doubt there is a link to Awdjila nis ‘nickel’. Beni 

51  Marijn van Putten (p.c.) convincingly suggests that one well-attested Berber terms 
for ‘key’ is related to anas, e.g. Figuig tnast, Ghadames tonest. 

52 This is the basic form of most Berber varieties. Exceptions are Ghadames wăzzal, 
Awdjila zzil (with frequent *a > i and loss of the initial vowel); Tuareg has tăẓole, which is 
probably not cognate with the northern Berber form.
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Snous uses a derivation from ‘lead’: aldun awraɣ, lit. ‘yellow lead’. Note 
however that in this variety, the noun aldun is no more used for ‘lead’.

‘lead’
In a number of languages, ancient forms of this word are preserved: 
Senhadja andun (also: lǝxfif < Ar.), Kabyle alḏun, Mzab buldun, Ouargla 
buldun. Also in western Algeria: Metmata alḏun; cf. Beni Salah (Western 
Algeria) aldun ‘tin’, Awdjila tildúnt ‘tin’. The Arabic term rṣaṣ is attested in 
Tashelhiyt ṛṛṣaṣ, Beni Snous ǝrrṣaṣ, Kabyle ǝṛṣṣaṣ, aṛṣaṣ (~ alḏun) (Arabic 
loan already in Brosselard 1844), Siwa arṣaṣ [La]. In northern Morocco, a 
euphemism is used, based on the Arabic adjective xfif ‘light (of weight)’: 
Ghomara ǝlxfif, Senhadja lǝxfif (~ andun), Tarifiyt řǝxfif, Iznasen lǝxfif.

‘tin’
In a number of languages, the term used elsewhere for ‘lead’ has been 
attested in the meaning ‘tin’: Beni Salah (Western Algeria) aldun, Awdjila 
tildúnt. Ouargla has an otherwise unattested, highly enigmatic form: wiẓ.
Elsewhere, ‘tin’ is a loan from Arabic: Senhadja ǝlqasdir, Tashelhiyt lqzdir, 
Beni Snous lqǝzdir, Metmata (Western Algeria) lqǝzdir, Siwa ǝlqǝzdir 
[La].

‘gold’
The majority of Berber languages preserve ancient urǝɣ ‘gold’. In a number 
of languages an Arabic loan is used: Ghomara ddhǝḇ, Senhadja ḏhǝb, Beni 
Snous ǝḏḏǝhǝb (~ urǝɣ), Kabyle ddhǝḇ (already Brosselard 1844), Nefusa 
ǝddǝhǝ́b, Siwa tǝbǝr [La]; in Western Algeria also ǝḏḏǝhǝb (Beni Salah, 
Beni Messaoud, Metmata).

‘silver’
The ancient term aẓrǝf is attested in Beni Snous and Metmata (Western 
Algeria); it used to have a broader distribution (van den Boogert p.c.). Most 
modern northern Berber languages have a derivation from Arabic fǝḍḍa or 
nŭqṛa: Tashelhiyt nqqṛt, Ghomara nnuqṛa, lfiḍ̱ḍ̱a, Senhadja ǝnnuqra, Tari-
fiyt nnuqāṯ̣, Iznasen nnuqrǝṯ, Figuig lfǝḍḍa, Mzab lfǝḍḍǝt, Ouargla lfǝḍḍǝt, 
Kabyle lfǝṭṭa (already Brosselard 1844), Ghadames ălfiṭṭăt, Sokna ǝlfǝ́ddǝt, 
Siwa ǝlfaṭṭǝ́t [N]. Nefusa ǝlfǝ́žrǝt is also no doubt a loan from Arabic, but 
its background is not clear.
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4.6.5 Cultivated Plants53

The agricultural history of the Maghrib is not known very well; as a result, 
borrowings in the realm of cultivated plants may reflect introductions 
from the east (i.e. additive borrowing of the cultural type), or have come 
in place of earlier terms. Such substitutions may be unmotivated; however 
it is in many cases conceivable that the substitution took place with the 
introduction of new sub-types of the plant, and therefore ultimately con-
stitutes an additive borrowing.

There are a number of plants which were certainly present in the 
Maghrib before the Arabic conquest, and which are referred to by a bor-
rowing from Arabic in many varieties. A case in point is the onion. In Ber-
ber, two ancient terms for onion exist, exemplified by Tashelhiyt aẓalim 
and Ghadames aflelo, well-attested in the eastern part of the Berber ter-
ritory (Ahaggar Tuareg efăleli, Ghadames aflelo, Sokna afǝlílu, El-Fogaha 
ifalélǝn, Siwa afǝllú). Aẓalim is a loan from Punic (see 3.2), and therefore 
predates the Arabic period with certainty; aflelo may be an early Wan‑
derwort from the east, cf. Nubian forms such as Nobiin fil(l)ee, fille, felii, 
Kenzi/Dongolawi bil(l)ee, bilee, belee (Jakobi & Kossmann fc.). Both terms 
may be borrowings, and undoubtledly antedate the Islamic period. Still, a 
majority of northern Berber varieties uses a loan from Arabic, e.g. Tarifiyt 
řǝḇṣǝř (< Ar. l=ǝbṣǝl).

In the following, a number of cultivated plants will be presented. The 
presentation is far from exhaustive.

Cereals

There are four terms for cereals that go back to Proto-Berber. Tashelhiyt 
may reflect the original situation (cf. Laoust 1920:263ff.):

tumẓin	 ‘barley’
irdn	 ‘(durum) wheat’
imndi	 ‘cereals (general term referring to both barley and wheat)’
illan	 ‘pearl millet’

The system as found in Tashelhiyt seems to be the basis of most other 
attested systems; however, some uncertainty as to the exact referents of 
the different terms sometimes remains, as lexicographers are not always 

53 For clarity of reference, sometimes Latin plant names are given in addition to their 
English equivalents. These names are not given by the sources, and therefore constitute a 
(re)construction of the meaning by the present author.
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specific in their definitions. In the following I will first focus on the terms 
tumẓin, irdn and imndi, and treat the ‘millet’ terms later.

Systems with three different terms for barley and wheat are also attested 
in a number of other Berber languages:

Central Mor. 	 timẓin ‘barley’, irdǝn ‘wheat’, imǝndi ‘cereals’
Beni Snous	 ṯimẓin ‘barley’, irḏǝn ‘wheat’, imǝndi ‘cereals’ 
Djebel Nefusa	 tǝmẓín ‘barley’, yǝ́rdǝn ‘wheat’, mǝndí ‘cereals’ [Provasi 1973:525]
El-Fogaha	 túmẓin ‘barley’, yǝ́rdǝn ‘wheat’, mǝ́ndi, myǝ́ndi ‘cereals’

The same is probably true for Figuig, where there are also three terms, 
timẓin ‘barley’, irdǝn ‘wheat’, imǝndi ‘wheat’. The source (Kossmann 1997) 
is unreliable in botanic identifications and imǝndi has probably broader 
reference than wheat only.

For other Berber languages only two terms out of three are attested. In 
some cases this may be a mere omission by the lexicographer, but in other 
cases it constitutes a genuine simplification of the system. The following 
systems are attested:

a. tumẓin ‘barley’ / irdǝn ‘wheat’54
Senhadja	 ṯimẓin ‘barley’, irḏǝn ‘wheat’
Kabyle	 ṯimẓin ‘barley’, irḏǝn ‘wheat’
Mzab	 timẓin ‘barley’, irdǝn ‘wheat’
Ghadames	 tǝmẓén ‘barley’, yărdăn ‘wheat’
Awdjila	 tǝmẓín ‘barley’, írdǝn, yǝ́rdǝn ‘wheat’
Siwa	 tumẓen ‘barley’, irdǝn ‘wheat’ [La, partially based on René Basset]

b. tumẓin ‘barley’ / imǝndi ‘wheat’
Ouargla	 timẓin ‘barley’, imǝndi ‘wheat’

c. imǝndi ‘barley’ / irdǝn ‘wheat’
Senhadja	 imǝndi ‘barley’, irḏǝn ‘wheat’55
Tarifiyt	 imǝndi ‘barley’, iaḏǝn ‘wheat’
Iznasen	 imǝndi ‘barley’, irḏǝn ‘wheat’56

Arabic influence on terms for wheat and barley is only found in Ghomara 
Berber. In this variety, the ancient Berber tripartite structure is preserved, 
but with introduction of borrowed terms:

54 For a number of other varieties, these two terms are the only attested, but the type 
of source makes it possible that the third term, corresponding to Tashelhiyt imndi was 
simply omitted. This is the case of Sokna and the western Algerian varieties Beni Menacer 
and Metmata.

55 Ibáñez (1959:100) has both imǝndi and ṯimẓin for ‘barley’. This may reflect a dialectal 
difference within Senhadja.

56 Renisio (1932:386) gives Iznasen ṯimǝṣṯ, pl. ṯimẓin ‘grain of an ear’.
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Ghomara	 lḥǝbb ‘barley’ (< Ar.)
	 irdǝn ‘wheat’
	 lflaḥa, ẓẓṛaɛ (both < Ar.) ‘cereals’

The study of ‘pearl millet’ is complicated, as sources do not always make 
a clear distinction between (pearl) millet and sorghum (sorghum bicolor), 
which in French can both be referred to by mil, millet and sorgho. It seems, 
however, that northern Africa languages make the difference almost every-
where. While there is a well-attested ancient Berber term for pearl millet, 
there is no clearly reconstructible term for sorghum. The Berber term for 
pearl millet is based on a consonant sequence NL or LN, which can be 
assimilated. It is attested in the following languages:

Tashelhiyt	 anili, aynli (Laoust 1920:268, not in Destaing 1938)
Ntifa	 illan (Laoust 1920:268)
Kabyle	 ilni
Ouargla	 inǝlli
Ghadames	 alele
El-Fogaha	 anǝ́li, elli	
Awdjila	 ílli, élli
Tuareg	 enăle
Zenaga	 iʔllän

The term is already mentioned in the 14th century by Ibn Battouta,57 who 
cites it as a crop in the Sahel. His use of a Berber word, rather than Ara-
bic, suggests that he did not know it from his own (Arabic) Tangier back-
ground, but this may be overinterpretation.

Some authors have related the term to Latin milium ‘millet’ (e.g. Laoust 
1920:268 “sans doute pas sans analogie avec le latin mĭlium”). A place 
assimilation of m to a following l is very unusual in Berber, and there is 
no trace of the last syllable of the Latin word; therefore this resemblance 
is probably accidental. Moreover, milium refers to sorghum rather than to 
pearl millet (Cancik & Schneider eds. 1996–2003, sub Getreide).

I have not encountered any Berber language in which the term for pearl 
millet has been borrowed from Arabic; one notes however that our docu-
mentation on this term is less complete than for other cereals, and it is, 
for example, not attested in Ghomara, Senhadja, or in Siwa.

Sorghum and pearl millet are hardly ever referred to by the same term 
in Berber. An exception is Ida Usemlal Tashelhiyt (Destaing 1938), which 
has asngar abldi (lit. ‘native millet’) for ‘pearl millet’ and asngar amaṣri 

57 I wish to thank Harry Stroomer who pointed out this attestation.
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(lit. ‘Egyptian millet’) for ‘sorghum’. As elsewhere in Tashelhiyt, asngar 
also refers to maize.

Native terms for sorghum are not very common, and some of them may 
refer to wild plants rather than to cultivated sorghum. This is the case of 
tafsut (which also has a wider meaning ‘grass, springtime’), which refers 
to a wild species in Ida Usemlal Tashelhiyt, while tafsut, afsu in Central 
Moroccan Berber and ṯafsawḵṯ in Beni Iznasen (Renisio 1932:298) refer to 
cultivated species; locally the Berber term is also used in Moroccan Arabic 
(Prémare 1993–1999).

Another native term that may originally have designated sorghum is 
Tashelhiyt asngar. In modern Tashelhiyt, this mostly refers to maize, a 
crop introduced from the Americas. However, the term is ancient in the 
language, as shown by the mention of fields of āsangār in the memoirs of 
Al-Bayḏaq in 12th century (Lévy-Provençal 1928:232). As mentioned above, 
according to Destaing (1938), in Ida Usemlal Tashelhiyt the term is used 
both for sorghum and for pearl millet. Elsewhere in Tashelhiyt pearl millet 
is referred to by forms such as anili, illi, which suggests that the earliest 
meaning of asngar was sorghum.58 A little bit more to the north, maize 
is referred to as amzgur (Ntifa, Laoust 1920:266), and, as a Berber loan, 
mǝzgur in the Arabic variety of Marrakech (Prémare 1993–1999). This 
term also appears in the memoirs of Al Bayḏaq (Lévy-Provençal 1928:232: 
āmazzigūr), which proves that it originally referred to something different 
than maize. Lévy-Provençal translates the term as ‘sorgho’ (which may 
refer to sorghum or pearl millet), and suggests that it is “sans doute pas la 
même variété” as asngar. An alternative explanation is that in Al Bayḏaq’s 
times asǝngar and amǝz(zǝ)gur were regional terms for the same plant,59 
similar to their present-day use for maize. In that case, we would have two 
alternative Berber terms for sorghum. Tuareg uses an entirely different 
term for sorghum, ăbora. Other attestations of the term are derived from 
dialectal Arabic: Kabyle lbǝšna, Ouargla lbǝšna.

Terms for other cereals are much less well-attested. One may mention 
‘rye’, which is išnti in Tashelhiyt and ṯišǝntiṯ in Senhadja and in Western 
Tarifiyt (Ibáñez 1959:102, Renisio 1932:349), which comes from Romance 
(e.g. Spanish centeno, Colin 1926:70), possibly through the intermediary of 
Andalusian Arabic š.ntiyya (Corriente 1997:292).

58 The use of the term for sorghum to designate maize is well-known elsewhere, e.g. 
Maghribian Arabic dṛa ‘maize, sorghum’. Cf. also Blench, Williamson & Connell 1994 on 
similar origins for maize terms in Nigeria.

59 Conceivably based on the same root with metathesis and assimilations, e.g. 
*a‑s‑mga/ur > *a-msga/ur. There could be a relation with the verb MGR ‘to harvest’.
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Vegetables

There are four types of beans and peas for which Berber terms are 
attested. Among these, one is almost consistently Berber, ‘faba bean’. Most 
languages in Morocco and Algeria use the form abaw and its phonetic 
correlates: Tashelhiyt abaw, Ghomara aḇaw, Senhadja abaw, Tarifiyt ḇaw, 
Iznasen baw, Snous baw, Kabyle aḇaw, Figuig baw, Mzab abaw. More to 
the east, the first consonant is sometimes lost, or corresponds to Proto-
Berber *ḇ (different from the spirantization of *b, as found in Tarifiyt and 
Kabyle): Ouargla aw, Awdjila ḇiw, ḇḇiw, Siwa awáw [N]. Ghadames and 
Tuareg have reduplicated forms: Ghadames abăbba and Ahaggar Tuareg 
ăbawbaw. The reconstruction of the term is problematic, but it is clearly 
not a recent loan. Some scholars have pointed to the similarity of the term 
to Latin faba, but already Schuchardt (1918:24) did not consider it a loan 
from Latin. There may indeed be some relation to Indo-European forms, 
but as these may be substrate items in the respective languages, the direc-
tion of the loan remains unclear (Berber influence on Indo-European? 
shared substrate?). Arabic loans are not used for faba bean, except for 
Nefusa ǝlfúl and El-Fogaha ǝlfúl.

For cowpea (Ar. lubya), black-eyed pea (Ar. žǝlbana), lentil (Ar. ɛǝds) 
and chick-pea, loanwords abound, even though some older terms also 
appear:

‘cowpea (pisum sativum, dolichos)’
	 < Arabic 	 < Berber or earlier loan
Tashelhiyt	 llubya
Senhadja	 žubya
Tarifiyt	 llubǝyyǝṯ (Q), 
	 ǧǧubǝyyǝṯ
Iznasen	 llubyǝṯ
Snous	 llubyǝṯ
Kabyle	 llubya, llubyan
Ouargla	 llubya	 tadlaxt
Ghadames		  tadăllăxt
Sokna		  tadǝlláxt
El-Fogaha		  dǝlláɣin (probably a plural)
Zenaga		  ăḏyagi 
Tuareg60		  tadǝllaq (< ta-dǝllaɣ-t), tadăllaq

60 Ahaggar and Mali. The term is identified as from Tuat Berber (Zenatic sedentary oasis 
dialect) in Foucauld (1951:I–197). The identification with cowpea follows Heath (2006:79).
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‘black-eyed pea’ (lathyrus)
	 < Arabic 	 < Berber or earlier loan
Tashelhiyt		  tinift, ikikr (lathyrus cicera)
Senhadja		  ṯinifit
Tarifiyt		  ṯinifǝtt
Iznasen		  ṯinifǝtt 
Snous	 ṯažǝlbant	 ṯinifin (p)
Kabyle	 ǧǧǝlban
Figuig	 žžǝlban
Ouargla	 žžǝlbana61

‘lentil’ (lens)
	 < Arabic 	 < Berber or earlier loan
Tashelhiyt		  tilintit, tiniltit
Senhadja	 lɛaḏǝs
Iznasen	 lǝɛḏǝs
Snous	 lɛaḏǝs
Kabyle	 lɛǝḏs
Figuig	 lǝɛdǝs
Ouargla	 lɛǝds
Ghadames		  tanifet
Tuareg	 ǝlɣǝdǝs

‘chick-pea’ (cicer)
	 < Arabic
Tashelhiyt	 lḥimẓ
Senhadja	 lḥimǝs
Tarifiyt	 řḥimǝẓ
Iznasen	 lḥimǝẓ
Snous	 ṯaḥmiṣṯ
Kabyle	 lḥǝmmǝẓ
Figuig	 lḥimǝẓ
Ouargla	 lḥǝmmʷǝẓ
Ghadames	 ălḥimmǝẓ
Siwa	 ǝlḥamǝẓ [La]

Arabic terms abound, but a number of non-Arabic terms also appear. 
Among these, one is clearly Berber in origin: tinift ‘black-eyed pea’. The 
Ghadames meaning ‘edible lentil’ may be a semantic extension or an erro-
neous identification. One other term, tadlaxt, tadǝllaxt (< tad(ǝl)laɣt) is 
more problematic. Where attested, it refers to ‘cowpea’ and other bean-
like plants. Only in Mzab Berber, it has a somewhat different reference: 
tadǝllǝxt ‘fresh faba bean sprout, cowpea sprout’. The form is similar to 
Greek dólichos, which refers to the same plant. The identification is diffi-

61 tinifin here refers to a wild species.
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cult for a number of reasons. In the first place, Greek loanwords in Berber 
are extremely rare, apart from those mediated by Arabic. In the second 
place, the stem ‑d(ǝl)laɣ‑ has a different vowel from Greek; moreover, 
there is no trace of the Greek nominal ending. If the term had been taken 
over in a similar way as Latin loans, one would have expected something 
like **ta-dǝlxu(s)-t or **ta-dulxu(s)-t. In this case, there is no reason to 
assume that dólichos is a shared substratum word, as the Greek word has 
a good etymology (Beekes 2010). So the question of the relation to dólichos 
remains unsolved. Another problem with this term is the relation to Zen-
aga äḏyägi, which derives from an earlier form *adlagǝʔ (cf. also Hassaniya 
ādlägān, Taine-Cheikh 2008:121). The presence in this word of g in Zenaga 
instead of ʔ < ɣ makes it difficult to put the two terms together.

‘Lentil’ and ‘chick-pea’ are almost entirely covered by Arabic terms (on 
the phonology of lḥimẓ, see 5.3.2.1). However, one remarks the existence 
of two Latin loans in Tashelhiyt, tilintit (metathesized also tiniltit) ‘lentil’ 
from Latin lens and ikikr ‘red pea’ from Latin cicer ‘chick-pea’. The pres-
ence of these Latin terms outside the limes of the Roman empire strongly 
suggests that Latin terms existed earlier also in other Berber varieties, but 
were substituted by the Arabic terms.

Finally, the term for carob (tree) is represented by a loan from Arabic 
or by an earlier loan from Latin siliqua ‘carob’; only Tashelhiyt takiḍa has 
no obviously foreign origin.

‘carob’
	 < Arabic 	 < Berber or earlier loan
Tashelhiyt		  takiḍa
Ghomara	 ṯaxǝṛṛuḇt
Senhadja	 lxarrub
Iznasen		  ṯasliwɣa, ṯisliwɣa
Snous	 lxǝṛṛub
Kabyle	 axǝṛṛub
Figuig		  tasliwɣa

Some other Vegetables

As noted above, the term for onion has both Arabic and non-Arabic forms:

‘onion’
	 < Arabic 	 < Berber or earlier loan
Tashelhiyt		  aẓalim
Senhadja	 lǝbṣǝl
Tarifiyt	 řǝḇṣǝř
Iznasen	 lǝbṣǝl
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Snous	 lǝbṣǝl
Kabyle	 lǝḇṣǝl62
Figuig	 lǝbṣǝl
Mzab		  ẓalim
Ouargla		  ẓalim
Ghadames		  aflélo
Nefusa	 bṣǝl
Sokna		  afǝlílu
El-Fogaha		  ifǝlélǝn (probably a plural)
Awdjila		  bẓalím
Siwa		  afǝllú [N]
Tuareg (H)		  efăleli

In addition to the Arabic forms, a loan from Punic appears: aẓalim, based 
on bǝṣalim or something similar. The absence of the initial b is not unex-
pected, as b is an instable consonant in early Berber (cf. Kossmann 1999). 
Its presence in Awdjila (with b rather than ḇ) is unexpected, though. One 
might consider the (re)introduction of b a blend with Arabic, which has 
bṣǝl (a cognate of the Punic term). The other term is found in Libyan and 
Egyptian Berber as well as in adjacent northern Tuareg varieties. Nobiin 
(Nile Nubian) fillee fits the Berber forms quite well, and the resemblance 
may be linked to caravans that went from the Nile westward. The wide 
distribution of non-Arabic terms strongly suggests that the take-over of the 
Arabic term in the northern Moroccan and Algerian regions was a matter 
of substitution, and not related to the introduction of a new plant.

The history of the term for carrot is highly complicated. It seems that 
the spread of domesticated carrots from Iran happened during the Islamic 
period. However, there is no doubt that terms for other plants or plant 
parts may have been used to refer to the new species. This is clearly 
what happened in the case of Ouargla tafǝsnaxt which derives from Latin 
pastināca ‘parsnip’ (cf. Colin 1927:94). There are many regional terms for 
carrot in Arabic, most of which do not seem to have a Berber background. 
One term, however, is generally assumed to be a Berber loan in Moroccan 
Arabic, xizzu (e.g. Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:467). While it is evident that 
the word has no etymology in Arabic, the Berber side is problematic. In 
many Berber languages, xizzu is a noun without the nominal prefix, which 
makes it quite different from other nouns. Moreover, x is not a recon-
structible phoneme in Berber (Kossmann 1999), and therefore a term with 

62 Brosselard (1844) gives two forms, the Arabic loan and something transcribed ezlim, 
possibly aẓlim.
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initial x can hardly be old in the language. One remarks that the distribu-
tion of xizzu in Berber and in Arabic is more or less the same (Morocco), 
which means that it could have spread either way. The attested terms in 
Berber are the following (for Maghribian Arabic, see Heath 2002:98, 438ff., 
Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:467ff.):

‘carrot’
	 < Arabic 	 < Berber or earlier loan	 < ?
Tashelhiyt			   xizzu
Ghomara	 ǧǝɛda
Senhadja			   xizzu
Tarifiyt			   xizzu
Iznasen			   xizzu
Snous			   xizzu
Kabyle	 zzṛudǝyya, zzṛudǝgga
Figuig	 zzṛudǝyya
Mzab		  tifǝsnǝxt
Ouargla		  tafǝsnaxt
Ghadames	 ǝssínaka
Nefusa		  tfisnǝ́ɣt [Provasi 1973:527]	

Finally, the terms for cabbage and egg plant are always loans from Arabic. 
In the case of the egg plant, this is to be expected, as it spread during 
Islamic times. In the case of cabbage, such a reason is less clearly present. 
The Berber terms reflect the many slightly different Arabic terms in use:

‘egg plant’ (cf. Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:461ff.; Heath 2002:436ff.)
Tashelhiyt bitlžan, budǝnžal, Iznasen dǝnžal, Snous ddǝnžal, Metmata 
badǝnžal, Kabyle batǝnǧal, Mzab badǝnža, Ouargla badǝnža, Siwa lǝbǧǝnža, 
lǝbǧǝnǧa (Laoust). 
Senhadja lbaranya, Iznasen (l)bṛaniya (Oomen p.c.) < dialectal Arabic 
bṛaniya, baṛaniya (Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:463).

‘cabbage’ (cf. Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:482ff.)
Tashelhiyt lkrumb, Senhadja lǝkrumb, Snous lǝkrum, Metmata lkrumb,  
Kabyle lǝkʷṛǝmb, lǝqʷṛǝmb,63 Figuig lǝkṛuṛǝb, Mzab ačrǝmba, Ouargla 
akrǝmba, tizizwǝt (lit.: green stuff), Tarifiyt qulis < Spanish col(es).

Fruits

Berber horticulture revolves around two trees, the fig tree and the date palm. 
Both trees and their fruits have specific Berber names of great anciennity. 

63 Brosselard 1844:109 has forms that point to akrǝmbiṭ with unexplained final ṭ (cf. the 
plural ikrǝnbiṭǝn).
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The basic term for date, tiyni < *te-ḇăyne is a loan from Ancient Egyptian 
or Coptic and was probably introduced together with date cultivation 
(Kossmann 2002b). The basic term for fig, tazart, is an original Berber 
term, obviously related to terms for wild berries (Chaker 2006:241), e.g. 
Central Moroccan Berber tazart ‘figs, fig trees’, azar ‘berry of the wild 
jujube tree’. More to the east, a different term is used, based on a form 
reconstructible as *a-mǝḍkʸ or something similar:64 Mzab amǝšši, Ouargla 
amǝšṣ̌ị, Ghadames ălmăṭk,65 Nefusa < motk >, Sokna amǝ́čč, El-Fogaha 
mǝkkín (< *mǝččin?), Siwa imǝṭšan (p).66

Loanwords are relatively rare in basic terms for these fruits: Senhadja 
ǝttǝmar, Metmata ttmǝr, Kabyle ǝţţmǝr (already in Brosselard 1844) ‘date’ 
come from regions where dates are not grown. Awdjila lḥabb ‘date’ is a 
specialization of the more general Arabic term ḥǝbb ‘grain, fruit’. Loan-
words for ‘fig’ are based on the term bakur, basically the (Arabic) name of 
a type of fig, the first figs of the season, which was generalized to refer to 
figs in general: Figuig (dialectal) bakur, Iznasen lbaḵur (also ṯazarṯ) Snous 
lbaḵur. While there are few loans for the basic terms, fig and date cultivars 
often bear Arabic names.

All Berber languages studied in the corpus use a Berber term for grape. 
There are two basic terms: aḍil (and phonetic variants), used in Morocco 
and in the Algerian oases, and a form going back to tiẓwǝrt or something 
similar, attested more to the east: Snous ṯiẓurin (simlarly the other western 
Algerian varieties), Nefusa dzurín (Provasi 1973:530), Siwa tǝzrin (Laoust). 
Kabyle has both terms: aḍ̱il and ṯiẓwǝṛṯ. The latter noun has a similar form 
as the term for root (or vein), e.g. Kabyle aẓar, Figuig aẓwǝṛ. The semantic 
link between ‘root’ and ‘grape’ is not obvious, however.

The term for melon is more complicated. In many varieties, the Ara-
bic term bǝṭṭix ~ bǝṭṭiḥ has been taken over (cf. Behnstedt & Woidich 
2011:514ff.): Tashelhiyt lbṭṭiḥ, Senhadja lbǝṭṭix, Tarifiyt abǝṭṭix, Iznasen 
lbǝṭṭix, Snous lbǝṭṭix, Kabyle aḇǝṭṭix, Nefusa abǝṭṭíx. Laoust (1932) gives 
tabǝṭṭuxt for Siwa, but this probably refers to the watermelon. In Egypt, 
baṭṭix is a watermelon and Souag (2010:81) has a form tamuksa referring 

64 In view of the Ghadames and Nefusa forms, Chaker’s derivation of amǝšši from the 
verb ǝčč ‘to eat’ cannot be maintained (Chaker 2006:241).

65 The Arabic article ăl- is here a marker of the collective, applied to a Berber etymon, 
cf. 6.3.2.

66 Brugnatelli (1994) argues that another term for ‘fig’, Kabyle ṯanǝqʷlǝţţ, could go back 
to a Mediterranean substratum term. Although he is right in pointing to the problems of 
an Arabic etymology of this word, the presence of single q—not a proto-Berber sound—
seems to contradict his cautious proposal.
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to melon.67 There are a number of non-Arabic terms referring to melon, it 
seems. The first term is represented by Ghadames tamăksa, Siwa tamuksa, 
possibly also Awdjila tǝkšáymt (‘watermelon’). In Ouargla the cognate term 
tamisa refers to a type of squash. Another term is Tuareg telăǧăẓt, elăgăẓ, 
‘melon’. This is probably related to Ghadames ălgǝzez ‘watermelon’ (see 
below). A further term is represented by Ntifa lmnun, Figuig amlul, Mzab 
amlun, Ouargla amlul. This may be a direct French loan into Berber, but 
one would have expected to find the term in Maghribian Arabic too. It 
could also be a much earlier loan, from Latin mēlo (Acc. mēlonem). Finally, 
there is a possible link with the common Berber root MLL ‘to be white’.

The study of melon terms is complicated by lack of precision in the 
botanic identification. Thus the French term ‘melon vert’ (‘green melon’) 
apparently refers sometimes to a cucumber-like plant; similarly it is very 
well possible that some of the terms refer to squash-type of plants rather 
than to melons.

In Berber, watermelons are normally differentiated from (honey)  
melons—there is some confusion in the cognates for Awdjila (on Siwa see 
above) which has tǝkšáymt for watermelon rather than for melon. In Gha-
dames a term ălgǝzez (probably connected to Tuareg elăgăẓ ‘melon’) is 
found, which looks like a loan from Arabic,68 although I could not estab-
lish its source. All other varieties use a variant of Arabic dǝllaḥ ~ dǝllaɛ  
(cf. Heath 2002:106, 439; Behnstedt & Woidich 2011:511ff.): Tashelhiyt 
ddllaḥ, Senhadja ǝddǝllaḥ, Tarifiyt ddǝlliɛ, Iznasen ddǝlliɛ, Snous ddǝlliɛa, 
Kabyle ddǝllaɛ, Ouargla taḍǝllaɛt, Nefusa ǝddulláɛ. The vocalisation with 
/i/ in some varieties could be influenced by lbǝṭṭix ‘melon’.

A number of fruit terms alternate between Punic and Latin loans on 
the one hand and loans from Arabic on the other. Here we can be sure 
that the introduction of the fruit predated the Islamic period; however, 
it is very well possible that locally the introduction of the fruit was later. 
In such cases, the introduction of the Arabic term could still be a case of 
additional borrowing.

The fruits in question are apple, pomegranate, quince and pear. Most 
languages use a loan from Arabic for apple: Tashelhiyt ttffaḥ, Senhadja 

67 Laoust gives tamǝksa in the meaning ‘watermelon’. Laoust did most of his research 
in Morocco and Algeria, so it is understandable that he made an error in interpreting the 
Egyptian terms, which are the inverse of those in Algeria and Morocco, especially if he did 
so by eliciting a word list.

68 Not only the Arabic article points to this, but, more convincingly, the presence of 
/g/ rather than /ǧ/. In Ghadames, the phoneme /g/ seems to be restricted to loans from 
Arabic (Kossmann fc.-d).
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ttǝffaḥ, Tarifiyt ttǝffaḥ, Iznasen ttǝffaḥ, Snous tǝffaḥ, Kabyle ţţǝffaḥ, Figuig 
ttfaḥ, Ghadames ǝttuffaḥ, Nefusa ttǝffáḥ, Siwa tǝff̣ạ́ḥ [N]. The Punic form—
ultimately from the same Semitic root—has /d/ instead of /t/ and /u/ 
instead of /aḥ/: Chaouia aḏfu, Djerba aḏfu (Vycichl 2005:11). Moreover, in 
a number of languages there seems to be a blend of the two forms, which 
has d instead of t (like in the Punic loan), but ends in aḥ (like in Arabic). 
This is mainly found in the unity nouns, while the collectives have tt-: 
Tarifiyt ṯaḏǝffaḥṯ, Kabyle ṯaḏǝffaḥṯ, Ouargla tadǝffaḥt.

A similar story can be told about the ancient Punic loan armun ‘pome-
granate’. The Punic term is found in Chaouia armun (Huyghe 1907:69), 
Mzab armun, Ouargla aṛmun, Nefusa armún, Ghadames armun and Siwa 
armun (Souag 2010:65). Arabic ṛǝmmʷan is used elsewhere: Tashelhiyt 
ṛṛmman, Senhadja ǝrrǝman, Tarifiyt aṛṛǝmman, Iznasen ṛṛǝmman, Snous 
ǝṛṛǝmmʷan, Kabyle ṛṛǝmman, Figuig ṛṛǝmman.

The term for pear has a similar variation between a term based on Latin 
and loans from Arabic (cf. Behnstedt & Woidich 2011, Heath 2002:102ff., 
435). The Latin term is still used in Tashelhiyt tafirast, Central Moroc-
can Berber tafirast ‘pear(-tree)’, Senhadja ṯafirast (collective: arabicized 
lfiras), Tarifiyt ṯafirasṯ, Menacer tfirast, Kabyle ifirǝs ‘pear’, Chaouia ṯafirasṯ 
‘pear tree’ (A. Basset 1961:315). Arabic terms are Snous langʸas, buɛăwidǝṯ, 
buɛăwiḏa, Figuig nnžaž, Mzab lanǧaṣ, Siwa ǝlɛanžaš (Laoust, sic?).

In a number of varieties we find a term for quince derived from Latin 
cydōnium: Central Moroccan Berber taktuniyt, Kabyle ṯaḵṯunya, Chaouia 
taktunya (Huyghe 1907:510). Other languages have a loan from Arabic 
(itself originating in Greek): Tashelhiyt sfṛžl, Senhadja sfǝržǝl, Figuig 
ssfǝṛžǝl, Mzab ǝssǝfǝržǝlt.

The almond is almost invariably referred to by the Arabic term lluz  
(cf. Heath 2002:97) or a phonetic alteration of it, such as Tarifiyt ǧǧuz 
(Lafkioui 2007:74).69 Ghadames has a completely different term, ašašid. 
Vycichl (2005:10) derives this from Punic šqd ‘almond’. As shown in Vycichl 
(1990), Ghadames š may correspond to ɣ elsewhere in Berber (e.g. tomarše 
‘locust’ as compared to tamurɣi elsewhere), and in Berber ɣ may represent 
voiceless consonants of contact languages (see 3.2, 3.3).

The term for olive is highly interesting. On the one hand there exists a 
native term, azǝmmur, which in a number of varieties is the designation of 

69 Note the unexpected Ouargla form lžužǝt, which seems to be cognate to Standard 
Arabic ǧawz ‘walnut’. Maybe this is due to the tendency in Ouargli to pronounce z as ž, 
thus creating confusion between lluz [lluž] and lžuž, cf. Biarnay (1908:8–9).
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the cultivated olive tree and its fruit: Kabyle, Ghadames, Nefusa and Siwa. 
The same term also exists elsewhere in north-African Berber (Tashelhiyt, 
Central Moroccan Berber, Tarifiyt, Iznasen, Snous and other western Alge-
rian varieties), but there it refers to the wild olive (French: oléastre), a 
species indigenous to Northern Africa.70 Dictionary entries suggest that it 
can be used to designate any wild-growing olive tree. In these varieties, 
an Arabic loan is used for the domesticated species: Tashelhiy zzit, Cen-
tral Moroccan Berber zzitun, Ghomara zzaytun, Senhadja ǝzziṯun, Tarifiyt 
ṯazitunt, Iznasen zzǝḵṯun, Snous zziṯun, Figuig zzitun, Mzab zzitun, Ouargla 
zzitun El-Fogaha zzetún. The story is complicated by the Ahaggar Tuareg 
term ăhatim ‘olive’, which is a reflex of Punic zētīm (h < *z).71 One way of 
understanding the history of the term is the following. Azǝmmur first sim-
ply referred to the wild north-African species. When olive cultivation was 
introduced (by the Phoenicians?), either the Phoenician term was taken 
over (as still attested in northern Tuareg), or the name of the wild species 
was extended to the domesticated one. Finally, the Arabic term spread 
over a large number of varieties, substituting the Phoenician form. 

Finally, there are a number of fruits, which are always referred to by a 
loan from Arabic. This is the case of apricot, prune and peach. It is pos-
sible that they were introduced during the Islamic period; however as 
shown by terms such as ‘almond’, where only one single variety maintains 
a non-Arabic form, this argument is not entirely compelling.

Conclusion

The in extenso study of terms for cultivated plants shows that there is a 
major difference between the main crops on the one hand—cereals, dates 
and figs—, that are only rarely borrowed from Arabic, and other culti-
vated plants, where Arabic loans are frequently found. In many cases it 
is evident that the Arabic term constitutes a substitution of a pre-existing 
Berber term (sometimes itself a loan from Punic or Latin).

70 An alternative term for this tree is azibur, attested in Beni Menacer (Western  
Algeria).

71  Cf. also the Tuareg term alew ‘type of wild olive tree’, which has been unconvincingly 
linked to Latin oleo (Laoust 1920:446). The botanic background of the Saharan species is 
not entirely clear, but it is not necessarily an importation from the north. The fruits of alew 
have no nutritional value, cf. Benchelah, Bouziane & Maka 2006:216–217.
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4.6.6 Domestic Animals

Berber languages have a rich array of reconstructible terms for different 
types of domestic animals (cf. Blench 2001, Louali & Philippson 2004). 
There is no doubt that early Berber had terms for donkeys (cf. Blench 
2000), horses, mules, (woolly) sheep, goats, cows, camels (Kossmann 
2005:27–50), and dogs. Arabic influence on the major terms in this domain 
(i.e., excluding specific races) therefore implies the introduction of a term 
for a referent already present in the environment of the Berber speakers.

Like in English, domestic animals may have several basic terms, one 
for the male animal, one for the female animal. To this, one for the child 
can be added—with some species several age-groups are distinguished 
by means of underived nouns. Berber has regular gender derivation, so 
gender can be indicated without changing the lexeme, e.g. Iznasen aɣyul 
‘male donkey’ vs. ṯaɣyult ‘female donkey’. Still, many terms have supple-
tive forms for the male and the female. In the following, when speaking of 
different terms for male and female, this suppletion is meant; the regular 
gender derivation is considered to concern one and the same term.

Arabic influence is found in all three basic uses (male/female/child), 
sometimes in a rather complicated way. A case in point are terms for the 
horse in Chaouia, as documented in the Algerian Berber dialect atlas by 
André Basset (1936). Concerning horses, one has to distinguish four terms: 
‘stallion/horse’, ‘mare’, ‘mares (suppletive plural)’ and ‘foal’. In a few vari-
eties, male and female foals are differentiated. For these terms, Arabic 
loans occur widely in Chaouia, but there is not a single variety where all 
terms are loans. The distribution Arabic loan/non-Arabic term is different 
according to the subdialect, e.g.:

point 42572	 stallion	 mare	 mares	 foal
term	 yis	 lɛawḏa	 (t)iɣallin	 amharun
origin	 Berber	A rabic	 Berber	A rabic

point 371	 stallion	 mare	 mares	 foal (m)	 foal (f)
term	 zzimǝl	 lɛawḏa	 (t)iɣallin	 aɣǝḏwi	 (t)ažḏɛunt
origin	A rabic	A rabic	 Berber	 Berber	A rabic

point 362b	 stallion	 mare	 mares	 foal 
term	 zzimǝl	 lɛawḏa	 (t)iɣallin	 ažḏɛun
origin	A rabic	A rabic	 Berber	A rabic

72 Point 425: Gosbat (Bariha, western Chaouia); point 371: Tlidjen (Tébessa, south-east-
ern Chaouia); point 362b: B. Barbar, Ras el Oued (Souk Ahras, north-eastern Chaouia).
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In the following, some of the main terms for domestic animals will be 
studied, and the influence of Arabic in the system will be laid out.

Donkey

There are two basic terms for donkey in Berber, aɣyul and eyzeḍ ~ ezyǝḍ 
(cf. Kossmann 1999a:230ff. for forms and reconstruction).73 They have 
different geographical distribution, and there seems to be no semantic 
difference involved originally. Both stems refer both to male and female 
donkeys. Blench (2000) suggests that the terms ultimately go back to 
local terms for the wild ass, a species indigenous to northern Africa. The 
only case of an Arabic term designating adult donkeys is Figuig taḥmaṛt 
‘female donkey’. In this language, the Berber term aɣyul is restricted to 
the male donkey. 

The term for donkey foal is more often than not a derivation from Ara-
bic ǧaḥš. Donkey foals apparently give rise to expressive terms, and both 
the Arabic and the Berber denominations have often undergone expres-
sive changes (on which see 5.4). The following terms are attested:

< Arabic žǝḥš	� Kabyle ažḥiḥ, ažḥiš, ažḥuḍ̱ and variants (A. Basset 1936), Chaouia 
ažḥiḥ (A. Basset 1936), Figuig ažǝḥḥuš, žžḥǝš, Ouargla ilžǝḥš, Gha-
dames ǝžžăḥš

< non-Arabic	�T ashelhiyt asnus, Central Moroccan Berber asnus, Senhadja 
asnus, Tarifiyt asnus

	 Nefusa akǝršún, Sokna akǝršún, Siwa akǝrčun
	� Metmata aqǝrzuḍ (probably an expressive formation related to 

ezyǝḍ ‘adult donkey’)
	 Central Moroccan Berber ašniḍ
	 Iznasen azɛuq, Snous azɛuq

The most widely attested non-Arabic forms are asnus (Morocco) and 
akǝršun (Libya and Siwa). The term asnus comes from Latin asinus (see 
3.3); the etymology of akǝršun is unclear; the presence of š, č is not sug-
gestive of a very old Berber term (cf. Kossmann 1999).

Horse

Terms for the horse are more often borrowed from Arabic than terms for 
donkeys. The original Berber system probably consisted of three or four 

73 Preliminary reconstructions. In addition, there is the term amǝktár (Sokna), mǝktár 
(El-Fogaha), which is geographically restricted to central Libya. I am not aware of an Ara-
bic etymology for this term.
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terms: ayis ‘stallion, horse’, tagmart ‘mare’, tiɣallin ‘mares’74 and possibly 
aɣǝdwi ‘foal’.75 Analogical reformations have changed this system in many 
languages, e.g. by introducing a regular singular—plural pair in the femi-
nine, e.g. Figuig sg. taymart, p tiymarin with generalization of the singular 
stem vs. Mzab sg. tɣallǝt, p tiɣallin with generalization of the plural stem. 
More rarely the system has evened out male and female as in Ghadames 
aǧmar—taǧmart, or Central Moroccan Berber tagmart ‘mare’, agmar 
‘male horse (for working)’ as opposed to iyyis ‘horse for riding’.

Arabic influence is found in all four meanings. Only very few varieties 
have lost the Berber terminology alltogether; cf. however Ghomara, which 
has aḵayḍar ‘stallion, horse’, lɛawḏa ‘stallion’ (regular plural: lɛawḏaṯ) and 
ddḥiša ‘foal’, all from Arabic.

Arabic terms for adult horses come from different Arabic bases, most 
important of which are ɛǝwd(a) (cf. Schuchardt 1908:360) and kiṭar (on 
the etymology, see Colin 1930:126):

< ɛǝwd(a)	� Ghomara lɛawḏa ‘mare’; Senhadja lɛawḏa ‘mare’, Iznasen lɛǝwḏa 
‘mare’ (p lɛǝwḏaṯ); Kabyle aɛawḏiw ‘stallion, horse’; Chaoui lɛawḏa 
‘mare’; Ouargla lɛawǝd ‘stallion, horse’

< kiṭar, kidar	� Tashelhiyt akiṭar ‘stallion’, Rif aḵiḍ̱ā (= yis < Berber) ‘stallion, 
horse’; ṯaḵiḍ̱āṯ ‘mare’; Ghomara aḵayḍar ‘stallion, horse’. The 
term is known elsewhere in a depreciative meaning, e.g. Central 
Moroccan Berber akidar ‘nag’, Senhadja akidar ‘pack horse’, Snous 
ašidar ‘low quality horse’, cf. for a similar situation in Moroccan 
Arabic, Heath 2002:101.

others	� Snous lfǝḥǝl ‘stallion, horse’; Chaouia (dialectally) zzimǝl, Ouargla 
lǝḥṣan ‘stallion, horse’

Terms for foals are less consistent over the Berber territory. One Berber 
term is attested in quite distant regions and may therefore represent a 
proto-Berber form: Chaouia aɣǝḏwi, Sokna aɣdwí. It is not impossible 
that Zenaga oʔdʸi (< *aɣdiɁ ?) ‘horse’ reflects the same term. Some other 
non-Arabic terms are restricted to a few Algerian varieties. Interestingly, 
these varieties have suppletive masculine and feminine forms, e.g. Met-
mata arus ‘male foal’, ṯbuḡḏi, ‘female foal’. The latter term is also found as 
ṯbuyḏi, tbuḡyi, tbuḏyi and others (cf. A. Basset 1936 for more precise infor-
mation). The terms are restricted to western Algeria, except for Ouargla 

74 Tuareg has an entirely different stem, ebăge, which is used for both male and female 
horses, and which is used both in the singular and in the plural. In addition to this, the 
masculine-only term ayǝs, ayis is used.

75 Schuchardt’s derivations of ayis from Arabic ḥiṣān (1908:371), of aɣǝdwi from Arabic 
ǧaḏaɛ (1908:366) and of tagmart from Latin sagmaria (1918:41) cannot be maintained.
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tbudit ‘female foal’. Siwa has another term, which does not seem to be 
Arabic in origin either: aflaw [La].

All other varieties have Arabic loans, mostly based on žǝḥš (originally 
‘donkey foal’) and ždǝɛ.

< žǝḥš	 Ghomara ddḥiša, Kabyle ažḥiḥ, Ouargla ilžǝḥš
< ždǝɛ	�T ashelhiyt aždaɛ, Senhadja ižḏaɛ, Tarifiyt ažɛuḏ (~ afāx̣an), Izna-

sen ižḏǝɛ, Snous aždaɛ
Other forms:	T arifiyt afāx̣an, Chaouia amǝhrun

Mule

The fruit of breeding a horse and a donkey is referred to by the Berber term 
asǝrdun in the western part of the Berber-speaking territory (Tashelhiyt, 
Central Moroccan Berber, Ghomara, Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Iznasen, Snous, 
Kabyle, Figuig). Arabic terms are used elsewhere: Mzab lǝbɣǝl, Ouargla  
lǝbɣǝl, Nefusa ǝlbǝɣǝ́l, Siwa labɣǝl [La]. Ghomara makes a difference 
between asǝrdun ‘male mule’ and Arabic-based bbhima ‘female mule’.

Cow

There are many Berber terms for bovines. In this section, only three terms 
will be studied, ‘cow’, ‘ox’, and ‘bull’. The general term for ‘cow’ or ‘female 
bovine’ is only rarely borrowed. El-Fogaha has ǝlbúgra, while Beni Mes-
saoud (Western Algeria) has a form ṯaɛǝṛṛumt (in other varieties a heifer, 
cf. A. Basset 1939). Otherwise, two Berber terms are found. The most 
common term is tafunast (and phonetic variants), which is the feminine 
counterpart to widely attested afunas ‘ox, male bovine’. This is found all 
over northern Berber with the exception of Ghomara. A different term is 
only sparsely documented, but has a wide distribution which attests to 
its anciennity: Ghomara tasa, p tisǝḵṯan, Kabyle p ṯisiṯa ~ ṯisṯan ‘cows’ (sg. 
ṯafunasṯ), Tuareg tesut, p tisita (Ahaggar), tăss, p čitan (< titan) (Ayer), 
tăss, p iwan (Mali), Zenaga täšši, pl ǝtšiʔḏaʔn. The term apparently consists 
of a singular *tasǝʔ and an irregular plural76 *tisǝʔtan or something simi-
lar, and may have cognates elsewhere in Afroasiatic (Louali & Philippson 
2004a). Finally, Senhadja and some western Tarifiyt dialects have ṯamwa 
alongside ṯafunasṯ.

76 One would have expected the feminine plural marker *-en (> -in) instead of -an, 
which is otherwise restricted to masculine nouns. Moreover the presence of stem-final (or 
suffix-initial) /t/ in the plural is unexpected.
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The general term for ‘male bovine (castrated or not)’ has not been bor-
rowed from Arabic in any of the studied languages. Commonly, afunas 
(and phonetic variants) is found: afunas (Central Moroccan Berber, Sen-
hadja, Rif, Iznasen, Snous, Figuig, Mzab, Ouargla, Ghadames, Awdjila), 
funás (Nefusa, Siwa [N]). Another well-attested term is Tashelhiyt azgr, 
Central Moroccan Berber azgǝr, Ghomara azgǝr, Senhadja azgar, Kabyle 
azgǝr, Tuareg azgăr (Ayer), Zenaga äzgǝr. In Central Moroccan Berber, 
the latter term refers to both oxen and bulls, while afunas is restricted to 
oxen. Other terms are Senhadja (rare) amwa and Western Algerian ayyuḡ 
(Beni Salah, Beni Menacer), yuḡ (Metmata), which goes back to Latin 
iugum ‘yoke, oxes attached to the yoke’.

More specific terms for ‘bull (uncastrated adult male bovine)’ are mostly 
from Arabic: Ghomara ǝlfḥǝl, Senhadja aɛažmi (elsewhere: ‘calf ’), Iznasen 
lǝfḥǝl, aɛǝžmi (elsewhere: ‘calf ’) Kabyle aṛamul, aɛǝrrum. Tashelhiyt uses a 
euphemism: aɛlluš n zzawit or azgr n zzawit, i.e. ‘calf/ox of the zawiya’.

I shall not go into the different terms for young bovines. As shown 
in A. Basset (1939), there are many systems for bovine ages, which are 
quite different from dialect to dialect, both in the number of age grad-
ings that are distinguished and in the meaning of the specific terms. Thus, 
for example, in part of Chaouia, aɛǝžmi designates the youngest category 
of calves, while in other varieties of the same language the term is used 
for calves over one year old. Except for the discussion of northern Alge-
rian terms in A. Basset (1939), sources tend to be vague about different 
age groups, which makes the study of this terminology quite hazardous. 
Moreover, there is much overlap between Berber terms and (some) locally 
attested Arabic terminology. In some cases, Berber is clearly the donor 
language, as in (localized) Moroccan Arabic gǝnduz ‘calf ’, which comes 
from a well-attested northern Berber term agǝnduz (and phonetic vari-
ants) ‘calf (in most varieties: less than one year old)’ (Central Moroccan 
Berber agǝnduz, Iznasen ayǝnduz, Snous ayǝnduz, Beni Menacer aḡǝnduz, 
Kabyle aḡǝnduz). The etymological background is more difficult to estab-
lish for shared terms which in Arabic are restricted to (some) Maghribian 
varieties, but which on the other hand show clearly un-Berber phonologi-
cal features. This is the case, it seems, of forms such as aɛǝžmi ‘bullcalf ’ 
and taɛǝžmit ‘heifer’ (also used for calf or bull more in general, see above). 
Finally, there are terms which look quite Arabic, but have no clear etymol-
ogy, such as Ghomara aɛǝbbiz, Senhadja abaɛuz (Renisio 1932).



	 lexicon	 153

Goat

In goat terminology, Arabic influence terminology is rather restricted. The 
term for the female is almost never borrowed from Arabic. One mainly 
finds the singular term taɣaṭṭ (< ta-ɣaḍ-t), which tends to have an irregular 
plural tiɣăṭṭăn. This plural is exceptional because it has a masculine plural 
suffix (*-ăn) with a feminine noun (one would have expected *-en), e.g. 
Tashelhiyt tiɣiṭṭn ~ tiɣaṭṭn, Central Moroccan Berber tiɣǝṭṭǝn. In a num-
ber of languages, the regular plural suffix has been introduced, e.g. Mzab 
tiɣaṭṭin, Figuig tiɣǝṭṭin ~ tiɣiḍaḍ. In Ghadames, the term wŭlli, normally 
used as a collective for goats and sheep together (see below), has become 
specialized as a plural of teɛaṭ ‘goat’. Siwa iɣed (m), ǝtɣatt (f) seems to 
take up the term iɣăyd for the young goat (see below). Finally, Zenaga 
has a suppletive plural: s taʔḍḍ (< *taɣaḍt) p tūlläḏǝn.77 The terminology 
is quite consistent in northern Berber. The main exceptions are languages 
in which the term tiɣsi ‘sheep/goat’ has become specialized (or is reported 
so) in the meaning ‘goat’ (Ouargla tixsi, Sokna tíxsi, El-Fogaha tíxsi, Ahag-
gar Tuareg teɣse). Borrowing of this term is only found in the plural in Sen-
hadja de Srair, which uses the Arabic term lǝksiba (elsewhere in the Rif: 
sheep and goats) (Lafkioui 2007:105–106) and lǝbhaym (Ibáñez 1959:84).

Terms for the male goat are more diverse. Most generally attested is 
azalaɣ ~ azulaɣ, which is probably the original term: Tashelhiyt azalaɣ 
‘young male goat with horns that are about three inches long’, Nefusa 
zaláɣ (Provasi 1973:529), Sokna zálaɣ ‘young male goat’, Awdjila azálaq, 
Siwa zaláq [N], Tuareg ăholaɣ (Ahaggar), ǝzolaɣ (Ayer), Zenaga ažayi  
(< *azalǝɣ). Other non-Arabic terms are Central Moroccan Berber abǝrriḍ, 
Ghadames aǧur (cf. Mali Tuareg ăǧorh ‘castrated goat’), Kabyle aqǝlwaš. 
In several varieties ‘kid’ and ‘he-goat’ have become mixed up: Ouargla 
iɣid, iɣǝyd, El-Fogaha aɣíd. One well-attested term probably has an Arabic 
background, even though the Arabic term is only attested in the Maghrib 
(Heath 2002:100): Central Moroccan Berber aɛǝtrus, Senhadja aɛtǝrus, 
Rif aɛǝṯrus, Iznasen aɛǝṯrus, Snous aɛǝṯrus, Figuig aɛǝtrus, Mzab aɛǝtrus. 
Other Arabic terms—sometimes with expressive reformations—are Izna-
sen aɛǝnzuq ‘male goat’ (cf. Arabic ɛǝnzi, Heath 2002:100–101), Kabyle aḥuli 
‘young male goat’, Beni Salah, Beni Messaoud (Western Algeria) aždaɛ  
(cf. Arabic ždi ‘kid’ and ždǝɛ ‘foal’, cf. Heath 2002:100).

77 This could come from *tiḇǝlla/ăten or *tiwǝlla/ăten. If the second reconstruction is 
right, there is obviously a relationship to northern Berber wǝlli ~ ulli ‘ovines’; in the first 
case, a relationship with *teḇăle ‘ewe’ is possible.
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The young goat is almost invariably referred to by the Berber term 
iɣăyd, which is similar to, but still different from, the adult term taɣaḍt. 
The main exceptions are Zenaga, which has äygaḍ̱ ‘young kid’ (possibly 
< *alkaḍ or *aykaḍ), aɣăyăr (< *agalar or *agayar) ‘6 months old kid’ 
and Senhadja imzi (probably /imẓi/ from the root MẒY ‘to be small’), and 
ṯamiyant (next to iɣǝyḍ and iɣǝžḏ). The only Arabic term attested for ‘kid’ 
is Siwa rǝbɛí.

Sheep 

Sheep terminology has a similar system as used with horses: a male term, 
a female term with a suppletive plural, and a term for the young animal.

The female term can be reconstructed as *teḇăle (> tili in most of North-
ern Berber), p *tiḇăt(t)ăn (> tattǝn in most of Northern Berber). The plural 
is special not only because it is suppletive, but also because it seems to 
include the masculine plural marker *-ăn rather than the expected femi-
nine plural marker *-en. Some languages have regularized the plural, e.g. 
Figuig tili, p tiliwin. A few languages have different terms, mainly due to 
semantic change: thus El-Fogaha dzamárǝt and Siwa tizmǝrt (m. izmǝr) 
correspond to a term meaning ‘lamb’ elsewhere, and the Tarifiyt, Iznasen, 
Kabyle word ṯixsi ‘sheep’ is used as a more general term for ‘female sheep 
or goat’ elsewhere. Senhadja uses, among others, ṯiḵǝrrit, which is a female 
derivation from iḵǝrri ‘ram’. Tashelhiyt tahruytt is interesting because of 
its similarity to Tuareg terms such as Iwellemmeden ehăre ‘flock, herd’, 
Zenaga īri ‘herd of camels’. Note however that Tashelhiyt h normally does 
not correspond to Tuareg h. One also remarks a number of terms with 
initial b used in north-western Morocco: Ghomara tabǝrrǝḵṯ (correspond-
ing to male abǝrrǝy), Senhadja abǝɛɛaš (p ṯattǝn, Lafkioui 2007:111) and 
ṯabɛažṯ (p ṯibɛažin, ṯattǝn, Ibáñez 1959:263). At least the Senhadja term 
could be based on an onomatopoea (bǝɛɛ is a well-attested Maghribian 
way of imitating the sound of a sheep). In a number of languages, the 
term tixsi (p ulli), referring elsewhere to both goats and sheep has become 
specialized in the meaning ‘sheep’, e.g. Central Moroccan Berber tixsi  
(p ulli—with the same specialization from sheep/goat to sheep only), 
Tarifiyt ṯixsi, Iznasen ṯixsi, Snous ṯixsi, Kabyle ṯixsi (p ulli).

Arabic influence is found in only two varietes: Mzab ǝnnǝɛžǝt and  
Awdjila taḥólit (according to Paradisi more used than the Berber term 
tǝḇǝ́l, p tḇittín).

There are several Berber terms for the male sheep. Best-attested is 
the following: Senhadja iḵǝrri, Tarifiyt išarri, Iznasen iḵǝrri, Snous išǝrri, 
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Kabyle ikǝrri, Ouargla ikǝṛṛi, Nefusa akrár, Tuareg ekrăr (Ahaggar), ǝkǝr 
(Ayer), Zenaga ǝgrär. More restricted is the distribution of Figuig ufriš, 
Mzab ufrič, Kabyle (unusual) ufriḵ. In eastern Berber, a different term is 
attested: Sokna alǝ́ǧǧi, Awdjila alǝ́žži. 

In a number of varieties, the word for ‘lamb’ has semantically changed 
to ‘adult male sheep’; its masculine form then refers to the male sheep: 
Tashelhiyt izimr, Central Moroccan Berber izimr ~ izimmǝr, Ghadames 
aẓomăr, El-Fogaha zamár, Siwa izmǝr. The same is true for a possible 
loan from Arabic Beni Menacer aɛǝlluš (fem. aɛǝllušṯ ~ ṯixsi). Arabic loans 
occur alongside Berber terms: Central Moroccan Berber aḥuli (~ izimǝr), 
Tarifiyt aḥuři (~ ṯixsi), Iznasen aḥuli (~ ṯixsi), Kabyle axǝṛfi, afǝxli (cf. iḵǝrri 
‘castrated ram’).

The most common Berber terms for ‘lamb’ is represented by Central 
Moroccan Berber izimr ~ izimmǝr (‘ram, lamb’), Senhadja izimmar, Tari-
fiyt izmā, Iznasen izmǝr, Snous izmǝr, Kabyle izimǝr, Figuig izmǝr, Nefusa 
zumǝ́r, Tuareg (Ayer) ǝžemǝr, Zenaga ižiɁmär. The same term is used for 
‘ram’ in other languages (Tashelhiyt, Ghadames, El-Fogaha, Siwa), and  
it is difficult to make out the original meaning of the word. Other non-
Arabic terms are Tashelhiyt alqqaɣ (probably related to the verb ilwiɣ 
‘to be soft’), taɣla ‘young ewe’, Beni Salah, Beni Messaoud, Beni Menacer 
(Western Algeria) abzim, Kabyle aḇǝɛṛaṛaš (~ izimǝr). Arabic loans are 
Central Moroccan Berber aɛlluš (~ izimǝr, izimmǝr), Mzab aɛǝlluš, Ouargla 
aɛǝlluš (cf. Tashelhiyt aɛlluš ‘calf ’); Tashelhiyt aḥuli ‘one year old sheep’, 
Siwa ḥulí ‘lamb’ [N]; Sokna afḍím (cf. Classical Arabic faṭam ‘to wean’).

General Terms for Sheep and Goat

In addition to specialized terms for goats and sheep, most Berber lan-
guages also have terms that can refer to both species. The most common 
Berber pair is singular tixsi vs. collective wǝlli ~ ulli, which are both well-
attested all over Berber. The singular element became specialized for 
either goats or sheep in a number of languages (see above). The collective 
has sometimes been replaced by Arabic terms: Tarifiyt řmař (< Ar. l=mal 
‘property’), Ouargla lǝɣlǝm (~ ulli, wǝlli), Nefusa ǝlḥeywán. Lanfry (1973) 
gives only ‘sheep (collective)’ for ălɣanăm for Ghadames.

Camel

The Berber term for camel is very well-attested and goes back to something 
like *alɣǝm or *alǝɣǝm (for attestations and etymology, see Kossmann 
2005:27–55). Only very few languages use another term, most prominently 
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Tashelhiyt aram ~ arɛam, which has no clear etymology. Northern Berber 
languages have a single term for male and female camels, using gender 
derivation to mark the difference. This is different from Tuareg, where 
different terms are used (cf. Ritter 2009:II-397–400 for more information). 
Ghadames has taken over the words for camel and female camel from 
Tuareg: aḷăm ‘male camel’, amali ‘camel stallion’, taḷămt ‘female camel’. 
Only one language adopted the Arabic word for camel: Ghomara ǝlǧmǝl. 
There are no camels in the region where Ghomara is spoken.

The term for ‘young camel’ is not very well attested in northern Berber, 
which may be due to a lack of special terminology, esp. in regions where 
camels are not that frequent. Most common is the Arabic loan agɛud 
(Figuig, Ghadames), ǝlgɛud (Siwa [La]). Other terms are Tashelhiyt abžaw 
and Ouargla akǝɛluš, both of unclear origin. The Tuareg/Zenaga term 
awăṛa (Ayer Tuareg), äwaʔräh (Zenaga) is not attested in the north.

Dog

The terms for ‘dog’ are almost consistently of Berber origin. The ancient 
term was something like aydi, p iyḍan, with an irregular change of /d/ into 
/ḍ/. The feminine is based on the same word by means of regular gen-
der derivation. In a number of varieties a term which probably originally 
meant ‘young dog’ now designates the adult dog, often in competition 
with the aydi etymon: Tarifiyt aqzin, Beni Messaoud (Western Algeria) 
aqžaw, Awdjila gzin; cf. also the pejorative term aqžun in Kabyle. This 
term has undergone considerable expressive reformations, cf. section 5.4. 
Only one variety has a different non-Arabic term: Siwa agʷǝṛzní [N]. An 
Arabic background may be assumed for Ghomara arǝkkal (~ ayḏa), which 
could be based on the verb rkǝl ‘to kick’, itself a loan from Arabic. Sen-
hadja has ahǝrḏan, which may be related to a dialectal Arabic verb hrǝd 
‘to chew noisily, to devour, to beat, to rip violently’. Terms for puppies 
mostly use the form ikzin (> a/igzin) or an expressive derivation from this 
(e.g. Beni Snous aqzin, Beni Messaoud aqužan). Other terms are rare, cf. 
however onomatopeic Ouargla aḥǝbḥab. Only Kabyle akǝlbun ‘puppy’ is a 
loan from Arabic.

Chicken

There are a number of terms for adult chicken in Berber. Most common is 
ayaziḍ ~ agaziḍ ~ awaziḍ ~ aziḍ, which in most languages has regular gen-
der derivation. Other terms are Awdjila tǝkažít ‘chicken’ (cf. Ayer Tuareg 
tekǝžit), which is opposed to male aqažíṭ (< agaziḍ?) ‘rooster’. In a number 
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of varieties, a loan from Latin pullus is used: Tashelhiyt afullus, Central 
Moroccan Berber afullus, Ghomara afulus. This may originally have meant 
‘chick’ rather than adult ‘chicken’ (see below). While the female chicken is 
always referred to by a non-Arabic term, roosters are sometimes referred 
to by a loan from Arabic: Ghomara afǝṛṛuž, aḇǝddiḵ (cf. Arabic dik)  
(~ afulus), Snous ḥaqul (~ yaẓiḍ). In a number of varieties, ‘rooster’ is 
an onomatopoea: Iznasen aɛǝlɛul (~ yaẓiḍ̱), Beni Salah, Beni Messaoud 
(Western Algeria) aɛǝqquq. The etymology of Metmata (Western Algeria) 
ǧiɛḏǝr ‘rooster’ and Senhadja abǝrrug ‘rooster’ is not clear.

The chick is referred to by several terms. In the first place, the Latin 
term pullus is often used referring to the young animal: Senhadja (local-
ized) afullus, afillus (Lafkioui 2007:262), Tarifiyt fiǧǧus, fuǧǧus (Lafkioui 
2007:262), Iznasen afǝllus, Beni Menacer, Metmata (Western Algeria) ful‑
lus, Figuig fullus, Mzab fullus, Ouargla fullus. Other terms are Tashelhiyt 
akiyaw, Nefusa bibǝ́lɣu (Provasi 1973:524), Awdjila taktǝ́tt, Siwa attiṭaw 
[La]. Quite commonly a reduplicative term is found, which imitates the 
sound of young chicken: Senhadja išǝwšǝw (Lafkioui 2007:262), Iznasen 
išǝwšǝw, Snous šišu, Kabyle ičǝwčǝw, El-Fogaha šwǝšíwat, Awdjila ažižíw, 
ašišíw. Outside our realm of investigation, note Tuareg ekărt (Ahaggar), 
akǝrǝt (Iwellemmeden), akrew (Mali).

Arabic loans are also found for the young of the chicken: Ghomara 
afrux, Senhadja afarruž, aɛttuq (f. ṯaɛttuqṯ) (~ afullus), Iznasen afǝṛṛuž 
(~ išǝwšǝw, afǝllus), Kabyle afṛux, afǝṛṛuž (both apparently somewhat 
broader than the chicken-only term ičǝwčǝw).

Conclusions

Arabic loans are relatively rare in the denomination of adult domestic 
animals, especially for the females. The only animals for which one reg-
ularly finds borrowings in the adult terminology are the horse and the 
mule. Adult male terms are occasionally taken over, esp. with ‘rooster’, 
‘male goat’, ‘male sheep’, and terms referring explicitly to the uncastrated 
bull. The situation with young animals is somewhat different. In spite of 
the existence of Berber terms in other varieties, one often finds Arabic 
loanwords for the youngs of the donkey, the horse, the sheep, the camel 
and, to a lesser extent, the chicken. Arabic loanwords for young dogs and 
young goats are rare. The greater propensity to borrowing in terms for 
young animals is also visible in the take-over of Latin asinus ‘donkey’ as 
asnus ‘donkey foal’; a similar case is Latin pullus ‘chicken’ which is at the 
basis of Berber afullus ‘chick (in some varieties: chicken)’.
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4.7 Verbs

Verbs are borrowed on a regular basis. The LWT database for Tarifiyt has 
40.9% Maghribian Arabic loanwords among what LWT identifies as verbal 
concepts (Kossmann 2009a:198). This is almost the same percentage as 
with nouns (41.9%). 

On the basis of a set of 129 verbal concepts78 that are relevant to tradi-
tional rural life in Northern Africa and that I consider impressionistically 
as relatively unspecialized, percentages of borrowing-only verbs were 
calculated for a number of languages. While the percentages themselves 
are not that revealing (the set of verbs being arbitrary), the differences in  
borrowing rates between varieties are interesting. In the following table, 
the borrowing rates in verbs are compared to those in the LJ-100 word list; 
note that there is an overlap of 25 items between the two lists. The languages  
are put in ascending order relative to borrowings in the LJ-100 list.

language LJ-100 129-verbs number of attested forms  
(129-verbs list)

Ghadames 1% 6% n=114
Awdjila 3% (n=92) 15%79 n=91
Tashelhiyt 6% 18% n=128
Greater Kabylia 7% 21% n=128
Mzab 7% 25% n=129
Figuig 9% 21% n=126
El-Fogaha 9% (n=82) 12% n=81
Tarifiyt (Q) 10% 24% n=124
Ouargla 10% 25% n=128
Iznasen 11% 23% n=120
Beni Snous 12% 23% n=123

78 The following concepts were included: accompany; ask; be afraid, fear; be cured; be 
hungry; be ill; be jealous; be thirsty; beg/ask f. sth; begin; bend; betray; bite; blow; borrow; 
break; build; burn (intr); bury; buy; carry; choose; churn; close; comb; come; cook; count; 
crush/grind; cry/weep; cut; dance; die; dig; do/make; draw water; dream; drink; eat; fall; 
find; flee; fly; fold; follow; forget; fry; give; go; go down; go in; go out; go up; grill; hang; 
harvest; hate; hear; help; herd; hide; hire; hit/beat; hunt; invite; kill; kiss; knead; know; 
laugh; learn; lick; lie; measure; milk; open; plait; plant; play; plow; pound; pour; pull; read; 
remember; rise; roast; rub; run; say; scratch; see; sell; sew; show; sit; skin; slaughter; sleep; 
sneeze; sow; spin; spit; split; stand; suck; swear; sweep; swim; take; tear; think; thresh; 
throw; tie; turn around; understand; untie; wake up; walk; want; wash; wear (clothes); 
weave; weigh; winnow; wipe; work; write.

79 Must use was made of the analysis and wordlist in van Putten (fc.), which also 
accounts for attestations in Paradisi’s text corpus.
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language LJ-100 129-verbs number of attested forms  
(129-verbs list)

Djebel Nefusa 13% 32% n=98
Senhadja 17% 32% n=120
Siwa 26% 35% n=110
Ghomara 37% 49% n=112

Overall, the ordering is similar between the two lists: Ghadames is on the 
lower end of the lexical borrowers. Tashelhiyt is the lowest in a long row 
of similar percentages (between 6% and 12% in LJ-100 and between 18% 
and 25% in the verb list). Siwa, Senhadja and Ghomara are the biggest 
borrowers in both lists. The only major discrepancy between the LJ-100 
ranking and the 129-verbs ranking is found with El-Fogaha. In this case, 
our lacunary documentation is unevenly distributed among the two lists: 
while 82% of the LJ-100 items are attested, only 63% of the 129 verbs are 
known to us. As the source (Paradisi 1963) is biased towards native Berber 
lexicon, this may account for the discrepancy in ranking.

The percentages in the 129-verb list show a number of things. In the first 
place, borrowing of (relatively basic) verbs is unproblematic in Berber. In 
the second place, the high percentages of borrowings in the LJ-100 list for 
Ghomara and Siwa correspond to high percentages in a different data-
base too. This suggests that Ghomara and Siwa are indeed high borrowers, 
not only with “ultra-basic” words, but also within a larger sample. 

4.7.1 Verbs in Basic Word Lists

Both the LJ-100 and the Swadesh-100 list contain verbs. Twenty-five verbs 
are part of LJ-100. About half of these are not represented by a borrow-
ing in any of the languages studied, even though the presence of Arabic 
alternatives is sometimes to be noted: ‘come’, ‘say’, ‘drink’, ‘stand’, ‘give’, 
‘know’, ‘hear’, ‘suck’, ‘take’, ‘eat’, ‘cry/weep’, ‘tie’, ‘crush/grind’. The other 
meanings, for which some borrowings are attested, have been treated in 
section 4.5.4 and will not be repeated here.

There are eight verbs that occur in the Swadesh-100 list and do not 
occur in LJ-100. Among these, five are not represented by borrowings in 
our corpus: ‘sleep’, ‘die’, ‘kill’, ‘fly’, ‘walk’. The other three are:

to swim 10x in Berber
This term is almost consistently a loan from Arabic, mostly ɛum (Tashel-
hiyt, Ghomara, Tarifiyt, Iznasen, Snous, Kabyle, Figuig, Mzab, Ouargla), 

Table (cont.)
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also ɛǝwwǝm (Kabyle). Awdjila has sǝbbǝḥ (attested in Paradisi’s texts, van 
Putten fc.), which is also a loan from Arabic. Figuig uses, next to ɛum, 
also ẓẓall ‘to pray’. As swimming is a common way of performing the full 
ablution (known as ɣusl in Islam), this semantic shift is less problematic 
than it might seem on first sight. Senhadja has ǝfṯaḥ (= /ǝfṯǝḥ/), which 
probably comes from the Arabic verb ftǝḥ ‘to pronounce the first sura of 
the Qur’ân’, with a similar semantic path as in the case of ẓẓall. The only 
language which has a form which is not from Arabic is Siwa, where syǝf 
[N] is found. We have no attestations from Libyan dialects for this term.

to lie 1x in Berber
While there are quite a number of different terms in use in Berber, only 
once a borrowing is found: Ghomara wǝrrǝḵ, mǝdd.

to sit 1x in Berber
This term is mostly represented by the Berber verb qqim. Only in Djebel 
Nefusa Berber we find a loan from (Tripolitanian) Arabic, gǝɛmǝz.

4.7.2 Verbs according to Activity Types and Contexts

In the following, a number of activity types and contexts are defined, and 
verbs from the 129-list belonging to these contexts are studied. This study 
does not concern all verbs in the list. The activity types and contexts have 
been defined on basis of intuition and are arbitrary to a certain degree. 
Contexts could have been defined differently, and some verbs could have 
been assigned to another category. 

4.7.3 Verbs of the Household Context

The verbs of this activity context denote frequent tasks in the household, 
typically concerning the preparation of food and the making of clothes. 
Among the verbs concerning food preparation, a number are not bor-
rowed at all: ‘draw water (from a well, a river)’, ‘milk’, ‘pound (in a mor-
tar)’, ‘grind, crush’; others are only rarely borrowed: ‘churn’ (only Mzab 
ǝmxǝḍ), ‘cook’ (only Nefusa ṭǝyyǝb). More substantive borrowing is found 
in the following terms:

knead: The best attested Berber term is ggʷ (Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Iznasen, 
Snous, Kabyle, Figuig (Saa 2010), Mzab, Siwa; Awdjila: ww, Ahaggar Tuareg 
ăgg). In addition to this there is Tuareg (W) ǝrbǝẓ ‘to massage, to knead’, 
Ghadames ssǝdḇu ‘to knead’. Arabic loans are found in a number of lan-
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guages: Tashelhiyt ɛžn, Ghomara rfǝs, Kabyle ǝɛžǝn, ǝɛrǝḵ, ɛǝṭṭṣǝl, Figuig 
ɛžǝn (Saa 2010; ~ kkʷ), Mzab ǝɛǧǝn (~ ǝggʷ), Ouargla ǝɛžǝn, ǝdlǝs, ǝdlǝk.

roast/grill/fry: Proto-Berber probably had a single term for preparing meat 
by means of fire: ăknǝf. The reflexes of this etymon are found all over Ber-
ber, translated as ‘roast’ or ‘grill’; it never occurs in the meaning ‘fry’. 

There are a number of Arabic loanwords that appear in this semantic 
field, basically šwa (Arabic: ‘roast’), šǝwwǝṭ (Arabic: ‘burn meat by over-
cooking, roast’), qla (Arabic: ‘fry’). While the Arabic meanings clearly dif-
ferentiate between preparing meat over a fire and preparing it in fat or oil, 
the Berber loans are sometimes less specific. Thus Mzab uses ǝqla (also ǝgla) 
for ‘roast’, ‘grill’ and ‘fry’, while Ouargla and Ghomara use the same verb for 
both ‘roast’ and ‘fry’: Ouargla ǝqla (also more specifically ǝšwa ‘roast’), Gho-
mara šǝwwǝṭ. Something similar may be the case in Awdjila ǝqǝl.

The study of these terms is hindered by lack of precision in the diction-
aries. For instance, many Berber languages make a difference between 
roasting meat and roasting other things (mainly grains, but also coffee 
beans and the like). There is a well-attested Berber term for the latter 
activity, arf, arǝf (e.g. Tashelhiyt, Tarifiyt, Iznasen, Snous, Figuig, Mzab, 
Nefusa). I have only encountered one loan which seems to regard this 
type of roasting specifically, Ghadames ḥǝmmǝs. The only other Berber 
term I found is Senhadja ǝggǝz ‘fry’.

Among the verbs concerning household-bound fabrication, there is a sim-
ilar dearth of loans. All languages under consideration (as far as attesta-
tions go) have native terms for ‘plait’ and ‘weave’. The term ‘spin’ is only 
borrowed in Ghomara ( ftǝl, lǝwwi, bǝṛṛǝm—the Arabic background of ftǝl 
is not certain) and Siwa (ǝɣzǝl [La]). Among the terms studied here, only 
one was regularly borrowed: ‘sew’. For this concept, there exist two Berber 
terms, ăgnǝḇ and ăẓmǝk ~ ăẓmǝy, the latter being attested mainly in the 
eastern part of the Berber territory. Many Berber languages have taken 
over the Arabic term: Ghomara xǝyyǝṭ, Senhadja xiyǝḍ, Tarifiyt xǝyyǝḍ̱, 
Snous xǝyyǝḍ, Kabyle xiḍ̱. 

Generally speaking, Arabic influence in basic verbs of the household 
context is not very strong. It mainly occurs with verbs involving the 
preparation of meat. Roasting and grilling are of another type than other 
culinary activities, as they take place relatively rarely. In the first place, 
in traditional Berber society (esp. when sedentary), meat is not eaten on 
a daily basis; moreover, in many north-African recipes, meat is cooked 
rather than roasted or (only) fried. There are also verbs that concern  
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standard activities in the household, and still show a certain propensity 
for being borrowed. These are ‘knead’ and ‘sew’. I have no explanation 
why these terms, for which good Berber words exist, should be more bor-
rowable than terms like ‘grind’ and ‘weave’.

4.7.4 Verbs of Agriculture

There are quite a number of verbs that denote basic activities in agri-
culture. Among these the following are denoted everywhere by a native 
word: ‘harvest’, ‘thresh’, ‘winnow’. The verb ‘to plow’ is normally a native 
Berber word, but is represented by Arabic loans in Ouargla (ǝḥrǝt) and 
Mzab (ǝḥrǝt, sǝkk). Plowing is not very common in oasis agriculture, which 
may render this verb less basic in these varieties. The verb ‘to plant’ is also 
mostly expressed by a Berber word (almost everywhere ǝẓẓu), but in a few 
languages an Arabic loan is found: Ouargla ǝštǝl, ǝršǝk, ǝšrǝk, Mzab ǝnkǝl, 
Siwa ɣǝrrǝs. Although all these cases are from an oasis context, this hardly 
explains the loan, as planting is as common there as elsewhere.

One single verb in this field is almost consistently represented by a 
borrowing: ‘to sow’: Ghomara ǝẓṛǝɛ, Senhadja zaraɛ, Tarifiyt zāɛ, Snous 
ǝzrǝɛ, Bayle ǝzrǝɛ, Figuig zrǝɛ, Mzab ǝzrǝɛ, Ouargla ǝzrǝɛ, Siwa ǝzzrǝɛ [La]. 
Tashelhiyt uses an idiom gr amud, lit. ‘throw seed’, while Ghadames and 
El-Fogaha allow the use of ăkrǝz (elsewhere: ‘to plow’) in the meaning of 
‘to sow’. As remarked above (4.1.2), one can explain the strong influence 
of Arabic in this specific item by assuming that originally Berber used a 
compound expression, and that bilingualism with Arabic led to a wish for 
expressing the concept by a single verb. Otherwise the preponderance of 
Arabic, as opposed to other agricultural terms, has not explanation.

4.7.5 Verbs of the Market Context

The following verbs were studied as occurring typically (though of course 
not exclusively) in a market context: ‘buy’, ‘sell’, ‘measure’, ‘weigh’, ‘count’. 
Among these, the two basic terms for commercial transaction, ‘buy’ and 
‘sell’ are never borrowed. Somewhat unexpectedly, ‘sell’ is basically intran-
sitive, i.e. ‘be sold’, the action being expressed by the causative derivation, 
e.g. Tarifiyt ǝnz ‘be sold’, zzǝnz ‘sell’. The verb ‘buy’ appears in two forms: 
on the one hand aɣ (e.g. parts of Central Moroccan Berber and Kabyle), 
a verb with lots of other meanings (‘take’, ‘take fire’, and others). On the 
other hand, most Berber languages use sǝɣ ‘buy’, which is synchronically 
underived, but historically probably a causative derivation from aɣ. One 
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wonders whether originally this was a underived—causative pair like ǝnz 
and zzǝnz, which was shaped in different ways in different languages.

The other three verbs are borrowed on a regular basis. There are sev-
eral verbs translated by ‘to measure’ in English. Measuring of length and 
distance (e.g. cloth) is mostly represented by the Arabic verb ɛbǝṛ (and 
phonetic variants): Tashelhiyt, Ghomara, Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Iznasen, 
Snous, Figuig. Other borrowed verbs are Kabyle qiss, ɛǝbbǝṛ, Mzab qas, 
and Ghadames ăqǝs, qas (also meaning ‘compare’). Measuring content 
(esp. of cereals) is more often represented by a Berber word. Two Berber 
terms are found: Tarifiyt ažžu, Iznasen aǧǧǝw, Snous aǧǧu and Metmata 
iẓǝḍ, Ghadames ăžḇǝḍ. The latter term is also attested in Ouargla (iẓǝḍ), 
Mzab (iẓǝḍ) and Awdjila (žḇǝṭ). For Ouargla and Awdjila, it is not clear 
whether the term only refers to cereals, or also to measuring of length 
and distance. Only for Mzab Berber, the examples in the dictionary clearly 
show that iẓǝḍ can be used for non-content measuring. Arabic terms for 
the measuring of cereals are found, for instance, in Ghomara (kǝyyǝl), Sen-
hadja (kiyǝl), Kabyle (kil, kǝyyǝl, ǝḵṯil) and Siwa kiyǝl [La]). Measuring of 
cereals is not necessarily a typical market term, as it is part of the division 
of the harvest between owners and workers (cf. the description of the 
ritual in Ghadames by Lanfry, 1973:410–413). 

The verb ‘to weigh’ is borrowed from Arabic wzǝn in all varieties for 
which it is attested, incl. Ghadames, e.g. Tashelhiyt uzn, Tarifiyt wzǝn, 
Kabyle ǝwzǝn, Ghadames ozǝn. The verb ‘to count’ is also everywhere a 
borrowing from Arabic, mainly from the verb ḥasab, e.g. Tashelhiyt ḥasb, 
Tarifiyt ḥsǝb, Kabyle ǝḥsǝḇ, Ghadames ăḥsǝb. In the east, a different Arabic 
loan is sometimes found: Nefusa ɛudd, Siwa ɛadd [N].

4.7.6 Movement Verbs

Verbs of movement are well-represented in the LJ-100 and the Swadesh-100 
word lists. The following verb meanings are always reprented by native 
words: ‘come’, ‘fly’, ‘walk’, ‘go out’, ‘go in’, ‘go up’. Verbs meanings in this 
group which have borrowings include a number of verbs in the LJ-100 and 
Swadesh-100 lists: ‘go’, ‘fall’, ‘run’, ‘swim’, which have been studied above. 
The verb ‘go down’ is problematic. In a number of languages, Maghribian  
Arabic hǝwwǝd appears (Senhadja, Ouargla, Snous) as an alternative 
to a Berber verb. The Berber alternative is arǝs, ǝrs, in Senhadja and  
Ouargla, respectively, which has the more general meaning of ‘being put 
on something’. Maybe the translation ‘go down’ in these varieties repre-
sents a dialectal development, but it could also be the effect of translation: 
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in other languages, a bird landing on a branch will be depicted as ǝrs, but 
the use of the verb refers rather to the landing and the resultant posi-
tion than to the downward direction of the movement. The etymology 
of Arabic hǝwwǝd is unclear. In a number of Berber languages, there is a 
verb hwa ‘go down’, and one way to explain hǝwwǝd would be to consider 
it Berber hwa + the deictic element dd ‘hither’, interpreted in an Arabic 
verbal frame, i.e. hwa=dd interpreted as a triliteral stem HWD. The main 
problem with this interpretation is that the origin of the Berber term hwa 
is unclear. The presence of h suggests a non-Berber (or at least a rela-
tively recent) origin. The inverse reinterpretation of triliteral h(ǝw)wǝd as 
a clitic-final form hwa=dd is conceivable, although unusual, but leaves the 
Arabic original unexplained.

4.7.7 Verbs of Cognition and Emotion

Among verbs of cognition and emotion, some meanings are never repre-
sented only by a borrowing: ‘forget’, ‘know’, ‘cry, weep’. Most verbs have 
some borrowings, some of them on a massive scale.

think. The verb ‘think’ is only rarely attested in a Berber shape: Figuig 
swangǝm, Ghadames snǝsǧǝm. This seems to be an old derived form, cf. 
also Zenaga ažnazgam ‘think’. Mzab kaka stands alone in Berber, and 
has no etymology. Other languages use one or more Arabic loans, mainly 
xǝmmǝm (Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Kabyle, Ouargla, Mzab, Nefusa, Awdjila) and 
ǝfkǝṛ, fǝkkǝṛ (Ghomara, Ouargla). Destaing (1938) gives Tashelhiyt ini d 
ugayyu (lit. ‘say with the head’) as the translation of ‘think’.

remember. There is a well-attested Berber verb for ‘remember’, basically 
ǝktǝy, but often with the medial derivation: Tashelhiyt kti, Figuig mmitǝy 
(< mm-ǝktǝy), Iznasen mǝḵṯǝy (Destaing 1914), Snous mmǝšṯǝy, Kabyle 
mmǝḵṯi, Ghadames ăktǝt, Awdjila ǝmmǝkt, mmǝkti. Quite a number of 
varieties use a loan from Arabic: Senhadja fakkar, Tarifiyt ɛqǝř, Iznasen 
fǝkkǝr (~ mmǝḵṯǝy) Figuig dǝkkǝṛ, ɛqǝl (~ mmitǝy), Ouargla ǝḥqǝl (< ǝɛqǝl), 
ɛǝggǝl, Mzab ǝfkǝr, ǝḥkǝl, ǝšfi, ǝɛqǝl, Nefusa ǝftǝkǝr, Siwa y-ǝffǝ́kkǝr (3sm; 
Souag 2010).

understand. Like in many Islamic societies, the verb ‘understand’ is a loan 
from Arabic everywhere: ǝfhǝm. No doubt, the fact that questions about 
understanding are very frequent in school contexts (“do you understand?”) 
plays a major role in this borrowing.
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learn. The most common form for ‘learn’ is lmǝd, which is probably of 
Semitic origin (Punic or Hebrew, see 3.2). The verb is not attested in Ara-
bic; Arabic tilmīḏ ‘pupil’ is a loan from Aramaic using the same stem. In 
a number of languages, the term has been substituted by an Arabic word: 
Ghomara tɛǝllǝm, Senhadja ɛallǝm, Kabyle ǝḥfǝḍ̱, Nefusa ǝḥfǝṭ. In view of 
the strong associations with school setting, the preservation of the earlier 
term in the majority of the Berber varieties is more remarkable than the 
borrowing of the term in others.

laugh. See section 4.5.4.

be afraid. The verb ‘to fear’ is almost always represented by a Berber word. 
Only Awdjila ǝrwǝɛ is reported to be of Arabic origin (Paradisi 1960a).

be jealous. The Berber verb asǝm ‘be jealous’ is well-attested: Tarifiyt asǝm, 
Iznasen asǝm, Snous asǝm, Kabyle asǝm, Mzab asǝm, Ouargla amǝs. In 
addition there is Siwa nẓay [Souag 2010]. In most of these languages the 
Berber term is doubled by one or more Arabic terms. In a number of lan-
guages, only Arabic terms are used: Tashelhiyt ḥsad, ḥsid, Ghomara ǝbɣǝḍ̱, 
Senhadja ǝḥsǝd, Figuig ɣar, ḥsǝd, Nefusa ǝḥsǝd. The etymological back-
ground of Ghadames ăɛnǝd is not clear.

hate. Berber terms for ‘hate’ are rare. Within our corpus only Ghadames 
has a Berber form: ăksǝn. The same term is known from Zenaga ăkšǝn and 
Tuareg ǝksǝn. Maybe the term also appears in Kabyle iḵsin ‘be responsible, 
do something against one’s liking’. Arabic terms are used everywhere else: 
Tashelhiyt krh, Senhadja ǝḵrǝh, Ghomara kṛǝh, Tarifiyt šāh, Iznasen ḵrǝh, 
Snous šǝrh, Kabyle ǝḵṛu (with irregular loss of final h), Figuig nkǝr, Mzab 
ǝḥgǝd, Ouargla ǝbɣǝḍ, Siwa kǝ́rh-ax=t ‘I hate him’ [N]. The preponderance 
of Arabic terms may be due to the importance of the concept karah in 
Islam.

4.7.8 Transitive Actions with (Normally) Inanimate Objects

A final group of activities that will be studied here are verbs pertaining to 
actions on inanimate objects. Only three of these verbs do not have any 
borrowings: ‘break’, ‘take’ and ‘tie’. Among the others, two are part of the 
LJ-100 list: ‘do/make’ and ‘carry’. As shown in section 4.5.4, there is only 
one language in which ‘do/make’ is exclusively expressed by means of a 
loanword: Siwa ɛǝmmǝṛ [La]. The other verb, ‘carry’, is also only rarely 
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expressed by a loanword: Mzab, Ouargla šǝmmǝṛ (Mzab also has awi, 
which in most languages means ‘bring’) and Ghomara ṛǝwwǝḥ, whose 
Arabic background is not certain.

cut: In a number of languages, ‘cut’ is only expressed by a loanword: Gho-
mara qǝṣṣǝṣ, šǝqqa, Senhadja qǝṣṣ, qǝddǝr, Iznasen qǝṣṣ, Nefusa quṣṣ, Siwa 
qṭǝm [N]. The Berber terms for this concept vary widely, and in many 
languages an Arabic term exists side by side with a Berber term.

dig: The most widely attested Berber term is ɣǝz. One also remarks Gha-
dames ăḇrǝk. Quite a number of languages only use an Arabic loan: Gho-
mara ǝḥfǝṛ, Senhadja ǝḥfar, Mzab ǝḥfǝr, Nefusa ǝḥfǝr, Siwa ǝbḥǝt [N].

fold: Two different Berber terms occur for this meaning: ăḍfǝṣ: Senhadja 
ǝḍfǝs, Rif ǝḍ̱fǝṣ, Snous ǝḍfǝs, Kabyle snǝfḍ̱aṣ (S-M derivation with meta
thesis), Figuig ḍfǝṣ, Mzab ǝḍfǝṣ, ǝḍfǝẓ, Ouargla ǝḍfǝṣ, Ghadames ăṭfǝs; *adǝḇ 
(or *ăʔdǝḇ) (Kossmann 1999:No 152): Tashelhiyt snuḍu (S-M derivation), 
Mzab aḍi, Ghadames odǝḇ. In a few languages, a loan from Arabic appears: 
Ghomara ǝṭṭu, Iznasen ṭwa; Arabic loans are used alongside Berber forms 
in more languages, e.g. Snous ǝṯna, Figuig ṭwa.

hang: Most Berber languages use ayǝl (either underived or as a causative 
derivation). In northwestern Morocco, Arabic loans appear instead: Gho-
mara, Senhadja ɛǝllǝq. Arabic loans are not unusual elsewhere, used along-
side to the Berber form, e.g. Tarifiyt āšǝg, Snous ɛǝllǝq, Kabyle ɛǝllǝq.

pour: There are quite a number of Berber words used for ‘pour’: ănɣǝl 
(Tarifiyt ǝnɣǝř, Kabyle, Figuig, Mzab, Ouargla, Nefusa ǝnɣǝl, Ghadames 
ăllǝn < ănnǝl < ănɣǝl, cf. the Imperfective form ǝnăqqăl), ăffǝy (Tashelhiyt 
ffi, Iznasen ffǝy, Snous ffǝy, Awdjila ǝffǝk), as well as other verbs (Iznasen 
ar, Kabyle smir, ssurǝḡ, Mzab, Ouargla ǝfsa, Mzab ǝnfǝs, El-Fogaha suti). In 
a number of languages, a loan from Arabic is used: Ghomara kǝbb, fǝrrǝɣ, 
Siwa (Action Nouns) afǝṛṛáɣ, asǝlláq [N]. In many other languages, Arabic 
terms are used in variation with Berber verbs: Tarifiyt faṛṛǝɣ, kǝbb, Iznasen 
fǝṛṛǝɣ, Kabyle fǝṛṛǝɣ, Ouargla kubb.

pull: The basic action ‘pull’ is expressed by means of a loan from Arabic 
in most languages in Morocco and Algeria: Senhadja ǝžbǝḏ, Tarifiyt ǝžḇǝḏ, 
Iznasen žbǝḏ, Snous ǝžbǝḏ, ǝšṯǝf, Kabyle ǝžḇǝḏ, Figuig žbǝd, Mzab ǝžbǝd, 
kkǝṛkǝṛ, kkǝṛ, ǝntǝr, Ouargla ǝžbǝd. In the far east, Siwa has borrowed the 
same verb ǝǧbǝd [La]. Berber terms are attested in Tashelhiyt ldi and in 
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the Libyan varieties: Ghadames ănzǝɣ, Nefusa ǝnzǝɣ, El-Fogaha ǝnzǝɣ, 
Awdjila ǝnžǝɣ. While the general action is often expressed by a loan, most 
languages have a special Berber verb for ‘drag over the ground’, zzuɣǝr. In 
Ghomara, the verb zzuɣʷǝr is described as meaning ‘pull’; probably the 
more specialized meaning ‘to drag’ is meant.

tear: The meaning ‘tear’ is represented by a borrowing in a number of lan-
guages: Ghomara čǝrrǝg, Senhadja šarrǝg, Tarifiyt šarrǝg (also Berber ɣāṣ), 
Iznasen šǝrrǝg (also Berber ssǝɣṛǝṣ, ǝbzǝl), Kabyle šǝrrǝḡ, xǝṛṛǝq, xǝzzǝq 
(also Berber ǝfri, ssǝqṛǝṣ, ssǝɣṛǝs), Figuig xǝṛṛǝq, Mzab šǝrrǝg, Ouargla 
mǝẓẓǝg, šǝrrǝk, ǝxrǝk. The background of Tashelhiyt sxirri, skirri is unclear. 
Other non-Arabic forms are Beni Snous šǝrwǝḍ, Nefusa ǝkkǝs, El-Fogaha 
ǝkkǝs. One common Berber word seems to have been (ss‑)ǝɣrǝs. This is the 
same verb as the most common form for ‘slaughter’, ăɣrǝs (+ dative com-
plement). It is very well possible that ‘slaughter (i.e. cut the throat)’ and 
‘tear’ are basically the same term, slaughtering being described as ‘tearing 
(the throat with regard) to an animal’. One can imagine that the polysemy 
was considered unfortunate, and that the wide-spread borrowing of the 
term ‘tear’ is a way of annulating the ambiguity.

throw: Arabic loans for ‘throw’ are found in northwestern Morocco: Gho-
mara sǝyyǝḇ, Senhadja siyyǝb, ǝrmi. Elsewhere Berber terms are preferred, 
although Arabic forms often coexist with the Berber forms. In Awdjila, 
only the loan ǝḥdǝf is attested.

untie: The meaning ‘untie’ is often expressed by verbs with the more gen-
eral meaning ‘open’, such as Senhadja, Snous ǝṛẓǝm, Ouargla aṛ, Nefusa 
ar. A more specialized Berber verb seems to be ăfsǝy ~ ăfsǝw, as found in 
Tashelhiyt fsi, Tarifiyt fsi, Kabyle ǝfsi, ǝfsu, Mzab ǝfsu, Ouargla ǝfsu. There 
is sometimes homonymy (or polysemy?) with the verb ‘to melt’, e.g. Tari-
fiyt fsi. This may be the reason that some Berber languages prefer loans 
from Arabic: Ghomara fsǝx, Senhadja ǝfsǝx, Snous ǝfsǝx, Figuig fǝkk, Mzab 
also fǝčč.

Borrowings occur in all domains that were studied. In-group contexts, 
such as household activities and agriculture, however, show less influ-
ence from Arabic than an out-group context such as the market place. 
Regarding less context-bound verbs, such as verbs of cognition, move-
ment verbs and transitive actions, movement verbs (except ‘go’) seem to 
be less affected by borrowing than the other categories. I would not know 
an explanation for this.





chapter five

Phonology

Berber phonology has been influenced in several ways by Arabic phonol-
ogy. This is especially visible in the consonantal system, where Berber has 
taken over a number of foreign phonemes, while in other cases ancient 
Berber phonemes with low frequency have become enhanced into high 
frequency consonants due to the influx of Arabic loanwords. The intro-
duction of new phonemes is mostly a side-effect of lexical borrowing. 
However, one also remarks the use of foreign phonemes in certain forms 
of word creation, especially in adding expressive value to pre-existing 
word stems. The influence of Arabic on other parts of phonology is less 
easily studied, as Berber and Maghribian Arabic have undergone a num-
ber of parallel developments in vocalic and syllabic systems, for which it 
is impossible to determine the starting point,

The chapter starts with a short overview of the phonlogical systems of 
Berber and Maghribian Arabic, and with the main internal developments 
these have undergone. After this, the strategies of phonological integra-
tion and non-integration of Arabic borrowings are studied, followed by 
a section about Arabic phonological influence upon the Berber part of 
thelexicon.

5.1 Phonological Systems of Berber and Arabic

The phonological systems of ancient forms of Arabic (as attested in Classi-
cal Arabic) and Berber (according to reconstructions by Prasse and Koss-
mann) have many similarities, due to common heritage. 

Vowels
In the vocalic system, Classical Arabic has a three-vowel system with 
length opposition:

	 i		  u		  ī		  ū
		  a				    ā
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In addition to this, Classical Arabic has two diphthongs, ay and aw. It is 
very well possible that other pre-Islamic Arabic varieties had monoph-
thongs instead, i.e. ē and ō (Drewes 1985), similar to many modern forms 
of Arabic.

The vocalic system of proto-Berber (Prasse 2003) consisted of two or 
three short vowels1 and at least four long (also called: plain) vowels:

	 (ĭ)		  ŭ		  i		  u
					     e
		  ă				    a

The evidence for a ternary contrast in the short vowel system is not very 
strong. Those languages that preserve a qualitative contrast in the short 
vowel system (Tuareg, Ghadames and Zenaga) only provide compelling 
evidence for a binary contrast (*ǝ vs. *ă). The evidence for a ternary con-
trast comes from the presence of labialization of velar consonants as found 
in a number of northern Berber varieties (Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan 
Berber, Ghomara and Kabyle). There are good reasons to believe that this 
labialization is the historical residue of an ancient rounded short vowel 
(Kossmann 1999a:42–59). However, is cannot be excluded that rounding 
of the high short vowel was automatic in the vicinity of velars, and there-
fore not opposed to an unrounded variant.

The evidence for *e is stronger. It is found in a number of languages—
Tuareg, Ghadames and Siwa (Naumann 2012).2 As shown by Prasse (1984), 
many of the Tuareg cases of /e/ and /o/ are due to vowel harmony. How-
ever, as argued by the same author in 1990 (Prasse 1990), this does not 
explain all instances of /e/, nor do the vowel harmony processes explain 
/e/ and /o/ in Ghadames and Siwa. In all languages that preserve /e/, it 
appears in a number of well-attested morphemes, viz. the nominal femi-
nine plural morpheme *‑en, the marker of the negative perfective -e- (as 
in *wăr yǝkrez ‘he did not plough), the plural form of the participle *-nen 
(in some varieties of Tuareg also ‑nin), and the non-low-vowel prefix of 

1 Possibly the difference was qualitative rather than quantitative, as claimed for mod-
ern Tuareg by Louali (2000). Note however that Tuareg metrics put Cv̆C syllables on a par 
with Cv̄ syllables, while treating Cv̆ as a category on its own, suggesting that quantity is as 
much a feature of the opposition as quality (Prasse 1972–1974:I, 126ff.).

2 It also appears in Tetserret (Lux 2011), but here it corresponds in most cases to *ă, 
while the reflex of *e appears to be i.
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the singular noun *e- (as in *e-ɣăf ‘head’).3 Finally, one set of direct object 
pronouns have e in Tuareg.

There is no compelling evidence for reconstructing *o. Tuareg o is 
mainly the result of vowel harmony. Ghadames o, which appears under 
entirely different circumstances, seems to be due either to a phonetic rule 
*ăw > o, or it is the regular outcome of stressed *ăʔ (see Kossmann 2001 
for details).

In the course of time, both Maghribian Arabic and northern Berber 
have changed their vocalic systems considerably. These changes are to 
some degree parallel, and have the following characteristics:

1. Reduction of the short vowel system
In all northern Berber varieties except Ghadames, the short vowels have 
merged into one single element, schwa. Because of some of the develop-
ments sketched below, the oppositional value of schwa is low, and it is 
in most cases (in Tashelhiyt always) predictible from the structure of the 
word. 

In Maghribian Arabic west of Tunisia, different mergers have occurred:

a. �Merger of ă and ĭ into ǝ. The vowel ŭ is preserved in a number of cases, 
especially, but in many dialects not exclusively, in the vicinity of velar 
and uvular consonants (see below). This situation is found in most 
Moroccan and Algerian dialects.

b. �Merger of ĭ and ŭ into a single vowel ǝ; retention of the opposition ǝ— 
ă. This situation is typical for dialects spoken by Bedouins in Algeria 
and, to a lesser degree, Morocco. Large-scale merger of the short high 
vowels is attested in Bedouin dialects elsewhere in the Arab world (e.g. 
Sinai, de Jong 2000:70–74), and the situation reflects more general pat-
terns in Arabic dialectology.

c. �In a few dialects, all short vowels have merged into one single short 
vowel; this has been shown convincingly for Jijel in Algeria (Ph. Mar-
çais 1956:35).

2. Transfer of rounding to adjacent velars and uvulars
According to the analysis by Kossmann (1999a), who follows the same 
lines as other authors, labialization of velars and uvulars in Berber would 

3 In Tuareg, this e could be the result of vowel harmony. This is not the case of the 
Ghadames forms.
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be the historical consequence of the transfer of vocalic rounding to an 
adjacent consonantal element, i.e. a form such as y-akʷǝr ‘that he steal’ 
would come from an ancient form *y-akŭr. 

A similar development is attested in Maghribian Arabic, where a short 
rounded vowel in an open syllable is deleted (see below), but transfers 
its rounding to an adjacent velar or uvular consonant. Thus forms such 
as *ɣŭrāf ‘raven’ become ɣʷṛaf (Tlemcen, cf. W. Marçais 1902). Many 
researchers extend this analysis to all cases of ŭ in Maghribian Arabic, 
pointing to the strong correlation between the presence of velar and 
uvular consonants and the maintenance of *ŭ (e.g. Voigt 1996, Heath 
2002:192ff., Chtatou 1997, Elmedlaoui 2000). This is problematic in many 
dialects, where ŭ also appears in contexts not adjacent to a velar or a 
uvular consonant, e.g. ɛŭnq ‘neck’ and fŭṃṃ ‘mouth’ (Heath 2002:194; cf. 
also the discussion in Behnstedt & Benabbou 2002, n. 30).

3. Loss of short vowels in open syllables and consequent resyllabification
As shown by the evidence from Tuareg, Ghadames and Zenaga, proto-
Berber allowed for short vowels in open syllables, as long as they were 
not word-final, e.g. Iwellemmeden Tuareg tǝkǝbǝnkǝbǝt ‘may she cover 
entirely’. In northern Berber of Morocco and Algeria, schwa is not allowed 
in open syllables; the situation in eastern Berber is less clear. Siwa Ber-
ber does not allow for schwa in open syllables (cf. Naumann 2012), while 
Awdjila certainly does (van Putten fc.). Notations for El-Fogaha and Djebel 
Nefusa Berber are difficult to interpret at this point, but suggest that a 
short vowel is possible in open syllables in these languages too. In Zuwara, 
short vowels are allowed in open syllables when they carry the accent, 
otherwise they cannot appear, e.g. ǝ́fǝl ‘go! (ipt:s)’ vs. ǝ́flǝt ‘go! (ipt:p)’ 
(Mitchell 2009:37). The deletion of short vowels in open syllables some-
times leads to clusters with three consonants, that are considered unfor-
tunate in the language. In such situations, schwas are inserted in order to 
simplify the cluster. Because of these processes, the position of schwa is to 
a large degree predictable in Berber, and according to most researchers, it 
is not phonemic in northern Berber (Galand 2010:76, Chaker 1983:43, etc.). 
Kossmann (1995) points to difficulties with this analysis in all languages 
except Tashelhiyt (which has an entirely different way of making syllables, 
cf. Dell & Elmedlaoui 1985), and proposes phonemic status.

A different question, both relevant to Berber and Maghribian Arabic, is 
whether it is fortunate to speak of a “vowel” schwa. More often than not, 
in natural speech (but also in slower variants), the majority of schwas in 
a sentence are not pronounced as a vowel (A. Basset 1952:8, Durand 1995, 



	 phonology	 173

etc.). Still, speakers have a strong feeling for where a schwa should be, and 
tend to note it with the vowel sign fatḥa in Arabic transcriptions. I have 
observed consequent writings of fatḥa for schwa with speakers who had 
never written Berber before. Thus, what is called schwa here is probably 
best understood as a place in the word where schwa is possible (or, in 
a different formulation, where the consonant is syllabic). Scientific and 
naive native transcriptions tend to write this position by means of a vowel 
sign; it it feasible to use other transcriptions, which may lead to a more 
sophisticated analysis (e.g. Maas 2001, 2011:31–46). Still, the basic lack of 
predictability of the place of these potential schwas remains the same, 
and whatever the analysis that is used to describe the phenomenon, it 
should account for this fact.

In Maghribian Arabic, similar constraints appear, which forbid the 
presence of short vowels in open syllables. Different from Berber, how-
ever, there is little reason to doubt the phonemic status of schwa (or con-
sonantal syllabicity, Durand 1995), as its placement is a highly productive 
way of distinguishing perfect verb forms from nominal forms (cf. Maas 
2001:68ff.), e.g. fṛǝq ‘he separated’ vs. fǝṛq ‘difference’. The deletion of short 
vowels in open syllables leads to long clusters of consonants. Such clusters 
are treated in different ways in different dialects. While in some dialects 
they seem to be kept as such, other dialects have insertion of schwa, thus 
giving the impression of a metathesis of the short vowel.

The main aim of this somewhat lengthy discussion is to show on the 
one hand the degree of similarity between the Berber and the Arabic sys-
tems, and on the other hand to show that in both language groups the 
present state is the result of innovation. It has often been claimed that the 
developments in Maghribian Arabic are due to Berber substratum (Elmed-
laoui 2000, Chtatou 1997, cautiously Diem 1979:55). This is a vacuous claim 
as long as we have no idea about the chronology of the developments in 
Berber. It seems equally possible to consider the developments sketched 
above as parallel developments, due to the close connections between 
speakers of the two language groups (Maas 2002). In such a scenario, it 
is impossible to determine in which language the development started.

In the long vowel system, both Arabic and Berber have undergone only 
minor reshufflements. In most Maghribian Arabic dialects, the Classical 
diphthongs are represented by monophthongs, ay by ī and aw by ū. Dia-
lects with a strong Bedouin flavor have ǝy (or ăy) and ǝw (or ăw), respec-
tively. Northern Berber, except Siwa and Ghadames, has merged ancient e 
with i, leading to a tripartite system a, i, u. In Ghomara, ancient e seems to 
have merged with a rather than with i, as witnessed by forms such as the 
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nominal feminine plural suffix ‑an < *-en and asan ‘tooth’ < *esen (Tuareg 
esen) (Mourigh fc.).

The development towards a three-vowel system in the long/plain series 
may be considered parallel between Maghribian Arabic and northern Ber-
ber: as other Arabic dialects which have monophtongs instead of diph-
thongs rather use mid vowels (e, o), the Maghribian situation stands out as 
unusual. Northern Berber has merged ancient e and i, and one can specu-
late that an early variety of Maghribian Arabic had e and o, and that the 
raising happened in connection with the Berber development.

Phonetically, the vowel systems of Maghribian Arabic and Berber are 
similar. Thus the strong backing of full vowels in the vicinity of a pharyn-
gealized consonant is shared by both language groups, and the highly flex-
ible pronunciation of schwa, depending on phonetic context, is also found 
in Berber and Arabic. Phonetic length is also a point of convergence. At 
least in Morocco, full vowels are pronounced with similar length in Berber 
and Arabic, with long to half-long variants in word-internal position and 
shorter variants in word-final and/or utterance-final position.

When it comes to central (or short) vowels, the main difference lies in 
the presence of ŭ in Maghribian Arabic, which is not found in any Berber 
language. It seems that this phoneme is normally taken over as schwa 
in loanwords, and, in the vicinity of velars and uvulars, possibly also as 
consonantal labialization. In some verbal types (see 7.3.1.2), Arabic short 
ŭ is sometimes represented by plain u in Berber. In most Maghribian Ara-
bic and Berber varieties, the place of schwa is only to a certain extent 
predictable from syllable structure. Berber varieties of this type have no 
problem with the take-over of unpredictable schwa in Arabic words. Only 
in Tashelhiyt, the place of schwa (or rather consonantal syllabicity) is 
entirely predictable. In this variety, Arabic loans undergo exactly the same 
syllabification processes as Berber nouns, and consonantal syllabicity is as 
predicable in Arabic loans as in Berber.

Consonants
While the vocalic systems of ancient Arabic and proto-Berber were quite 
similar, there were important differences in the consonantal system. One 
should note, however, important similarities too. Both systems oppose 
long consonants (in other terminologies geminate or tense consonants) 
to short consonants (in other terminologies simple or lax consonants).4 

4 There exist important debates as to the status of these oppositions. As phonetically 
the opposition seems to be carried mainly (but not exclusively) by consonant length, the 
term long consonant will be used here. Cf. Galand 2002a [1997]:147–164.
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Another parallel is found in the existence of pharyngealized (also described 
as uvularized or emphatic) consonants in both language groups. This fact 
poses some thorny historical questions. It is widely assumed that Semitic 
originally had ejective consonants, and that these developed into pharyn-
gealized consonants in Arabic. In Berber, some arguments (albeit not very 
strong) have been brought forward for an ancient ejective pronunciation 
(cf. Kossmann 1999a:218, fn. 57). Whatever the solution to this question, 
language contact does not seem to provide the key. In Arabic, the pha-
ryngealized pronunciation is found in all regions, and is therefore geo-
graphically and chronologically independent from contact with Berber. 
In Berber, pharyngealization is also found everywhere, including Tuareg, 
which has undergone only slight influence from Arabic. Moreover, the 
inherited Berber set of pharyngealized consonants (ḍ and ẓ) is different 
from the Arabic set, which makes a contact scenario highly improbable.

The ancient Arabic system had the following consonants (based on 
Classical Arabic):

	 lab	 dent	 alv	 pal	 vel	 uvu	 phar	 glottal5
stop +v –ph	 b		  d	 ǧ				    ʔ
-v –ph			   t		  k	 q
+v +ph			   ḍ
-v +ph			   ṭ
fric +v –ph		  ḏ	 z			   ɣ	 ʕ	 h
-v –ph	 f	 ṯ	 s	 š		  x	 ḥ
+v +ph		  ḍ̱
-v +ph			   ṣ
nasal		  m		  n
rhotic				    r
lateral				    l
semivowel		  		  y	 w

The Classical pronunciation given here may not represent (every) pro-
nunciation practice in the ancient Arabic world. Thus, ḍ may have been a 
lateral fricative [ɮ̣ˤ] (Steiner 1977). This pronunciation may have existed 
in Andalusian Arabic (as witnessed by its reflexes in Spanish), but there 
are no indications that it also occurred in northern Africa.

The proto-Berber system has been reconstructed as follows (basically 
Kossmann 1999a with additions). Phonemes between brackets only had 
restricted incidence:

5 The abbreviations used in this and the following table are as follows: alv = alveolar, 
dent = dental, lab = labial/labiodental, pal = palatal, ph = pharyngealized, phar = pharyn-
geal, v = voiced, vel = velar.
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	 lab	 dent	 alv	 pal	 vel	 uvu	 phar	 glottal
stop +v –ph	 (b)		  d	 gʸ	 g			   ʔ
-v –ph			   t	 kʸ	 k
+v +ph			   ḍ
-v +ph			 
fric +v –ph	 ḇ		  z	 (ž)		  ɣ
-v –ph	 f		  s	 (š)	
+v +ph			   ẓ	 	
-v +ph			 
nasal			 
rhotic				    r
lateral				    l
semivowel				    y	 w

There is little evidence for the phonemes b, ž and š ; it is very well pos-
sible that they should be discarded from the proto-Berber inventory. The 
opposition gʸ/kʸ < > g/k is neutralized in pre-consonantal position. Pos-
sibly a deeper analysis would show them to be derived from one and 
the same phoneme; the palatalization might have come from an ancient 
adjacent ĭ (if such existed in the proto-language). The reconstruction of 
the glottal stop is assured by Zenaga evidence (Taine-Cheikh 2004, Koss-
mann 2001). The evidence from Berber in pre-Islamic sources (esp. Latin 
transcriptions of names) suggests that originally f was pronounced [p], ɣ 
was pronounced [q] (transcribed c), and w was pronounced [g] ([gʷ]?) 
(cf. the data in Múrcia Sànchez 2011). The long counterparts of ɣ and w 
are stops in most varieties, qq and ggʷ, respectively. From the transcrip-
tion of Berber names in Arabic it is clear that the pronunciations f, ɣ and 
w were already current at the time of the Islamic invasion. The element 
reconstructed here as ḇ has the reflex h in Tuareg and ḇ in Ghadames. On 
this consonant, see section 5.3.2.4.

Phonetically, the pronunciation of /t/ as assibilated [ts] is common to 
many Berber and Arabic varieties; it is impossible to decide in which lan-
guage this pronunciation originates.

5.2 The Earliest Stratum of Loanwords

The earliest stratum of Arabic loanwords consists of terms related to 
Islam. They belong to a set of terms which were apparently forged by Ber-
ber missionaries at an early moment in the diffusion of the new creed (see 
3.4). These loanwords show much stronger adaptation to Berber phonol-
ogy than other strata, and may reflect different pronunciation traditions 
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of Arabic than common later on. The following three loanwords belong 
to this stratum:

uẓum	 ‘to fast’	 < Arabic ṣām
ẓẓall	 ‘to pray’	 < Arabic ṣallā
tamǝzgida	 ‘mosque’	 < Arabic masǧid

Few as they are, they show a number of remarkable correspondences. In 
the first place, Arabic ṣ is represented by ẓ, something quite rare in other 
words (see 5.3.2.1). In the second place, in tamǝzgida Arabic ǧ is repre-
sented by g. This is different from what happens otherwise, where *ǧ is 
taken over as ž or ǧ, reflecting the common Maghribian Arabic pronuncia-
tion. The pronunciation g of Arabic ǧ is well-known from Egyptian Ara-
bic, as well as from some Yemenite dialects (Behnstedt 1985, map 2), and 
seems to be old in the language (Woidich & Zack 2009). Its appearance in 
this early loanword may therefore either reflect the pronunciation used by 
the early missionaries in northern Africa or a Berber interpretation of the 
unknown or uncommon sound [ǧ].

5.3 Later Loanwords

There are no convincing arguments for determining further chronologi-
cal strata in Arabic loanwords. As argued in section 2.6, degree of mor-
phological integration is not directly linked to anciennity of the loans. 
The case for phonological arguments is somewhat stronger. One might 
assume that loanwords that have undergone certain phonetic changes 
that were also undergone by the Berber part of the lexicon would rep-
resent an older stratum than those that have not. Thus, the Figuig Ber-
ber development g > y is found in the loanword yǝzzǝr ‘to slaughter’  
(< Moroccan Arabic gǝzzǝr), which would represent an older stage than a 
loanword such as lgafǝlt ‘caravan’ (< Moroccan Arabic l=gafla), where g is 
retained. While basically plausible, there are some complications. In the 
first place, bilingualism with Arabic is wide-spread in Berber societies. As 
a consequence, Arabic loanwords in Berber may remain associated with 
their source, and therefore be excepted from the Berber development (or 
swiftly replaced by the original). The contrary is also possible: when a 
certain Berber development has been applied in a consequent manner 
to Arabic loanwords, new loans can be taken over according to similar 
patterns. I.e., even after the completion of the sound shift, speakers are 
able to establish correspondences between Arabic loans in their language 
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and the original form of these forms. When an Arabic word is taken over, 
it is easily “berberized” according to these conventional correspondences, 
and recent loanwords may be subjected to ancient sound laws without 
phonological necessity. Thus, as shown by Chaker (1984) and others, in 
those Berber varieties where short stops have become fricatives (so-called 
spirantization), there is an exceptional group of non-spirantized short 
stops. For example, in addition to the regular contrast ḏ – dd in Kabyle 
there also exist words which have single d. The historical background of 
such forms is diverse—a major source are ancient long consonants which 
have lost their length. As a consequence, the phonemic system has a triple 
contrast ḏ – d – dd. When an Arabic word with d is taken over in such a 
language, it would be easy to keep the original form, as d is already a pho-
neme of the language. This opportunity is normally not seized, and most 
Arabic loanwords have their d being taken over as ḏ in Kabyle. 

The phonological criterium is therefore less strong than one might 
expect. In the following there will be no attempt at a general stratifica-
tion of Arabic loanwords.

The presentation in the following is divided in two parts. First, the way 
Arabic elements undergo Berber-internal innovations will be shown. In 
the second part, the fate of those Arabic consonants that did not occur in 
proto-Berber will be sketched.

5.3.1 Arabic Loans and Berber-Internal Innovations

The road from the proto-Berber system to modern varieties has been 
long, and in the meanwhile many local phonological innovations have 
occurred. Some of these are probably pre-Islamic in nature, e.g. the devel-
opment *ḇ > b /_C, a development from which only Zenaga, Ghadames 
and Djebel Nefusa are exempted (Kossmann 1999a:114). Others are very 
local. The application of Berber-internal innovations to Arabic loans may 
hide the Arabic origin to a certain degree. Thus, it may not be immedi-
ately clear to a superficial observer that Tarifiyt ǧǧiřǝṯ ‘night’ has to do 
with Arabic layla (Moroccan Arabic lila), nor that ṯāḇifṯ ‘stepdaughter’ 
represents Arabic rabība (Moroccan Arabic rbiba).

Spirantization
The most conspicuous of all localized Berber sound shifts is the change of 
short stops to (flat) fricatives, accompanied, where possible, by advanc-
ing the place of articulation. This development is known as spirantization 
in Berber linguistics. It is found in a large area ranging from Morocco to 
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Tunisia, in dialects spoken north of the 33rd parallel, as well as, to some 
degree, in Mauritanian Zenaga. It is absent from Tashelhiyt (except for 
some Anti-Atlas varieties, which may constitute independent innova-
tions), Tuareg and Libyan Berber, as well as in most Algerian oasis dialects. 
Its geographical spread, in addition to some questions pertaining to the 
interpretation of ancient inscriptions, have led some scholars to suggest a 
very ancient history for this phenomenon (Vycichl 1975). As the extension 
of the phenomenon cuts across any reasonable dialect groupings (Koss-
mann 1999a), I prefer to consider it a post-proto-Berber innovation. Still, 
its spread over such a large territory suggests an early development, and it 
is probably a pre-Islamic feature of northern Berber.6 The main develop-
ments in spirantization are as follows:

*b	 >	 ḇ	 (thereby reverting, a.o. the earlier development *ḇ > b /_C)
*d	 >	 ḏ
*t	 >	 ṯ
*ḍ	 >	ḏ
*k	 >	 ḵ
*g	 >	 ḡ

Some later developments locally lead to merger with other phonemes:

ṯ	 >	 h
ḵ	 >	 š
ḡ	 >	 y	 (locally also ž)

Spirantization does not apply to all consonants everywhere. It broadly fol-
lows an implicational hierarchy: velars > alveolars > bilabials, i.e. a 
language which has spirantization of bilabials, also has spirantization of 
alveolars and velars, etc. In parts of Morocco and western Algeria, velars 
are spirantized, but the other consonants are not. This is the case of Figuig, 
as well as of southern Central Moroccan Berber. Spirantization of b is least 
common, but still widespread over the Middle Atlas, the Rif and Kabylia.

In Arabic loans, there is a remarkable difference between the treatment 
of bilabial and alveolar stops on the one hand, and velar stops on the 
other. In the relevant Berber varieties, alveolars and bilabials are regularly 
spirantized in Arabic loans. Exceptions are rare, and mainly concern very 
recent loans, it seems, although this is often difficult to prove. Examples:

6 One remarks the gross overlap between the extent of spirantization in Berber and 
the realm of the Roman Empire in northern Africa. As the weakening of stops (esp. voiced 
stops) is a well-known feature of vulgar Latin, this may not be coincidental.
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Kabyle	 ḏǝwwǝx	 < dǝwwǝx	 ‘to faint’
	 ǝṯḇǝɛ	 < tbǝɛ	 ‘to follow’
	 ǝḍ̱ḥu	 < ḍḥa	 ‘to turn out’
	 lǝḇṛaq	 < l=ǝbṛaq	 ‘lightning’

Tarifiyt 	 řgǝɛḏǝṯ	 < l=gǝɛda	 ‘plateau’
	 řḇiṯ	 < l=bit	 ‘room’
	ḏ ɛǝf	 < ḍɛǝf	 ‘to be weak’
	 ḇnaḏǝm	 < bnadǝm	 ‘human being’

With velars, the plosive pronunciation is retained in many cases. In Kabyle 
and in Tarifiyt, about half of the velar stops in borrowings undergo spiran-
tization, while the other half keep their original pronunciation, e.g.

Kabyle	 ǝḵšǝf	 < kšǝf	 ‘to uncover’
	 aḵǝddaḇ	 < kǝddab	 ‘liar’
	 ǝḵru	 < kra	 ‘to hire’
	 aḡǝddzar	 < gǝzzar	 ‘butcher’

	 amkan	 < mkan	 ‘place’
	 kǝssǝl	 < kǝssǝl	 ‘give a massage’
	 lkas	 < l=kas	 ‘glass’

Tarifiyt	 mřǝš	 < mlǝk	 ‘to marry’
	 ṯašɛǝfṯ	 < kǝɛba	 ‘ankle’
	 šra	 < kra	 ‘to hire’
	 amšan	 < mkan	 ‘place’
	 ṯayǝzzāṯ	 < gzira	 ‘island’

	 řkǝttan	 < kǝttan	 ‘cloth’
	 kǝyyǝf	 < kǝyyǝf	 ‘to smoke tobacco’
	 kṯā	 < ktǝr	 ‘more’
	 kǝmmǝř	 < kǝmmǝl	 ‘to finish’

In Figuig, which only has spirantization of velars, spirantization of Arabic 
loans is proportionally even weaker than in Kabyle or in Tarifiyt. Only 
seven cases have been identified where Arabic k is taken over as š; in all 
other cases, k is maintained (on g, see 5.3.2.3):

Figuig	 tašurt 	 < kura	 ‘ball’
	 tašṛaṛt 		  ‘carded wool not yet put in a spool’7
	 ḥǝrrǝš 	 < ḥǝrrǝk	 ‘to stir’ (cf. Figuig ḥǝrrǝk ‘to gallop’)

	 amšan	 < mkan	 ‘place’
	 lmǝšwaš 	 < mǝswak	 ‘tooth cleaner’
	 ssbarǝš 	 < barǝk	 ‘to go on a gratulating visit’

7 Cf. Egyptian Standard Arabic kurrāriyya ‘spool, bobbin, reel’ (Wehr 31976:818).
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The seventh term has a more complicated history: Figuig ašḍif ‘rug’. With-
out the application of spirantization, the form would have been *-kḍif. 
This form, in turn, shows the common Berber substitution of Arabic ṭ by ḍ 
(see 5.3.2.2), and derives from an Arabic form kṭīfa, which, in turn, comes 
from gṭīfa with voice assimilation. The nomadic Arabic form gṭīfa is cog-
nate with Classical Arabic qaṭīfa ‘velvet’. Note that the Figuig spirantiza-
tion was applied to a loan from a nomadic dialect (otherwise q would 
have been preserved), putting the loan after the advent of nomadic Arabic 
in the region. 

In addition to these seven terms with spirantization, Figuig Berber has 
dozens of Arabic loanwords in which k is maintained.

Local innovations
There are many phonological changes in Berber, which are more or less 
strictly localized. In general, Arabic loanwords are subjected to the same 
changes as Berber words. To some degree this may be due to the fact that 
the loanwords were already present at the time the phonological change 
occurred. This is not the only possibility. After the completion of a sound 
shift, a bilingual speaker establishes correspondences between the shape 
of Arabic loanwords in Berber and the shape of the corresponding items 
in genuine Arabic. Such a correspondence may lead to the conventional 
application of the sound change with new borrowings. 

In order to illustrate this, one example will be given, Tarifiyt, which has 
undergone major sound changes concerning *l and *r. In their most com-
plete form (cf. Lafkioui 2007 and Kossmann 1999b for dialectal details), 
the following has taken place:

*l >	 ř8
*lt >	 č
*ll >	 ǧǧ

*r >	 r ([ɾ]) when followed by a plain vowel
*r >	 vowel lengthening/lowering when not followed by a plain vowel
*rr >	 ř ([r]) + changes in the quality and/or quantity of adjacent vowels

8 <ř> is an abstract notation of a consonant with many phonetic realizations in Tarifiyt. 
In a number of dialects it is a rhotic approximant or fricative, in others it is a palatalized 
tap, while in still others it is a rolled consonant, opposed to the tap which corresponds 
to *r in pre-vocalic position. In still other dialects, the difference between *r and *l in 
pre-vocalic position is realized in the quality of the adjacent vowel rather than in the 
consonant itself, cf. Lafkioui (2007), Louali (2002), Kossmann (1999b).
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exx.*lum	 >	 řum	 ‘straw’			 
*aɣyul	 >	 aɣyuř	 ‘donkey’
*allun	 >	 aǧǧun	 ‘tambourine’
*ultma	 >	 učma	 ‘my sister’
*ali	 >	 aři	 ‘go up!’ (pronounced, a.o. [ɛri])

*ru	 >	 ru	 ‘weep!’
*ari	 >	 ari 	 ‘esparto grass’ (pronounced [aɾi])
*frǝḍ̱	 >	 fāḍ̱	 ‘sweep!’
*šurḏu	 >	 šɔ̄ḏu ~šuaḏu	 ‘flea’
*išǝrri	 >	 išāri	 ‘ram’

The dating of these changes is unknown. There are good reasons to assume 
that at least part of them had already taken place by the mid-18th century. 
They occur in the now-extinct Tarifiyt dialect spoken in the ancient city 
of Arzew (Algeria), which probably represents an immigration in the mid-
18th century (Biarnay 1911:6). This is a good terminus ante quem, but no 
terminus post quem has been established yet.

Arabic loanwords are regularly subjected to the rules above, e.g.

l=flus	 >	 řǝfřus	 ‘money’
xalt-i	 >	 xači	 ‘my maternal aunt’
fǝllaḥ	 >	 afǝǧǧaḥ	 ‘farmer’
l=luz	 >	 ǧǧuz	 ‘almonds’
hṛǝq	 >	 ḥāq̣	 ‘to burn’
l=ǝbḥǝr	 >	 řǝḇḥā	 ‘sea’
l=kursi	 >	 řkɔ̄si, řkuasi	 ‘chair’

This is also the case of many loanwords which post-date the 18th century, 
such as loans that stem from the colonial period, e.g.

l=kuri	 >	 řkuri	 ‘stable’ (< French curée)
l=muyyi	 >	 řmuyyi	 ‘port’ (< Spanish muelle)
mǝṛmiṭa	 >	 māmiṭa	 ‘pot’ (< French marmite)
tambǝr	 >	 tambā	 ‘postage stamp’ (< French timbre)

However, in other cases, the original pronunciation is maintained, giving 
l, ll in the case of the laterals, and ř [r] in the case of Arabic and European 
r, e.g.

ɣǝllay	 >	 ṯaɣǝllašṯ	 ‘kettle’
l=baḷa	 >	 lḇaḷa	 ‘shovel’ (< Spanish pala)
		  plaṭanu	 ‘banana’ (< Spanish plátana)
l=xaṭar	 >	 lxaṭař	 ‘danger’
		  sařḇ̣isa	 ‘beer’ (< Spanish cerveza)
		  puřḳi	 ‘because’ (< Spanish porque)
l=kaṛ	 >	 lkař	̣ ‘long-distance bus’ (< French car)
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Sometimes doublets occur, in which the forms that preserve l and r are 
best interpreted as recent secondary borrowings as compared to the older 
form, e.g. lkitaḇ and řǝšṯaḇ ‘book’, in which the first one represents a faith-
ful borrowing from Standard Arabic, while the second shows a number of 
Berber changes. Similarly, in Driouch, I was told that the word ‘panther’ 
could be pronounced nnmǝř (the same pronunciation as Moroccan Arabic 
n=nmǝr) or nnmā—the last one was considered typical for older people.9 
In some cases, this has led to semantic specialization, as in the Arabic 
word l=mal ‘possessions’, which occurs in two forms: lmal ‘possessions’ 
and řmař ‘cattle’.

Biarnay (1917:506ff.) provides evidence for the existence of loanwords 
which preserve l in pre-colonial Tarifiyt. Many of his examples contain 
ḷḷah ‘God’, a term which is only reluctantly altered in Islamic societies. 
Among the other examples he gives, lla ‘no!’, mliḥ ‘good’ and ṯaxlašṯ ‘tea 
pot’ (corresponding to modern ṯaɣǝllašṯ [Q]) are still in use. It seems 
from his presentation, however, that the number of loanwords contain-
ing l has increased over the last century. In fact, many of the loanwords 
which nowadays have l in urban Nador Berber (Kossmann 2009b), derive 
from Standard Arabic, and may have entered the language through formal 
education.

This is only one example of a local sound change affecting loanwords. 
Many others could be adduced, showing similar processes and problems.

5.3.2 The Integration of Foreign Phonemes

As shown above, Arabic has a number of phonemes that were foreign 
to Berber when the languages first came into contact: ṣ, ṭ, x, q, ḥ and ɛ. 
In addition to this, š and ž were (at best) rare in Berber, while b was 
restricted mainly to pre-consonantal contexts in some dialects, and very 
rare in other dialects (cf. Kossmann 1999a for details). In addition, Arabic 
also has a number of long consonants that do not exist in Berber, viz. ṣṣ, 
ḍḍ (or, in some dialects, ḍ̱ḍ̱), xx, ɣɣ, ḥḥ and ɛɛ. Most of these phonemes 
have been taken over as such, and have thus been added to the Berber 
phonemic systems.

9 It was added that the word was well-known in the region as it is also the name of a 
type of matches.
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5.3.2.1 The Fate of ṣ and ṣṣ
Proto-Berber only had one pharyngealized sibilant, ẓ (long: ẓẓ).10 In 
reconstructible Berber words, ṣ only appears in a few words as a voice-
assimilated version of ẓ, e.g. Tashelhiyt uṣkay (next to the rare form uẓkay) 
‘greyhound’ (cf. Kossmann 1999a:182, No 516).

In the earliest stratum of loanwords, Arabic ṣ is taken over as ẓ: ẓẓall < 
ṣalā and uẓum < ṣām. These two (very salient) loanwords have induced 
many comments as to the “regular” substitution of ṣ by ẓ, e.g. Laoust 
(1932:26): “[ẓ] correspond ordinairement en Siwi, comme dans la plupart 
des dialectes, au ص� des mots arabes passés au berbère”. In reality, the 
number of other examples with ṣ > ẓ is extremely small. 

Beyond the first-stratum loanwords, the main example is the word 
‘chick peas’, which has ẓ for ṣ in a great number of Berber varieties: Cen-
tral Moroccan Berber lḥimẓ, Tarifiyt řḥimẓ, Iznasen lḥimǝẓ, Figuig lḥimǝẓ, 
Kabyle lḥǝmmǝẓ, Ouargla lḥǝmmʷǝẓ, Ghadames ălḥimmǝẓ, Siwa lhămǝẓ. 
In Maghribian Arabic the word appears in a large number of forms, which 
all have ṣ. Corresponding to Classical Arabic ḥimmiṣ and ḥimmaṣ (Lane 
1863–1893:I/2–643) there are forms with short vowels and gemination, 
such as Marrakech ḥǝmmǝṣ and Sidi Bel-Abbès ḥŭmmŭṣ (Madouni-La 
Peyre 2003). These forms, which are most similar to those found in Egyp-
tian and Levantine Arabic, are typical of dialects belonging to the second 
(Hilalian) stratum, cf. also Hassaniyya ḥǝmmǝṣ (Taine-Cheikh 1989–:III, 
467). In first-stratum (pre-Hilalian) Arabic dialects, there are two types: 
first, forms which have gemination and a full vowel, such as Fes ḥǝmmūṣ, 
Chefchaouen ḥǝmmūṣ ~ ḥǝmmīṣ ~ ḥŭmmīṣ (Moscoso 2003:314) and Tang-
ier ḥŭmmīṣ, and, second, forms with a short vowel and no gemination, e.g. 
Rabat ḥǝmṣ, Tlemcen ḥŭmṣ, Algiers (Jewish) ḥămṣ, Jijel ḥǝmṣ (Ph. Marçais 
1956:78), Tunis ḥŭmǝṣ (Singer 1984:509), and Takrouna ḥŭmṣ (W. Marçais 
& Guîga 1925–1961:II–936).11 The Berber forms basically reflect the Hilalian 
type in Algerian and Libyan Berber, while they have a pre-Hilalian shape 
in Morocco. The Moroccan Berber forms have the vowel i (ḥimẓ). At this 
place of the word, the vowel is not attested in any Maghribian Arabic  
 

10 In view of the pronunciations in Zenaga ([θˤ]) and Tetserret ([sˤ]) it may have been 
voiceless in proto-Berber. In the region that concerns us, only the voiced pronunciation is 
found. As Arabic ṣ is normally not changed to ẓ, this sound change (if it happened at all) 
must have taken place before the intensivation of Arabic-Berber contact.

11 If not noted otherwise, examples are from Prémare 1993–1999:II–225 or from W. Mar-
çais 1911:268.
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variety, but, assuming that Arabic short i was interpreted as a full vowel 
in Berber, it corresponds to Andalusian Arabic ḥimṣ (Corriente 1997:66, 
138). The Andalusian link does not help us in understanding Berber ẓ: 
Although occasional voicing of ṣ is attested in Andalusian Arabic (Cor-
riente 1977:50), there is no reason to posit it for this word. Moreover, ẓ 
also appears in Berber forms with ẓ that do not go back to *ḥimṣ, such 
as Kabyle lḥǝmmǝẓ and Siwa lḥamǝẓ. Thus the origin of ẓ in this word 
remains unexplained. It is not possible to attach the word to the earliest 
stratum of Arabic borrowings (let alone that chick-peas have no obvious 
relationship to spreading the Islamic creed), as it retains the Arabic con-
sonant ḥ. However, as ṣ is only taken over in Berber as ẓ in a few words, 
its presence over a large territory must be the result of diffusion rather 
than of independent borrowing. One may assume that at a certain stage 
Andalusian-type Arabic ḥimṣ was taken over as lḥimẓ (with irregular voice 
assimilation?), and spread all over northern Berber. Eventually, in Algeria 
and Libya, the word shape was partially adapted to the local Arabic vari-
eties, yielding lḥǝmmǝẓ and the like, while the original, non-Maghribian 
form was retained in Morocco.

Other examples of ẓ < ṣ are rare and, at least in some words, Arabic 
dialects show the same change, as is the case of Siwa ẓǝffǝṛ ‘to whistle’, 
adduced by Laoust (1932:26), which appears in Jijel Arabic as ẓǝffǝṛ (Ph. 
Marçais 1956:10).

Normally, ṣ is taken over as such in Berber.12 As a result, it has become 
a full-fledged phoneme in all northern Berber varieties. Examples:

Kabyle	 fǝṣṣǝl	 ‘to cut into pieces’
	 ṣubb	 ‘to go down’
	 aṣǝggaḏ	 ‘hunter, fisherman’
	 ǝṣḥu	 ‘to be clear (sky)’
	 ṣǝffǝṛ	 ‘to whistle’

Tarifiyt	 ṣǝḥḥ	 ‘to be healthy’
	 ṣṣḇǝḥ	 ‘morning’
	 ṣǝffā	 ‘to whistle’
	 xṣā	 ‘to rot’
	 xǝǧǧǝṣ	 ‘to pay’

12 It may be clear, therefore, that there is little use in blaming Berber influence for the 
voiced rendering of Arabic ص� in a number of loanwords from Andalusian Arabic in Ibe-
rian Romance, as proposed by Corriente (2002:108).
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5.3.2.2 The Fate of ḍ and ṭ and Their Long Counterparts
In their native part, most Berber languages have a single voiced phoneme 
ḍ (or ḍ̱ in spriantizing languages), which has a voiceless long counterpart 
ṭṭ, e.g.: 

Kabyle 	 ǝẓḍ̱ (Aorist)—ẓǝṭṭ (Imperfective) ‘to weave, to plait’ 

In reconstructible native words, voiceless single ṭ only occurs as the result 
of voice assimilation, e.g. Ghadames ǝṭkur (Aorist)—ḍǝkkur (Imperfective) 
‘to fill’. This is different from most Maghribian Arabic varieties, which have 
an opposition ḍ – ḍḍ (or ḍ̱ – ḍ̱ḍ̱ according to the dialect)13 vs. ṭ – ṭṭ, e.g.:

Mor. Ar.	 fḍǝḥ 	 ‘he revealed’	 fǝḍḍaḥ ‘one who cannot keep a secret’
	 fṭǝṛ 	 ‘he took breakfast’	 fǝṭṭǝṛ ‘he gave s.o. breakfast’

The situation is complicated by the fact that a number of Berber varieties 
have ṭ rather than ḍ in their native lexicon. This is found in a wide scat-
tering of dialects, without much geographical concentration: the dialects 
of the Dades (Central Moroccan Berber), Ghomara, some Eastern Middle 
Atlas dialects, Lesser Kabylia, Djebel Nefusa, Awdjila and Siwa. The dis-
tribution cuts across all major dialect divisions in northern Berber, which 
suggests that the variation predates the formation of the dialectal blocks 
as found these days. Whatever the deeper historical background, it is 
quite probable that the dialectal distribution of ḍ and ṭ has changed in the 
course of time, and ṭ may have been more common than it is nowadays. 
This is suggested by Arabic renderings of Berber tribal names, which have 
ṭ instead of the ḍ found in the modern Berber pronunciation, e.g. Ara-
bic Bni Mṭir corresponds to Berber Ayṯ Nḍ̱ir (a tribe in the Middle Atlas). 
One also remarks the use of the Arabic letter ṭāʔ to write words which 
nowadays have ḍ in the medieval orthography of Berber. Van den Boogert 
(2000:363) explains that this is because, at that time, in the Maghreb Ara-
bic ḍ was pronounced as an interdental or lateral fricative. This is very 
well possible—Spanish loans from Arabic suggest that ḍ had a lateral ele-
ment in Iberian Arabic too, e.g. alcalde < al-qāḍī—but it could also be 
that the variety of Berber represented by the medieval texts simply had ṭ.

In a number of Maghribian Arabic dialects, ḍ (< *ḍ and *ḍ̱) and ṭ 
have merged. This is found in first-stratum (pre-Hilalian) dialects: in Jijel  
 

13 The ancient opposition ḍ – ḍ̱ (i.e. ض
�� vs. ظ�) has not been preserved in any Maghrib-

ian Arabic variety.
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(Algeria) and its surroundings, in a less than regular fashion in north-
western Moroccan dialects (Tangier, Tetuan, Branes, Mtioua . . .) and in 
the Jewish dialects of Sefrou (south of Fes) and Tafilalt (in the southeast) 
(Heath 2002:159). The dialects in question are adjacent to Berber lan-
guages which also have ṭ: Jijel borders on Eastern Kabylia, and northwest-
ern Moroccan Arabic on Ghomaran Berber. The Tafilalt dialect is not far 
away from the Dades valley. There is no doubt that the phenomena are 
connected; however, the nature of this connection is far from clear. Did 
the Maghribian Arabic dialects take over the phenomenon from their Ber-
ber neighbors (but why this pronunciation in particular?) or do we have 
Arabic influence on the Berber sound system here? In Andalusian Arabic, 
there “are proofs of a pronunciation (. . .) as an unvoiced stop (. . .), at least 
sometimes” (Corriente 1977:47). In addition, Corriente also points to “hints 
of an alternative voiced pronunciation of /ṭ/ within Sp[anish]Ar[abic]” 
(Corriente 1977:39). In view of the philological difficulties involved, it is 
impossible to assess the relevance of these phenomena to the northern 
African situation.

An interesting, but difficult to interpret, piece of evidence is provided 
by the pan-Moroccan Arabic loanword ṣifǝṭ ‘to send’. There exists no 
doubt that this is a loan from Berber (Pellat 1950), cf. Central Moroccan 
Berber ssifḍ̱ ‘to send’. Heath (2000a) shows that in Muslim Arabic dia-
lects of Morocco the verb always has ṭ. Jewish Moroccan Arabic dialects, 
on the other hand, mostly have ḍ, the exceptions being the northeastern 
varieties (which are at many points closer to their Muslim neighbors than 
elsewhere in Morocco) and the Jewish dialects of the Tafilalt, where ṭ is  
the regular reflex of Arabic ḍ. In the present state of affairs in Berber  
and Arabic, this is highly remarkable. Why should ṭ be found in a loan from  
a language which normally has ḍ into a language which has an opposi-
tion between ṭ and ḍ? One may construct several scenarios. The first is 
that the pronunciation ṭ was formerly much more wide-spread in Berber 
than nowadays, and that this Berber pronunciation was simply taken over 
by dialectal Arabic (but why differently in Jewish dialects?). In another 
scenario the merger of ṭ and ḍ was formerly much more wide-spread in 
Arabic, and Berber ḍ was subjected to this merger in the same way as ḍ in  
Arabic words. Later, the influence of Arabic varieties with an opposition  
between ḍ and ṭ pushed back the merged pronunciation to a few regions. 
However, as ṣifǝṭ had no Arabic form with ḍ to compete with, ṭ was 
retained. The Jewish Arabic variants with ḍ then would represent dialects 
that never underwent the merger ḍ > ṭ, or that were so intimately linked 
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to Berber speakers that they undid the merger in this word according to 
the same process that took place in the Arabic part of the lexicon.14

In the Berber languages that have ḍ (or ḍ̱) in their native part, there exists 
a strong tendency to replace Arabic single ṭ by ḍ (or ḍ̱), e.g. in Tarifiyt:

Tarifiyt 	 axǝyyaḍ̱	 < xǝyyaṭ 	 ‘tailor’
	 ǧǧǝqqaḍ̱	 < l=lǝqqaṭ	 ‘pincers’
	 ɛḍ̱ǝṣ	 < ɛṭǝṣ	 ‘to sneeze’
	 ṯaqiḍ̱unt	 < qiṭun	 ‘tent’
	 ḍ̱řǝq	 < ṭlǝq	 ‘to let go’
	 xḍ̱a	 < xṭa	 ‘to miss’
	 řǝfḍ̱ua	 < l=ǝfṭur	 ‘lunch’ (MAr: ‘breakfast, lunch’)

There are also loans which maintain ṭ. In Tarifiyt, most of these seem to be 
fairly recent, as shown by their lack of phonological integration elsewhere 
in the word, e.g. lxaṭař < l=xaṭaṛ ‘danger’ (instead of **řxaḍ̱ā). As a result 
there are a number of doublets, some with and some without semantic 
differentiation, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 ɣlǝṭ ~ ɣřǝḍ̱	 < ɣlǝṭ	 ‘to make an error’
	 xṭǝḇ	 < xṭǝb	 ‘to preach the Friday sermon’
	 xḍ̱ǝḇ	 < xṭǝb	 ‘to ask the hand (of a girl)’

A similar situation is found in most other languages, e.g. in Kabyle which 
has ḍ̱ as the normal rendering of Arabic ṭ, even though a minority of forms 
preserve ṭ, e.g.

Kabyle	 aḍ̱ǝbbal	 < ṭǝbbal	 ‘tambourine player’
	 qǝḍ̱ṛani	 < qǝṭṛan	 ‘tar’
	 amṛaḇǝḍ̱	 < mṛabǝṭ	 ‘marabout’
	 ḍ̱uɛ	 < ṭaɛ	 ‘to obey’

The relative numbers of one or the other rendering differ from language 
to language. For example, in Ouargla, ṭ seems to be more frequent than ḍ 
as a reflex of Arabic ṭ, e.g.

Ouargla	 ḍǝwwǝf	 < ṭǝwwǝf	 ‘make s.o. go around’

	 ṭabǝs	 < ṭabǝs	 ‘to bend (the head)’
	 ṭǝhhǝṛ	 < ṭǝhhǝṛ	 ‘to perform the ritual ablutions’
	 ṭɣa	 < ṭɣa	 ‘to be arrogant’
	 ṭrǝš	 < ṭṛǝš	 ‘to be deaf ’

14 According to some authors, the majority of Jewish dialects would originally stem 
from communities in the High Atlas, which took refuge there during the Almohad persecu-
tions, v. Chetrit 2007, Lévy 2009.
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The Arabic long consonant ḍḍ can become ṭṭ in loans, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 ṭṭřam	 < ḍ=ḍlam	 ‘darkness’
Kabyle	 lfǝṭṭa 	 < l=fǝḍḍa	 ‘silver’

	 ṭṭalǝm	 < ḍ=ḍalǝm	 ‘wrong-doer’
	 ṭṭmana	 < ḍ=ḍ(a)mana	 ‘security’

However, ḍḍ is not unknown, e.g. Kabyle ḍḍiq (~ ṭṭiq) ‘melancholy’.
In Berber languages that have ṭ in their native words, Arabic ḍ (or ḍ̱) 

is often taken over as ṭ. In the following examples from Nefusa (Beguinot 
21942:20), which is not spoken in the vicinity of an Arabic ṭ–dialect, one 
must assume a process of substitution of Arabic ḍ (or rather ḍ̱ in view of 
its pronunciation in local Arabic) by ṭ:

Nefusa	 ǝlbáɛǝṭ	 < l=bǝɛḍ̱	 ‘some’
	 yǝnṭíf	 < nḍif	 ‘it is clean’
	 ǝḥfǝṭ	 < ḥfǝḍ	 ‘to preserve’

As noted by Beguinot, Nefusa also has many loans which preserve ḍ, e.g.

Nefusa	 ǝḥḍǝr	 < ḥḍǝṛ	 ‘to be present’
	 ḍǝyyǝf	 < ḍǝyyǝf	 ‘to receive as a guest’

5.3.2.3 The Fate of Arabic q
In pre-Islamic Berber, q did not exist as a short consonant. Long qq, on the 
other hand, was (and is) the regular long counterpart of short ɣ. In Classi-
cal Arabic, q and qq are full-fledged phonemes, different from ɣ and ɣɣ. In 
Maghribian Arabic dialects, q may undergo several changes. In dialects of 
the first stratum (pre-Hilalian), its reflex is mostly q. In a number of these 
dialects ʔ is found instead: Tlemcen, the Muslim city dialects of Tangier, 
Tetuan, Fes, Meknes and Taza, as well as some rural northwestern Moroc-
can varieties (Heath 2002:142, Behnstedt & Woidich 2005:65 with map). It 
is also typical of many Moroccan Jewish dialects. As shown by Behnstedt &  
Benabbou (2002:55), the glottal stop variety is loosing ground to q in 
Morocco and may have been more common formerly. East of Tunisia and 
west of the Nile, q is only regularly found in some of the Egyptian oases, 
esp. in Farafra (Behnstedt & Woidich 2005:41). The second wave of Arabic 
immigrants (the Hilalian stratum) spoke a dialect which had mainly g as 
its reflex of q. Most present-day dialects of the Maghrib have lexically-
determined variation between q and g corresponding to Classical Arabic 
q. Depending on the dialect, one of the two is more or less predominant, cf. 
the discussion in Heath (2002:141ff.). Following Heath (2002), the abstract  
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notion “cognate of Classical Arabic q” will be represented by Q, while q 
stands for the pronunciation [q].

As in Berber qq is the long counterpart to ɣ, one might have expected 
that Arabic Q was taken over as ɣ. There is hardly any evidence for this, 
however. The only well-attested word that would be a candidate is ɣǝr ‘to 
shout, to read’, which is similar to Classical Arabic qaraʔ ‘to read aloud, 
to read’. This verb is attested in virtually all Berber varieties, including 
Tuareg. There is in fact little evidence that the word is a loan from Arabic. 
In the first place, it belongs to a verb class which integrates only very few 
Arabic words. In the second place, the basic meaning ‘to shout, to call’ 
does not correspond to the most general Arabic semantics, and does not 
look like an extension of ‘to read (aloud)’ either. Therefore it is appropri-
ate to consider ɣǝr either an Afroasiatic heritage (i.e. a distant relative of 
qaraʔ rather than its offspring) or a loan from Punic or Hebrew (see 3.2). 
If it is a loan from Arabic, it is best categorized under the early Islamic 
loans.

Other cases of ɣ < q are probably due to analogical reformation. E.g. in 
Kabyle, the verb ǝnɣǝḇ (also ǝnqǝḇ) ‘to peck at’ comes from Arabic ǝnqǝb. 
Apparently, ɣ has been constructed on the basis of the Berber Imperfec-
tive form nǝqqǝḇ, and the regular Berber pattern Perfective ɣ—Imperfec-
tive qq has been implemented. The fact that the semantics of ‘to peck at’ 
entail usage in imperfective contexts rather than in perfective contexts 
makes this analogical reformation understandable.

In (varieties of?) Tashelhiyt, the voiceless reflex of Arabic Q is merged 
with the long consonant qq, which is part of the inherited phonemic 
system. In this language, there is one phoneme which is normally pro-
nounced [q:], it seems (see however Galand 1988:215, who has q and qq 
as different phonemes in Tashelhiyt). This ambiguity is revealed in poetic 
metres, e.g. in 18th century Tashelhiyt: while with all other consonants, 
short and long consonants are treated differently in the metre, the pho-
neme q ~ qq can be counted both as a short and as a long consonant (van 
den Boogert 1997:245–246). 

All other Berber varieties oppose q to qq, and thus have introduced the 
foreign phoneme q into the language.15

The different pronunciations of Q in Arabic have led to different 
reflexes in Berber, although the pronunciation ʔ is never found in bor-
rowings. At this point there exists a remarkable inconsistency between  

15 The situation in Awdjila may be different, as q also appears regularly in some native 
words.
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the pronunciation prevalent in surrounding Arabic dialects and the forms 
of the borrowing in Berber. With a number of exceptions,16 Berber variet-
ies are spoken in regions surrounded by second-layer Arabic dialects (i.e. 
dialects which basically have g). In spite of this, in most Berber variet-
ies the reflex q is quite common in Arabic loanwords, cf. the following 
loans in Ouargla Berber, a variety entirely surrounded by nomadic Arabic 
dialects:

	 reflex g		  reflex q
Ouargla	 gǝddǝd	 ‘to cut in pieces’	 ǝqbǝl	 ‘to accept’

	 ǝglǝb	 ‘to turn over’	 ǝqḍa	 ‘to finish’
	 lgur	 ‘circle of people’	 ǝqla	 ‘to roast’
	 lǝgrab	 ‘wallet’	 lqum	 ‘children’

To some degree, the presence of q instead of g can be understood as influ-
ence from citadine or classical Arabic, due to long-distance contact and 
education, e.g. in words like Ouargla lqahwǝt ‘café’, lqǝnḍǝrt ‘bridge’, lqarṣ 
‘lemon’, lqayǝd ‘caïd’. However, in most cases, there is no independent clue 
to consider a certain term with q a borrowing from a citadine dialect.

The use of q where one would have expected g is found in a large 
number of Berber varieties. The following examples illustrate the fate of 
the related verbs Qlǝb ‘to turn over’ and Qǝllǝb ‘to turn over’, which nor-
mally have g in Arabic second-layer dialects (cf. Oranais glǝb and gǝllǝb; 
Madouni-La Peyre 2003:420):17

Central Mor.	 qlǝb	 ‘to turn over, to plough’
Tarifiyt	 qřǝḇ	 ‘to turn’
Iznasen	 qlǝb	 ‘to turn over’
Beni Snous	 qlǝb	 ‘to plough’
Kabyle	 qlǝḇ	 ‘to turn oneself over, to return’
Figuig	 qlǝb	 ‘to turn over, to till the soil’
Gourara	 qlǝb	 ‘to turn over’ (Boudot-Lamotte 1964:542)
Siwa	 aqlab	 ‘the fact of turning’ (Souag 2010:432)
Tashelhiyt	 gllb	 ‘to turn over’
Mzab	 gǝllǝb	 ‘to turn over’
Ouargla	 ǝglǝb	 ‘to turn over’

For Siwa, Souag (2009a) has shown that the regular correspondent of 
Arabic Q is q. This is unexpected for two reasons. In the first place, the 

16 The main exceptions are Ghomara and Senhadja Berber, some western Tarifiyt vari-
eties, and Kabyle.

17 In the meaning ‘to search for’, qǝllǝb with q is common in all dialects, cf. Madouni-La 
Peyre 2003:421; Heath 2002:143.
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surrounding Bedouin Arabic varieties all have g in a rather consequent 
manner. In the second place, in urban varieties of Egypt, such as Alex-
andrian and Cairene Arabic, q is not found as a reflex of Q. Instead, ʔ 
is found in Cairene Arabic, while in old-fashioned Alexandrian speech 
there is variation between ʔ and g (Behnstedt & Woidich 2005:49). This 
leads Souag to posit the former existence of a local Siwan Arabic dialect 
which was characterized, among others, by the reflex q for Q. He points to 
the existence of q in the Arabic dialects of the other Egyptian oases (esp. 
Farafra and, to a lesser extent, Dakhla, Behnstedt & Woidich 2005:41).

The former presence of Arabic q–dialects in regions where g–dialects 
are spoken nowadays could very well explain the frequency of q as a reflex 
of Arabic Q in other Berber varieties as well. However, different from Siwa, 
there is little additional evidence for this, neither as regards the history 
of the region, nor in the language. Historically, one may assume (with 
Lévy 1998) that Arabic was spoken in several places along the major trade 
routes where it has now been replaced by Berber or by nomadic Arabic 
dialects. The introduction of q in loanwords could be linked to this former 
presence of first-stratum dialects. 

Linguistically, there is one important additional piece of evidence: the 
fate of the word ‘time’ (Ar. wǝQt) in Berber dialects of Morocco and West-
ern Algeria. In Maghribian Arabic, the cognate of Classical Arabic waqt is 
normally wǝqt or wǝkt (< wǝgt). The q-variant is clearly dominant with this 
word, irrespective of the further profile of the dialect. In north-western 
Morocco, however, a variant with x instead of q is found, e.g. Tangier 
waxt ‘time’, fūyāx (< fī ʔayy waQt) ‘when’ (W. Marçais 1911:419, 492; Heath 
2002:481; Prémare 1993–1999:XII-242). In Berber, (l=)wǝQt has been bor-
rowed as a noun, but also appears in adverbs expressing time, such as 
‘now’ and ‘then’ (combined with deictic clitics), and conjunctions such 
as ‘until the moment that’, e.g. Iznasen ilǝqq=u ‘now (moment=prox)’; 
ilǝqq=ǝnni ‘at that time’ (moment=anp); Figuig al.axt=ǝnn ‘until (until.
time=anp)’.

As expected, in many varieties the Q of lwǝQt has been taken over as 
q or g, e.g. Figuig, Ouargla lwǝqt ‘time’. However, in a number of Berber 
varieties one finds forms with x:

Tarifiyt (War)	 řux=	 ‘moment’
Tarifiyt (Q)	 řǝxx=	 ‘moment’
Figuig	 al.axt=ǝnn	 ‘until’
Gourara	 uxt=inni	 ‘when’ (Boudot-Lamotte 1964:539)
Mzab	 llǝxt, lwǝxt	 ‘time, moment’ (~ lwǝqt)
Nefusa	 lwǝxt	 ‘time, moment’ (~ lwǝqt)
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In present-day northern Africa, Arabic forms with x are confined to the 
first-stratum dialects of northwestern Morocco. Outside the Maghrib they 
are attested in Anatolian Arabic (Jastrow 1978:40). This suggests that they 
represent a dialectal feature brought from the east, and not a Maghrib-
ian innovation. The Berber forms occupy a much larger territory than the 
Arabic forms, in a broad line stretching from the Rif towards the south-
east until reaching Gourara and the Mzab, as well as some dialects in 
Tunisia and western Libya. x-forms are absent in the Tashelhiyt–Central 
Moroccan continuum, and in the dialects of northern Algeria (including 
Beni Iznasen, which has ilǝqq= ‘moment’). The presence of this form in 
Berber varieties that are spoken thousands of kilometers away from the 
present-day Arabic dialects which have it, strongly suggests that the type 
of Arabic it represents used to be more wide-spread formerly. The wǝxt 
forms occur in some of the most strictly first-stratum Arabic dialects in 
northern Africa. Thus the presence of (l)wǝxt in Berber confirms the pres-
ence of first-stratum Arabic dialects in regions where they are no more 
spoken today, especially in the Sahara. The preservation of the irregular 
outcome of Q in wǝxt thus provides a link to the pronunciation of Q as q 
in Berber varieties that are no more in contact with pre-Hilalian Arabic.

The former presence of first-stratum Arabic dialects does not explain 
all instances of Berber q for Arabic Q. This is shown by the loanword gaɛ 
‘totally’. In many Berber varieties, this term has q:

C. Moroccan	 qqaḥ	 ‘all, totally’
Tarifiyt (Q)	 qaɛ	 ‘totally’
Iznasen	 qaɛ	 ‘all, totally’
Figuig	 qaɛ, qa	 ‘all, totally’

Gourara	 gaɛ	 ‘entirely’
Mzab	 gaɛ	 ‘all’
Ouargla	 gaɛ	 ‘entirely’

This is remarkable, as in dialectal Arabic the word gaɛ ‘entirely’ is typi-
cal of second-stratum dialects. It only appears in first-stratum dialects 
when borrowed from a second-stratum variety, e.g., gaɛ in Tlemcen. As a 
consequence, in dialectal Arabic, the word only occurs with g and Arabic 
**qaɛ ‘entirely’ with q is unattested. The explanation for the Berber forms 
with q mirrors the change in the type of Arabic surrounding the Berber 
varieties. At a certain moment in time, Berber was in contact with first-
stratum Arabic, and took over words with q. When in the course of the 
Middle Ages nomadic (second-stratum) Arabic came in and the relevant 
first-stratum Arabic dialects were abandoned, Berber speakers noted that 
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dialectal Arabic g was equivalent to q in borrowings in their language. In 
view of the association of the q–pronunciation with Qur’ānic reading, this 
may have constituted a reason for pride among speakers of Berber. When 
new Arabic words were taken over in the language, this equivalence was 
extended to them, and Arabic g was substituted by q. A a result, in most 
cases, it is not possible to distinguish genuine first-stratum loanwords 
(where the source language had q) from later loans with substitution of  
g by q, but in a case like gaɛ the process shows up very clearly.

In addition to forms with q, there are also forms which show g. In most 
languages these seem to be late, and often they have a strong nomadic 
flavor about them, e.g. Figuig lgafǝlt ‘caravan’, gǝwwǝd ‘to guide’. The late 
insertion of these terms is also shown by the fact that Berber g < Q rarely 
undergoes the same phonetic changes as native g. This is especially clear 
in Mzab and Ghadames. In these varieties, Berber g has mostly been pala-
talized, e.g. Mzab ǝǧni ‘to sew’ (< ǝgni), iǧuṛ ‘to walk’ (< iguṛ). In Arabic 
loans, ǧ is often found representing Arabic ǧ (ǧīm), but never representing 
Arabic Q. In this case, the pronunciation is always g, e.g. Mzab gǝrrǝb ‘to 
approach’, ǝgla ‘to roast’.

Similar arguments can be adduced for dialects more to the west, such 
as Tarifiyt (Q) and Figuig, where Berber g has become y. With few excep-
tions (see below), Arabic g < Q is maintained, e.g. Tarifiyt řgǝɛḏǝṯ ‘plain’, 
řgiḥḥ ‘pus’, ạ̄šǝg ‘to hang up’ (cf. Classical Arabic rašaqa), ngǝz ‘to jump’. 

There is an important difference between the fate of g < Q and another 
type of g, which is found in Moroccan Arabic. In this dialect, ž (maybe 
at that stage still pronounced as ǧ) was changed to g when followed by a 
sibilant later in the word (cf. W. Marçais 1911:xiv), e.g. Classical Arabic ǧayš 
‘army’, Moroccan Arabic gīš, Classical Arabic ǧazzār ‘butcher’, Moroccan 
Arabic gǝzzār, Classical Arabic ǧalasa, Moroccan Arabic glǝs (cf. Heath 
2002:136ff.). In Tarifiyt and Figuig, borrowed words with g < ǧ may undergo 
spirantization, e.g. Figuig ayǝzzar ‘butcher’ (< gǝzzār < ǧazzār), Tarifiyt 
(Q) ṯayǝzzāṯ ‘island’ (< *tagǝzzirt < gzīra < ǧazīra). 

On the other hand, the great bulk of borrowings with g < Q in these dia-
lects do not undergo spirantization. There are a few terms that go against 
this tendency. Above, the special case of Figuig ašḍif ‘rug’ < kṭīfa < gṭīfa 
< qṭīfa was already studied. Another case is Qǝdra ‘earthenware pot’ (cf. 
Classical Arabic qidra), which gave Tarifiyt (Q) ṯayḏuaṯ ‘milk jug’ (Mourigh  
p.c.), Beni Snous ṯayḏurṯ ‘pot’ and Figuig taydurt ‘earthenware pot’. There 
are similar forms in dialects without merger of g and y, e.g. Central Moroc-
can Berber tagdurt and Kabyle ṯaḡḏurṯ. The presence of ḡ in the Kabyle 
form is unexpected, as Arabic Q is represented in a very consequent 
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manner by q in this language. In some other varieties, forms with q are 
attested, e.g. southern Central Moroccan Berber aqduḥ (Azdoud 2011:78), 
Gourara taqdiḥt (< *taqdirt) ‘pot’ (Boudot-Lamotte 1964:543; the vowel  
i may come from the Arabic diminutive). The Berber form of the word is 
unusual from another perspective too. In Arabic, the corresponding noun 
is Qǝdra without a plain vowel. The plain vowel u only comes in in the 
plural of the noun, i.e. Qdur. As a consequence, the history of this noun 
is unclear—it seems to represent an early introduction of an Arabic word 
on the basis of a variety with g for Q. 

Both ašḍif and taydurt allow for an alternative explanation. In some 
first-stratum Jewish Maghribian Arabic dialects Q regularly becomes 
k (Lévy 2009:314ff., Heath 2002:142). The Figuig form ašḍif could come 
immediately from such as form (i.e. ašḍif < Ar. *kṭīfa), while taydurt would 
represent regressive voice assimilation (i.e. taydurt < tagdurt < takdurt  
< Ar. *kǝdra). The main problem with these derivations is that there is 
no further evidence for influence of Arabic dialects with q > k on Berber.

In some nomadic Arabic dialects in Algeria and southern Morocco,  
Q becomes g and ɣ becomes q, e.g. in nomadic dialects of the Mzab region 
bga ‘to stay’ (Classical Arabic: baqiya), bqa ‘to want’ (Classical Arabic: 
baɣā) (Grand’henry 1976:16, 100). In the Berber varieties spoken in the 
same regions, the pronunciation q of *ɣ never occurs in loanwords, i.e. 
Arabic ɣ always appears as ɣ, e.g. Mzab Berber lɣanim ‘sheep herd’, Mzab 
nomadic Arabic qlăm ‘sheep’ (Grand’henry 1976:16), Mzab Berber lǝbɣǝl 
‘mule’, Mzab nomadic Arabic baqăl ‘mule’ (Grand’henry 1976:101).

In Tarifiyt and in Figuig one sometimes finds q representing Arabic x. 
This is probably an instance of the use of q in expressive substitution of 
consonants (see section 5.4). Examples:

Tarifiyt	 aqǝnnin	 ‘snot’	 < Mor. Ar. 	 xnuna ‘snot’
Figuig	 qbǝš	 ‘to claw’	 < Mor. Ar.	 xbǝš ‘to claw’
Figuig	 tiqǝšba	 ‘plates of the palm tree’ 	 < Mor. Ar.	 xǝšba ‘piece of wood’

A similar history may lie behind Figuig aqbur ‘old’, no doubt representing 
the Arabic root KBR ‘to be big’, cf. also Mzab akbur ‘old’.

Due to the native Berber correspondence between short ɣ and long 
qq, the long segment ɣɣ is not reconstructible for proto-Berber. It is dif-
ficult to trace the fate of Arabic ɣɣ in the Berber languages, as it only 
rarely occurs in borrowed vocabulary. In these few cases, it seems that  
ɣɣ remains ɣɣ, e.g. Kabyle tmǝɣɣʷǝl ‘have a certain illness because of lust 
or jealousy (donkey, horse)’. 
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5.3.2.4 The Fate of Arabic x, ḥ and ɛ
There was no phonemic correspondent in Proto-Berber to the Arabic con-
sonants x, ḥ and ɛ, nor to their long counterparts. The pronunciation x 
probably existed in Berber before the advent of Arabic as an allophone 
of ɣ before voiceless consonants (mainly s it seems) and in final position 
(Kossmann 1999a:236–242); cf. the following assimilated native forms in 
Beni Iznasen Berber:

Iznasen	 aḏǝxs	 ‘colostrum’	 (cf. Ayer Tuareg edăɣăs)
	 ṯixsi 	 ‘ewe’	 (cf. Ayer Tuareg teɣse)
	 ǝxs	 ‘to want’	 (cf. Imperfective qqas)

The three Arabic consonants in question are always taken over as such 
in the northern Berber varieties, as illustrated by the following loans in 
Beni Iznasen:

Iznasen	 lbǝṭṭix	 ‘melons’ 	 fuḥ	 ‘to smell’ 	 ižḏǝɛ	 ‘foal’
	 ddǝxxan	 ‘smoke’ 	 lǝbḥǝr	 ‘sea’ 	 ašǝɛɛal	 ‘big fire’
	 xḏǝm	 ‘to work’ 	 ḥǝff	 ‘to shave’ 	 ɛum	 ‘to swim’

Only in one widespread borrowing ɛ has been lost. From Arabic barḏaɛa ~ 
bardaɛa, which is the normal term for ‘donkey’s saddle’ (orginally it meant 
‘cloth of a certain kind which is put beneath a certain type of camel’s 
saddle’, Lane 1863–1893:I, 186), northern Berber varieties have: Central 
Moroccan Berber tabarda; Tarifiyt (Q); Beni Iznasen ṯbarḏa; Beni Snous 
ṯbarḏa (also: ṯibǝrḏaɛṯ); Kabyle ṯaḇarḏa; Figuig tbarda; Ouargla tbarda; 
Djebel Nefusa tǝbardá. Tuareg—normally not a great borrower from 
Arabic—has a similar form: tăbarde ‘quilt’ (note that donkey’s saddles 
often consist of quilt-like blankets). Ritter (2009:II, 147) cites Rössler with 
a derivation from Latin tabardum. As far I can see, this word only occurs 
in post-antique Latin in the meaning ‘tabard’. Both the meaning and the 
late attestation of the term point against the Latin derivation.

5.3.2.5 Some Rare Berber Consonants Strengthened by Arabic
In addition to Arabic consonants which probably had no direct counter-
part in Berber, there are several consonant phonemes, which had a mar-
ginal existence in Berber, but were strengthened by the introduction of 
Arabic loanwords. This concerns two sets of consonants, b and h on the 
one hand, and š and ž on the other.

Proto-Berber had a consonant *ḇ or *h, which in northern Berber has 
been lost, but survives as h in Tuareg and as ḇ in a number of Libyan 
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varieties (Ghadames and Awdjila). According to the analysis in Kossmann 
(1999a:131), the consonant would have been pronounced [β] (or some-
thing similar)18 originally. When immediately followed by a consonant, it 
developed into b in most varieties (incl. Tuareg). Only in Ghadames and 
Awdjila the original pronunciation ḇ (or v) was retained, while in Zenaga 
and Djebel Nefusa, *ḇ became w before a consonant (for further details, 
see Kossmann 1999a). In other positions, *ḇ was lost or altered in north-
ern Berber, except Ghadames and Awdjila, even though different effects 
on vowels according to the dialect sometimes betray its former presence. 
The original pronunciation of the consonant is a matter of debate. While 
Kossmann (1999a:131), following earlier analyses by Otto Rössler and Fran-
cesco Beguinot, argues that it must have been labial in nature, Karl-G. 
Prasse (1969) reconstructs *h in the contexts where Tuareg has h. Rössler 
(1964) and others have pointed to the apparent complementary distribu-
tion of Tuareg h and b. In fact, there are only few cases of pan-Berber b in 
other than pre-consonantal contexts—i.e. the contexts where *ḇ would 
have become [b] according to Kossmann (1999a). This puts a strain on the 
reconstructibility of *b as a phoneme different from *ḇ in Proto-Berber. 
Kossmann (1999a:126–130) provides a number of exceptional b’s, which 
shows that there are at least some words that reconstruct as *b rather 
than *ḇ.

b must have been rare in non-pre-consonantic position in Berber when 
Arabic came in. As a result of large-scale borrowing from Arabic, b is now-
adays found in all positions.

The question of h is related to that of *ḇ. As mentioned above, according  
to Prasse (1969), the proto-phoneme in question would be reconstructible 
as a glottalic rather than as a labial consonant. As h is currently found in 
Tuareg, whatever its reconstruction in Proto-Berber, it is very well possible 
that the pronunciation h also existed earlier in (parts of ?) northern Berber. 
There are a few arguments in favor of this. In the first place, h appears in a 
few words of Berber origin, especially in northwestern Moroccan varieties, 
e.g. Senhadja de Sraïr ṯahala ‘well’.19 In the second place, Arabic transcrip-
tions of Berber words, as well as Arabic loans from Berber, often have the 
consonant h. When this happens in initial position (e.g. Moroccan Arabic 

18 Louali & Philippson (cited in Lux 2011) reconstruct a voiceless bilabial fricative [ф]. 
There seems to be no reason to reconstruct a voiceless fricative, as Tuareg h is voiced [ɦ] 
phonetically.

19 Cf. also the north-eastern Middle Atlas toponym ṯahla (‘Tahala’), which probably 
contains the same etymon.
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hǝrkus for arkas ‘(old) shoe’), one may argue that h represents the softer 
vocalic onset typical of Berber in comparison to Arabic ʔ (cf. also van den 
Boogert 1997:127). In other positions, this argument does not hold. Thus 
one finds forms such as sǝlhām ‘trousers’, ṣǝnhāža ‘tribal name’ (modern 
Berber iẓnagǝn and similar), which suggest that, at a certain moment in 
time, or at certain localities, Northern Berber had h in post-consonantal 
position. This feature may have been lost quite early. Ibn Khaldûn points 
out the difference between the Arabic and the Berber form of the tribal 
name ṣanhāža, and considers the presence of h a way of adapting the 
word to the Arabic structure.20 As there seems to be no structural need in 
Arabic for such an adaptation, it looks more promising to assume that the 
form ṣanhāža reflects an earlier form of the Berber word. By the time of 
Ibn Khaldūn, h had been lost in the Berber form, and only survived in the 
conventional Arabic rendering of the name. It is impossible to prove that 
these medieval h’s represent *ḇ. Most do not have a cognate in the vari-
eties where *ḇ is still visible; where they do, the evidence is ambiguous. 
hǝrkūs corresponds to Zenaga tārkäss ‘sandal’, with a long vowel, which 
regularly corresponds to *ḇ. However, in the same language, there is no 
trace of *ḇ in aẓnug (/aẓnǝg/) ‘Zenaga person’ which is the same etymon 
as Arabic ṣanhāža. Finally, Senhadja ṯahala, in a language where *ḇ is nor-
mally not preserved intervocalically, corresponds to tala ‘type of well’ in 
Ghadames, a language which preserves *ḇ otherwise.

The phoneme h also exists in Arabic, although it is not very frequent. 
Berber languages take over this phoneme without much problems.

The problem of š and ž is somewhat less complicated.21 As shown in 
Kossmann (1999a:219–235), reconstructible words with š and ž are rare. 
Moreover, only few of these words are generally attested in Berber, and 
most are shared by only a small number of varieties. Cases of šš and žž may 
be analyzed as resulting from *sy and *zy, respectively, clusters otherwise 
not found in proto-Berber. It is therefore doubtful that š and ž existed as 
phonemes when Berber came first into contact with Arabic. The massive 
influx of Arabic words with š and ž (= ج�) established he phonemic char-
acter of these sounds in modern Berber beyond any doubt.

20 In de Slane’s translation: “Les Sanhadja sont les enfants de Sanhadj, nom dont la pre-
mière lettre doit recevoir dans la prononciation un léger mélange du son du z, et dont la 
dernière lettre [le dj] est un k se rapprochant du g. Entre l’n et l’a du même mot, les Arabes 
ont inséré un h, afin de l’adapter au génie de leur langue” (Ibn Khaldoun 1852–1856:II, 2).

21 The situation in Awdjila is different, as in this language native s and z are often 
represented by š and ž.
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5.4 The Use of Arabic Sounds in Non-Arabic Words

The introduction of Arabic lexicon constitutes the main source of Ara-
bic sounds in northern Berber. In addition to this, numerous non-Arabic 
words in northern Berber also contain Arabic sounds. This is connected 
to expressive formations.22 In Berber, new expressive forms of words, or 
new words with expressive connotations, often emerge on the basis of 
existing vocabulary by the addition of consonants, or by the substitution 
of a consonant by a more “expressive” consonant. Expressive elements 
are mostly put in front of the non-expressive stem. Naït-Zerrad (2002) 
provides a useful overview of the types of expressive prefixes attested. 
Such prefixes mostly consist of a single consonant, or of a consonant fol-
lowed by l, r, n or ɛ. Expressive prefixes are found everywhere in the Ber-
ber world. One feature of these prefixes is that they frequently contain 
consonants that are either borrowed from Arabic (q, x, ḥ, ɛ), or that were 
rare in Berber before the beginning of Arabic-Berber contacts (b, š, ž). It is 
difficult to say whether this is an effect of articulation place ( f and g are 
also well-attested in expressive formations), or whether the foreignness 
of the sound contributed to the intended expressive effect. The following 
examples illustrate the use of the loan phoneme ḥ (alone or together with 
other elements) in expressive formations in Kabyle:

Kabyle	 ḥǝḇrurǝš	 ‘little hail’ 	 cf. aḇruri ‘hail’
	 aḥǝšraruf	 ‘high rock’	 cf. ašṛuf ‘big rock’
	 sḥiržḏǝl	 ‘to limp’ 	 cf. rrǝžḏǝl ‘to limp’
	 iḥǝnṭǝḍ̱ 	 ‘plants with sticking fruits’ 	 cf. ǝnṭǝḍ̱ ‘to stick to’
	 ḥḥizwǝr 	 ‘to rivalize (in play)’	 cf. zwir ‘to precede’
	 ṯiḥǝḏmǝrṯ 	 ‘breast of small animal’	 cf. iḏmarǝn ‘breast’

Different varieties may use different expressive consonants, as illustrated 
by the noun aCVḍar ‘somebody who limps’, derived from aḍar ‘foot’ (Naït-
Zerrad 2002:367): Tashelhiyt abiḍar; southern Central Moroccan Berber 
abǝšṭar, aɛuṭar (Amaniss 2009); Central Moroccan Berber ažiḍar ‘person 
with one or two amputated legs’; Tarifiyt aḥiḍ̱ā, Kabyle aquḍ̱ar, aquḏar.

By nature, expressive formations are not expected to occur in basic 
lexicon. However, historical loss of expressive saliency sometimes leads to 
the presence of expressive forms in non-expressive lexicon. This has hap-
pened on a large scale with nouns denoting the body parts ‘head’, ‘mouth’, 

22 The term expressive is deliberately left vague.
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and those related to the trunk of the body, e.g. (mainly from Kossmann 
1999a:247):

‘head’	 < iri ‘neck?
	 Kabyle aqǝrruy 
‘mouth’	 < imi ‘mouth’ (e.g. Tashelhiyt imi ‘mouth’)
	�T ashelhiyt axmum ‘face’, Central Moroccan aqmu ‘mouth, snout’, 

aqǝmmum ‘snout’, Senhadja aqǝmmum ‘mouth’, Tarifiyt aqǝmmum 
‘mouth’, Iznasen aqǝmmum ‘mouth, throat’, Snous aqǝmmum 
‘mouth’, Figuig aqǝmmum ‘face’, Metmata aqǝmmum ‘mouth’, 
Kabyle aqumum ‘snout’, Cf. also Moroccan Arabic qǝmmuma, 
qǝmmuna ‘muzzle’, which is a loan from Berber.

‘back’	� < arur(V) ‘back’ (e.g. Central Mor. aruru, Ayer Tuareg ărori) 
Central Moroccan aɛrur, Senhadja aɛrur, Tarifiyt aɛrua, Iznasen 
aɛrur, Snous aɛrur, Kabyle aɛrur.

‘belly’	� < adis ‘belly’ (e.g. Kabyle ṯaḏisṯ ‘pregnancy’, Tashelhiyt adis, Figuig 
tadist)

	�T ashelhiyt aḥddassay (pej.), Central Mor. aɛddas, aɛddis, Senhadja 
aɛaddis, Rif aɛǝddis, Iznasen aɛǝddis, Snous aɛǝddis, Beni Menacer 
aɛǝddis, Metmata aɛǝddis, Chaouia aɛddis, Mzab aɛǝddis, Ouargla 
aɛǝddis. 

‘navel, stomach’	 < abuḍ ‘navel’ (e.g. Tashelhiyt abuḍ ‘navel’. Iznasen buḍ̱  
	� ‘lower part of a plant, bottom part’, Djebel Nefusa buṭ ‘basis’) 

Tashelhiyt aḥbbuḍ ‘stomach’, Central Mor. aɛǝbbuḍ ‘stomach’, 
tašǝɛbuṭṭ ‘navel’, Senhadja taḥǝbbut ‘navel’, Tarifiyt ṯaɛǝbbuṭṭ 
‘navel’, Iznasen ṯaɛǝbbuṭṭ ‘navel’, Beni Snous ṯaɛǝbbuṭ ‘belly 
beneath the navel’, Beni Menacer haɛabuṭ, hažɛabuṭ ‘navel’, Met-
mata ṯaɛebuṭ ‘navel’.

‘hips’	 < imǝqqi (e.g. Medieval Tashelhiyt imqi, imǝqqi ‘hipbone’)
	F iguig tamǝqqɛǝyt ‘hip’. 

Many non-borrowed words with borrowed consonants (e.g. ḥ) do not 
have a clear non-expressive counterpart in the language or in other vari-
eties, but still seem to convey expressive semantics, e.g.

Kabyle	� ḥḥǝšlulǝḍ̱,23 ǝḥluššǝḍ̱, ǝḥluššǝḡ, ǝḥnuššǝḍ̱, ǝḥniššǝḡ ‘to be glibbery, 
to slip’ ǝḥḏiqǝṛ, ḥḏibbʷǝs, ǝḥṛiṛǝṯ, ǝḥṛiṭṭǝw ‘to be agitated’

The use of borrowed consonants in expressive formations sometimes 
leads to morpheme-like properties of the expressive consonant (Galand-
Pernet 1987). This is illustrated by the following forms from Figuig (Koss-
mann 1997:121), where the preformative š- expresses ‘-ish’:

23 One may compare non-expressive forms such as Figuig luḍ ‘mud’.
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Figuig	 amǝllal	 ‘white’	 šamlal	 ‘whitish’
	 adal	 ‘green’	 šadal	 ‘greenish’

	 awṛaɣ	 ‘yellow’	 šawṛaɣ	 ‘yellowish’
	 (cf. aẓǝkkʷaɣ	 ‘red’	 lazwaɣ	 ‘reddish’)

The addition of a consonant is one way of achieving expressive effects. 
Another way is the substitution of a consonant by another, more “expres-
sive” consonant. This involves especially the well-attested use of q instead 
of various other consonants, e.g. (exx. from Kossmann 1999a:243ff.):

Kabyle	� nquqǝl ‘to sway’, cf. nḡuḡǝl ‘id.’, ṯažgagalt ‘swing (for playing)’, 
ššǝngǝl ‘to hang down’; Tashelhiyt agʷl ‘to hang’.

Iznasen	 qžižǝw ‘to shiver (from cold)’, cf. ržiž ‘to tremble’.
Kabyle	� aqžun ‘dog’ (gross word), Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Metmata: aqzin ‘dog’; 

Seghrushen, Iznasen, Snous, Chenoua, Menacer aqzin ‘puppy’. Else-
where this word is attested with g or k, e.g. Ghadames ǝgzen, Tashel-
hiyt (Lakhsasi) igzin, Figuig agzin ‘puppy’.

Kabyle	� aqǝššaḍ̱, aqǝššuḍ̱ ‘firewood’, Iznasen aqǝššuḍ̱ ‘stick, firewood’, Snous 
aqššuḍ̱ ‘firewood’, Chenoua aqšuḍ̱ ‘wood’, Menacer iqššuḍ̱ǝn ‘wood’, 
Metmata aqššuḍ̱ ‘wood’, Figuig aqǝššuḍ ‘wood’, Gourara aqǝššuḍ 
‘wood’, Siwa aqšiṭ, aqǝṭṭuš ‘firewood’. Other languages have g or k, 
e.g. Tashelhiyt akššuḍ ‘stick, firewood’, Kebdana (Eastern Tarifiyt) 
akǝššuḍ̱ ‘wood’, Chaouia agǝššuḍ̱ ‘small piece of wood’.
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Nominal morphology

This chapter deals with the way Arabic nouns appear in Berber. It is shown 
that they are partly integrated into pre-existing Berber patterns, and partly 
form their own morphological class. This means that there exist to a large 
degree parallel systems in nominal morphology, with Berber-morphology 
nouns being treated differently from Arabic-morphology nouns. Much 
of the chapter revolves around the question to what extent the paral-
lel morphologies interact. In the second part, elements of the semantic 
distribution of integrated and non-integrated nouns are studied, and the 
(marginal) presence of Berber nouns in the class of non-integrated Arabic 
borrowings is indicated. The rather spectacular way that Ghomara Berber 
borrowed Arabic diminutive patterns is treated elsewhere (section 8.4).

6.1 General Overview of the Two Systems

The basic systems of nouns in Berber and Arabic present some isomor-
phism, which may be due to a common Afroasiatic heritage. In addition 
to their lexical content. Maghribian Arabic nouns mark or contain the 
following categories:

Gender 
Like all varieties of Arabic, Maghribian Arabic has a binary opposition 
between masculine and feminine nouns. The gender of a word can be 
deduced from agreement in adjectives, pronouns, and verbs. Most femi-
nine nouns are marked by means of a suffix -a ~ -(ǝ)t in the singular.

State
Classical Arabic has an opposition of state, distinguishing between a Free 
State (fr) and a Construct State (cs). The cs is basically a device on the 
head which signals that it is modified by a genitival suffix or phrase. In 
Maghribian Arabic, fr and cs are morphologically different in feminine 
nouns with the suffix -a (fr) ~ -(ǝ)t (cs) and in ancient duals in -in (fr) ~ 
‑i (cs). The cs construction has become infrequent in many Maghribian 
Arabic varieties, which prefer constructions with a genitival preposition.
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Number
Maghribian Arabic has a basic distinction between singular and plural. 
This is partly expressed by means of suffixes, but mainly by means of 
changes in the vocalic patterns of the noun. Plural formation is highly 
irregular. A small number of nouns also have a dual form.

Definiteness
Maghribian Arabic nouns distinguish definite from non-definite nouns1 by 
means of the pre-cliticized article l=, which undergoes full assimilation to 
following coronal consonants. Non-definite nouns are either unmarked, 
or receive the indefinite element waḥd ǝl= (historically ‘one of the’).

The morphological structure of a Maghribian Arabic noun is as follows:

1. nouns with suffixal plurals:

(article)	 =	S tem	 —	 (suffix)
definiteness		  lexical		  gender
				    number
				    state (mostly singular)

2. nouns with apophonic plurals:

(article)	 =	S tem	 —	 (suffix)
definiteness		  lexical		  gender (only singular)
		  number		  state (only singular)

Examples:

kǝlb	 ‘male dog’	 (STEM; fr=cs)	 kǝlb-a	 ‘bitch’	 (STEM-f:fr)
			   kǝlb-ǝt	 ‘bitch’	 (STEM-fr:cs)
l=kǝlb	 ‘the dog’ 	 (def=STEM)	 l=kǝlb-a 	 ‘bitch’	 (def=STEM-f:fs)
klab	 ‘dogs’ 	 (STEM:p; fr=cs)	 kǝlb-at 	 ‘bitches’ 	 (STEM-f:p; fr=cs)
l=ǝklab	 ‘the dogs’ 	 (def=STEM:p)	 l=kǝlb-at 	 ‘the bitches’	 (def=STEM-f:p)

In Berber, the following categories are distinguished:

Gender
All Berber languages have a distinction between masculine and feminine 
nouns. Feminine gender is expressed by means of initial t- in the obliga-
tory nominal prefix, and in many words by means of a suffix -t (singular), 
-in (plural). Gender is derivational: most nouns have a masculine and 
a feminine form. For humans and higher animals, grammatical gender 

1 For a thorough discussion, see Maas 2011:153ff.
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reflects natural gender, e.g. Iznasen aɣyul ‘male donkey’ ṯaɣyult ‘donkey 
ass’; in other cases it mainly reflects a difference in size. This is basi-
cally a relationship between neutral (masculine or feminine) forms and 
diminutives (feminine) and augmentatives (masculine), e.g. Figuig mas-
culine fus ‘hand’, feminine tfussǝtt ‘baby hand’, feminine tmart ‘beard’, 
masculine mar ‘enormous beard’. The gender of the neutral meaning is 
lexically determined, and only the size meaning associated to the oppo-
site gender can be expressed; thus it is not possible to use gender deriva-
tion for expressing ‘little beard’, as the neutral term is feminine, while 
one cannot speak of an ‘enormous hand’ by means of gender derivation 
either, as the neutral term is masculine. In many cases, it is vacuous to 
decide which pole of a size difference would be neutral, as in the case 
of small and large pots, and the two forms seem to be lexicalized to a 
certain extent.

“State”
Most Berber languages have a distinction between two forms. One is used 
with non-topicalized subjects, after prepositions, and after a few pre-nom-
inal elements. This is called the Annexed State (état d’annexion, ea). The 
other is called the Free State (état libre, el), and used in all other contexts, 
including citation. Some Berber languages, e.g. Kabyle, use the Annexed 
State also with right-dislocated elements. In Ouargla and Ghomara, it is 
only used after prepositions and numerals. There exists major debate on 
the exact analysis of this opposition. Some scholars consider it an oppo-
sition of case, while others have a different analysis (cf. the overview in 
Kossmann 2012a:67–71). The opposition of “state” does not exist in Zenaga 
and Awdjila, and is not segmentally expressed in most Libyan varieties 
and in Siwa. In several languages in the east, however, something similar 
to the ea is expressed by accent shift (Brugnatelli 1986).

Number
Berber languages distinguish singular from plural. The opposition is 
marked by two independent processes. First, many nouns have a change 
in the vowel of the obligatory nominal prefix. Second, the rest of the 
noun undergoes either vocalic changes, or suffixation, or a combination 
of vocalic changes and suffixation.

The morphology of Berber nouns with the “state” opposition is basically 
as follows. The situation is different in those dialects that do not have the 
opposition, as well as in nouns lacking the opposition in dialects that have 
it elsewhere.
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1. nouns with suffixal plurals:

Prefix	 —	S tem	 —	 (suffix)
gender		  lexical		  gender
“state”				    number
number

2. nouns with internal plurals:

Prefix	 —	S tem	 —	 (suffix)
gender		  lexical		  gender (only singular)
“state”		  number
number

Typical of Berber nouns is the presence of an obligatory nominal prefix, 
that (ideally) encodes gender, “state” and number, e.g. Kabyle:

a-qḇayli	 ‘Kabyle’ (m; s; el)	 ṯa-qḇayli-ṯ	 ‘Kabyle’ (f; s; el)
w-ǝqḇayli	 ‘Kabyle’ (m; s; ea)	 ṯ-ǝqḇayli-ṯ	 ‘Kabyle’ (f; s; ea)
i-qḇayliy-ǝn	 ‘Kabyles’ (m; p; el)	 ṯi-qḇayliy-in	 ‘Kabyles’ (f; p; el)
y-ǝqḇayliy-ǝn	 ‘Kabyles’ (m; p; ea)	 ṯ-ǝqḇayliy-in	 ‘Kabyles’ (f; p; ea)

a-yaẓiḍ̱ 	 ‘rooster’ (m:s:el)	 i-yuẓaḍ̱ 	 ‘roosters’ (m:p; el=ea)
u-yaẓiḍ̱ 	 ‘rooster’ (m:s:ea)	 i-yuẓaḍ̱ 	 ‘roosters’ (m:p; el=ea)
ṯa-yaẓiṭ-ṭ 	 ‘hen’ (f:s:el)	 ṯi-yuẓaḍ̱ 	 ‘hens’ (f:p:el)
ṯ-yaẓiṭ-ṭ 	 ‘hen’ (f:s:ea)	 ṯ-yuẓaḍ̱ 	 ‘hens’ (f:p:ea)

A special group of prefixed nouns is constituted by nouns which have a 
zero-prefix (m) or simple t- (f) in the singular of the Free State, but else-
where have vowels where expected. Nouns of this type always start in a 
single consonant followed by a plain vowel. They occur in Berber varieties 
belonging to the Zenatic block, e.g. Figuig:

yaẓiḍ	 ‘rooster’ (m; s; el)	 t-yaẓiṭ-ṭ	 ‘hen’ (f; s; el=ea)
u-yaẓiḍ	 ‘rooster’ (m; s; ea)
i-yaẓiḍ-ǝn	 ‘roosters’ (m; p; el=ea)	 ti-yaẓiḍ-in	 ‘hens’ (f; p; el)

		  t-yaẓiḍ-in	 ‘hens’ (f; p; ea)

Such nouns are different from those which have no prefix at all (see 
below).

Some elements in the prefix have a clearcut meaning, esp. t- ‘femi-
nine’, and a finer morpheme analysis of the prefix is possible (Kossmann 
1997:71–75). Such analyses have to admit portmanteau elements (e.g. w- 
‘masculine, annexed state, singular’), and their value is restricted in small 
morphological units such as the Berber prefix. Therefore we shall remain 
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here with an analysis in which the prefix is taken as a whole, and not 
divide it into smaller components.

In addition to nouns with a (C)V- prefix with vowel changes according 
to “state” and number, there exist nouns where the vocalic part does not 
change. Penchoen (1973b:13) convincingly explains these cases as nouns 
with initial stem vowels, e.g. Kabyle:

aggur	 ‘moon’ (m; s; el)	 aggur-ǝn	 ‘moons’ (m; p; el)
w-aggur	 ‘moon’ (m; s; ea)	 w-aggur-ǝn	 ‘moons’ (m; p; ea)
ṯ-asa	 ‘liver’ (f; s; el=ea)	 ṯ-asw-in	 ‘livers’ (f; p; el=ea)

Most varieties in Libya and Siwa do not have “state” differentiation in the 
prefix. In these varieties, ø-forms of the prefix are quite frequent—in more  
phonetic contexts than more to the west—, with dialect-specific lexical 
and grammatical conditionings, e.g. in Djebel Nefusa, the prefix vowel is 
usually absent in the feminine plural; however, the masculine plural usu-
ally has a prefix vowel (exx. from Beguinot 21942):

a-zuggáɣ	 ‘the red one’ (m; s)	 i-zuggáɣ-ǝn	 ‘the red ones’ (m; p)
u-fǝ́d	 ‘knee’ (m; s)	 i-fǝ́dd-ǝn	 ‘knees’ (m; p)
ta-zuggáɣ-t	 ‘the red one’ (f; s)	 t-zuggáɣ-in	 ‘the red ones’ (f; p)
tu-nís-t	 ‘key’ (f; s)	 t-nas	 ‘keys’ (f; p)

ɣaním	 ‘reed’ (m; s)	 i-ɣunám	 ‘reeds’ (m; p)
ɣǝss	 ‘bone’ (m; s)	 i-ɣáss-ǝn	 ‘bones’ (m; p)
t-mǝǧǧi-t	 ‘ear’ (f; s)	 t-mǝǧǧ-in	 ‘ears’ (f; p)

Elsewhere in the east, other conditions for the absence of the prefix vowel 
apply; e.g. in Awdjila, the vowel is also regularly absent in the m:p:

a-fús	 ‘hand’ (m; s)	 físs-ǝn	 ‘hands’ (m; p)

Berber nominal suffixes are portmanteau morphemes marking gender 
and number. The main suffixes are: -t ~ -tt (f:s), -ǝn (m:p), -in (f:p) and 
the less frequent -an (m:p), e.g. Kabyle:

a-mǝllal	 ‘white’ (m; s; el)	 i-mǝllal-ǝn	 ‘white’ (m; p; el=ea)
ṯa-mǝllal-t	 ‘egg’ (f; s; el)	 ṯi-mǝllal-in	 ‘eggs’ (f; p; el)
a-lɣʷǝm	 ‘camel’ (m; s; el)	 i-lǝɣʷm-an	 ‘camels’ (m; p; el=ea)

6.2 Integrated Borrowings

Berber languages have introduced lots of Arabic nouns. Morphologically, 
borrowed nouns fall into two major classes: integrated borrowings, and 
non-integrated borrowings (cf. already R. Basset 1906).
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Integrated borrowings have Berber prefixes and suffixes, and function 
like any other Berber noun. Normally, only the Arabic stem is taken over. 
The Arabic feminine suffix ‑a is substituted by the Berber feminine suffix 
-t ~ -tt. The Berber prefix is attached to the stem and plural formation fol-
lows Berber patterns, as in the following Kabyle examples, deriving from 
Arabic mǝḥbus (m:s), mǝḥbus-a (f:s), mǝḥbus-in (p) ‘imprisoned’ and Ara-
bic s qadus (masculine) ‘tube’, p qwadǝs:

	M asculine	 Feminine	M asculine	 Feminine
s:el	 a-mǝḥḇus	 ṯa-mǝḥḇus-ṯ	 a-qaḏus	 ṯa-qaḏus-ṯ
s:ea	 u-mǝḥḇus	 ṯ-mǝḥḇus-ṯ	 u-qaḏus	 ṯ-qaḏus-ṯ
p:el	 i-mǝḥḇas	 ṯi-mǝḥḇas	 i-quḏas	 ṯi-quḏas
p:ea	 i-mǝḥḇas	 ṯ-mǝḥḇas	 i-quḏas	 ṯ-quḏas
	 ‘male prisoner’	 ‘female prisoner’	 ‘tube’	 ‘little tube’

Integrated borrowings function like normal Berber nouns. They differen-
tiate between Free State and Annexed State and they have derivational 
gender, i.e. most masculine nouns have a feminine counterpart express-
ing natural gender or size, e.g. Figuig a-ḥbib ‘beloved (male)’—ta-ḥbib-t 
‘beloved (female)’ (< Ar. ḥbib, ḥbib-a); a-qḍiɛ ‘piece of meat’—ta-qḍiɛ-t 
‘small piece of meat’ (Ar. qṭiɛ-a ‘small piece’); a-qlil ‘big type of can’—ta-
qlil-t ‘smaller type of can’ (Ar. qlil-a ‘little can’).

6.2.1 Non-Integrated Borrowings: General Features

The second major category of borrowings from Arabic was called “non-
integrated” above. They do not receive Berber affixes (on the f:s suffix 
see below), and keep their original plural formation. As in many Berber 
languages borrowings of this type do not faithfully reflect Arabic patterns, 
they have been coined “quasi-Arabic” in Kossmann (2009a). In the follow-
ing I shall remain with “non-integrated”, which also includes cases where 
Arabic patterns have been taken over without major modifications.

The large majority of non-integrated borrowings include the Arabic 
article l=. The forms of the article follow Arabic patterns, with assimila-
tion to a following coronal consonant, e.g.

Kabyle	 lǝfɛǝl	 ‘fact, action’
	 lmal	 ‘cattle, riches’
	 ddheḇ	 ‘gold’
	 ṭṭmana	 ‘security’
	 ssuq	 ‘market’
	 ššiḍ̱	 ‘burned food’
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There is considerable variation in the treatment of ž and ǧ, which may or 
may not cause assimilation of the article, even within the same variety, e.g.

Central Mor.	 žžib	 ‘pocket’ 
	 žžud	 ‘generosity’
	 lžid	 ‘generous (person)’
	 lžift	 ‘carrion’

Figuig	 lžib	 ‘pocket’
	 lžaṛ	 ‘neighbor’
	 lžǝmmaṛ	 ‘palm heart’
	 žžḥǝš	 ‘donkey foal’
	 žžǝṛda	 ‘(public) garden’

In Arabic, the status of ž is ambiguous. In Classical Arabic the article 
does not assimilate to /ǧ/. In many Maghribian varieties, /ǧ/ has become 
coronal /ž/, and, as a consequence, assimilation occurs in many dialects. 
The exact background of the Berber vaccillation between assimilated and 
unassimilated variants is difficult to explain. 

In Siwa, assimilation also occurs with m, which may reflect a different 
Arabic contact variety than the one spoken around Siwa nowadays (Souag 
2009a),2 e.g.:

Siwa	 əmməɣrəb	 ‘Maghrib prayer 
	 əmməsṛəḅ 	 ‘path’
	 əmmərḅəṭ	 ‘rectangular bed in garden’

The Arabic article has no function in the Berber word and is best consid-
ered part of the word stem (see however below, section 6.7): Berber loans 
of this type can have both definite and indefinite interpretation, e.g.

Central Mor.	 lbab	 ‘a door, the door’ < Moroccan Arabic l=bab ‘the door’

In Maghribian Arabic, the majority of feminine nouns have the ending -a 
(Free State), ‑(ǝ)t (Construct State). Berber varieties have different ways 
of dealing with this ending in non-integrated borrowings.

In Kabyle and Ghomara, feminine nouns of this type simply have the 
ending -a. The non-integrated borrowing is identical with a definite Ara-
bic noun in the Free State, e.g.

2 Note that sporadic cases of assimilation to m and other non-coronal consonants are 
attested eslewhere in Maghribian Arabic (Ph. Marçais 1977:162, Heath 2002:169).
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Kabyle	 lɣʷǝlṭa	 ‘error’
	 ssǝḇɣa	 ‘dark dye for hair, gall nut’
	 lxʷǝḏma	 ‘work’

The other varieties regularly substitute the Arabic ending by a form -ǝt ~ 
-t, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 lbhimt	 ‘pack animal’	 (Ar. l=bhima)3
	 lxdmt	 ‘work’	 (Ar. l=xǝdma)
	 lžiht	 ‘side’	 (Ar. l=žiha)

Central Mor.	 lɛafit	 ‘fire’	 (Ar. l=ɛafya)
	 lǝxdǝmt	 ‘work’	 (Ar. l=xǝdma)
	 ṣṣaḥt	 ‘health’	 (Ar. ṣ=ṣǝḥḥa)

Tarifiyt	 řgǝɛḏǝṯ	 ‘plain’	 (Ar. l=gǝɛda)
	 řxǝḏmǝṯ	 ‘work’	 (Ar. l=xǝdma)
	 řɣaḇǝṯ	 ‘woods’	 (Ar. l=ɣaba)

Figuig	 lǝksǝwt	 ‘clothes’	 (Ar. l=kǝswa)
	 lxǝdmǝt	 ‘work’	 (Ar. l=xǝdma)
	 lɛǝnqṛǝt	 ‘neck’	 (Ar. l=ɛŭnqṛa)

Ouargla	 lmuṣibǝt	 ‘accident’	 (Ar. l=muṣiba)
	 lxǝdmǝt	 ‘work’	 (Ar. l=xǝdma)
	 lǝqbǝlt	 ‘prayer direction’ 	 (Ar. l=qibla)

Nefusa	 ǝssǝlsǝlǝt	 ‘chain’	 (Ar. s=sǝlsla)
	 ǝlɣillǝt	 ‘harvest’	 (Ar. l=ɣǝlla)
	 ǝžžǝmaɛǝt	 ‘assembly’	 (Ar. ž=žmaɛa)

Ghadames	 ălɛadăt	 ‘custom’	 (Ar. l=ɛăda)
	 ălḥaǧăt	 ‘necessity’	 (Ar. l=ḥaža)
	 ǝzzawyăt	 ‘Coranic school’	 (Ar. z=zawya)

Siwa	 ǝmmaržunǝ́t	 ‘marriage basket’
	 ššrafǝt	 ‘old age’ 

The ending -ăt is also found in Tuareg loanwords from Arabic, although 
-a is as least as common, e.g.

Ayer Tuareg	 lăqqăblăt	 ‘prayer direction’	 (Cl. Ar. al=qibla)
	 ǝlqudrăt	 ‘Omnipotence’	 (Cl. Ar. al=qudra)
	 ǝlqissăt	 ‘story, account’	 (Cl. Ar. al=qiṣṣa)

The choice of -(ǝ)t in place of the Arabic suffix -a (fr) ~ -ǝt (cs) also applies 
to some grammatically masculine nouns, e.g.

3 All Arabic forms cited according to Moroccan pronunciation.
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Figuig	 lǝɛwǝrt	 ‘boy’ 	 (Ar. ɛǝwṛa)4
Central Mor.	 lǝxlift	 ‘substitute’ 	 (Ar. xlifa)

The substitution of -a by -(ǝ)t is sometimes found where the Arabic final 
a is not the feminine suffix, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 ddunit	 ‘world’ (cf. Classical Arabic ad=dunyā)

In spite of the preponderance of the ending -(ǝ)t outside Kabyle and Gho-
mara, most variaties also have a minor category of loanwords where the 
Arabic suffix is taken over as a. In Tarifiyt (Q), for example, loanwords 
which can be proven to stem from the colonial period or later almost 
always have -a. This is easiest shown in the case of European loan-
words which entered Tarifiyt through the medium of Arabic (Kossmann 
2009a:204). Examples:

Tarifiyt	 řḇumba	 ‘bomb’
	 žžařḍ̱a	 ‘garden’

In other languages, it is more difficult to make such a historical stratifica-
tion, and the distribution of -a and -(ǝ)t remains basically unclear.

The use of -ǝt in combination with the Arabic article must be quite old 
in Berber. This is shown by the wide distribution of the pattern, which 
is found from the Atlantic coast to Siwa, and with Sunnite Muslims as 
well as with Ibadhi groups. One cannot rule out that the pattern as such 
was established during the early waves of islamization in the Maghrib. Of 
course, this does not mean that every word with the pattern was borrowed 
early; once a borrowing pattern is established, it can easily be applied to 
new loanwords.

Early Berber sources suggest that the -ǝt + article pattern is indeed very 
old. The unpublished 14th century Leiden fragment, from Morocco, has 
(ǝ)ṭṭaɛǝt ǝn ‘obedience to’ (Recto l. 3). In the manuscript, the final tāʔ 
marbūṭa is accompanied by a sukūn, proving it was realized with final [t]. 
The translation of the Mudawwana from Tunisia or western Libya (prob-
ably pre-dating the 16th century by several centuries) apparently writes 
the Arabic ending as tāʔ or ṯāʔ, as shown in Brugnatelli’s interpretation 
lɛurǝṯ ‘wife’, lɛurt=is ‘his wife’ (Brugnatelli 2011a:31), deriving from Arabic 
al=ɛawra ‘the shame’. The most ancient source for Medieval Tashelhiyt, 
the vocabulary by Ibn Tunart (also known as al-Qaysi, van den Boogert 

4 The word takes up Arabic ɛǝwṛ-a ‘that part of the (human) body which in all modesty 
should be covered (usually genitalia)’ (Harrell 1966:266). On the use of terms related to 
shame for children, see p. 92.
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1997:103ff.), which dates from 1146 CE, is less clear. It has only few words 
in non-integrated morphology—not unexpectedly, as the vocabulary was 
geared towards the explanation of Arabic terms to a Berber audience. The 
few relevant cases are ambiguous in their interpretation. Thus the term 
which is lfṣṣt ‘lucerne’ in modern Tashelhiyt, and which has a dialectal 
Arabic background, is written with normal Arabic tāʔ in some manu-
scripts (LA f. 14v.), but with tāʔ marbūṭa in other manuscripts (LQ f.24v.) 
(van den Boogert p.c.). While plain tāʔ unequivocally transcribes t, tāʔ 
marbūṭa may stand for -a or -(a)t. Both manuscripts postdate their source 
by several hundreds of years, and even though they generally represent 
medieval Berber orthography rather faithfully, one cannot rule out that 
the plain tāʔ spelling represents a spelling change by the copyist. In any 
case, one can be sure that the -ǝt + article pattern dates back to at least 
the 14th century CE.

The etymological analysis of the element -(ǝ)t in non-integrated loans 
is difficult. There are two candidates. In the first place, the Berber f:s suf-
fix -t comes to mind (Souag 2010:62). The problem with this identifica-
tion is its behavior in syllabification. The Berber suffix -t normally has  
no schwa before it, and syllabification of the noun takes place as if the 
suffix were not there, e.g. Figuig alɣǝm ‘camel (male)’—talɣǝmt ‘camel 
(female)’, not xxtalǝɣmǝt. In non-integrated loans, the suffix almost always 
has the shape -ǝt, and -t only occurs after specific consonants, e.g. Figuig 
lḥǝṣbǝt ‘pebbles’—not xxlǝḥṣǝbt. The element -ǝt in non-integrated loans 
cannot be identified with the alternative Berber f:s suffix -ǝtt, as is clearly 
shown by languages with spirantization. In such languages, the Berber 
suffix -ǝtt is not spirantized (i.e. it remains -ǝtt or is irregulary shortened 
to -ǝt), while the suffix -ǝt in non-integrated borrowings is spirantized (i.e., 
it becomes ‑ǝṯ). The difference in behavior between -t and -ǝt with respect 
to syllabification is clearly shown by the presence or absence of certain 
consonantal assimilations. For instance, in many Tarifiyt varieties, řṯ (< lt) 
becomes č, but no assimilation takes place when the two consonants are 
separated by schwa (which is not always audible). As a result, feminine 
nouns with Berber morphology show assimilation, while feminine nouns 
with non-integrated morphology with ‑ǝṯ, have unassimilated forms, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 ṯamǝǧǧač	 (< ṯa-mǝǧǧař-ṯ)	 ‘egg’	 (Berber morphology)
	 ṯiẓẓǝč	 (< ṯ-iẓẓǝř-ṯ)	 ‘kidney’	 (Berber morphology)

	 ssənsřəṯ 		  ‘spine’	 (non-integrated)
	 ǧǧiřəṯ 		  ‘night’	 (non-integrated)
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The alternative etymology is the Arabic Construct State allomorph -t ~ 
-ǝt.5 As far as syllable structure is concerned, the Arabic Construct State 
fits the Berber forms quite well. The basic form is -ǝt, and forms without 
schwa only appear under the influence of preceding consonants (e.g. r in 
the case of Eastern Moroccan Arabic fr mra cs mǝrt ‘woman’, fr mǝṭmura 
cs mǝṭmurt ‘pit’), or, because of regular syncope, when the element fol-
lowing the suffix starts in a vowel (as, for example, with the 1s possessive 
suffix -i).

This etymology suffers from a number of drawbacks. In the first place, 
most Maghribian Arabic dialects only sparsely use constructions with 
the Construct State, and prefer constructions with a genitival particle, in 
which the Construct State does not appear. As we do not know what the 
situation was in Maghribian Arabic at the time that this morphological 
pattern was introduced in Berber, this may not constitute a major prob-
lem. The second problem is more serious. As shown above, non-integrated 
loans from Arabic virtually always have the Arabic article. However, in 
Arabic, the head of a Construct State genitival construction never takes 
the article. Thus, Construct State and the article are in complementary 
distribution, and there is no basis to the borrowing of a Construct State 
form together with the article. One way to solve this problem is to assume 
that in the Arabic variety from which Berber first took over this pattern, 
final -t in feminine forms was still pronounced, similar to what is found 
in Classical Arabic in non-pausal forms such as Classical Arabic as=silsila-
t-u ‘the chain (nominative)’. The main problem with this solution is that 
preservation of -t in non-cs conditions is extremely uncommon in mod-
ern Arabic varieties: only in the region of Sacda in Yemen one finds forms 
such as ib=bagar-it ‘the cow’, an=sayyār-at ‘the car’, where the feminine 
suffix is ‑t when combined with the article (Behnstedt 1987:54–55). There 
is no trace of such behavior in the Maghrib, and reconstructing it on the 
basis of Berber raises as many problems as it solves. 

Therefore, one is tempted to consider the morphology of non-integrated 
loans a blend of several Arabic forms (hence the term “quasi-Arabic” in 
Kossmann 2009a). The choice for the Construct State form -ǝt of the f:s 
suffix, rather than the expected Free State form -a may have been strength-
ened by the existence in Berber of a f:s suffix -t. However, syllabification 

5 This seems to be the analysis preferred by Galand (2010:144).



214	 chapter six

clearly shows that it is not the Berber suffix which is simply added to the 
Arabic stem, but that the suffix itself stems from Arabic.

Non-integrated loanwords keep their Arabic plurals in all Northern 
Berber varieties. This way, a true parallel system (Kossmann 2010a) has 
evolved: words with Berber morphology have Berber plural patterns, and 
words with non-integrated morphology have Arabic plural patterns. Some 
examples:

	S ingular	P lural
Tashelhiyt	 lbhimt	 lbhaym	 ‘pack animal’
	 lktab	 lktub	 ‘book’
	 ssuq	 laswaq	 ‘market’

Kabyle	 lḥǝnk	 lǝḥnak	 ‘cheek’
	 lǧǝḏra	 lǝǧḏari	 ‘stem’
	 ssuq	 lǝswaq	 ‘market’

Ouargla	 lḥǝqq	 lǝḥquq	 ‘right’
	 ṣṣǝṛṭ	 ṣṣṛuṭ	 ‘line’
	 ssuk	 lǝswak	 ‘market’

Siwa	 ǝlmišár	 lǝmwašír	 ‘saw’
	 ǝžžíld	 lǝžlúd	 ‘hide’
	 ǝmmaxzǝ́n	 lǝmxazín	 ‘granary’

Plurals of this type are of a different kind than the inherited Berber plural 
patterns. Still, sometimes the plurals used in Berber are different from 
those found with the same lexeme in neighboring Arabic dialects. Some 
of these plurals may be Berber innovations using Arabic morphological 
material. One remarks for example forms like:

Ouargla	 lǝḥṣab	 lǝḥṣubat 	 ‘kind of necklace’
	 lǝḥṣan	 lǝḥṣunat	 ‘horse’
	 lḥǝrz	 lǝḥruzat 	 ‘amulet’

The combination of an Arabic broken plural with the suffix -at is not unat-
tested in Arabic dialects (Ph. Marçais 1977:135), e.g. Jijel qǝmḥ ‘wheat’—
qmuḥat ‘lots of wheat’ (Ph. Marçais 1956:368). However, Philippe Marçais 
(1977) suggests that this type is less used in Beduin dialects (the most 
probable basis for Arabic loans in Ouargla), and the plural formation is not 
attested with the same lexemes in Arabic as in Ouargla. Thus the Ouargla 
predilection for this type could be a Berber innovation—one wonders in 
how far the Berber pluralic apohonic plural pattern u – a played a role in 
this development.
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The retention of Arabic plurals is general all over Northern Berber. In 
Tuareg, where Arabic loans of any type are much less frequent than else-
where, these loans receive the ending -(t)ăn (m:p), -(t)en (f:p), just like other 
nouns which have no nominal prefix (cf. Kossmann 2011a:40–41), e.g.

Ayer Tuareg	 s ălɣădab	 p ălɣădabăn	 ‘suffering’
	 s ălwărdi	 p ălwărdităn	 ‘rose water’

The use of Arabic plurals is already attested in Medieval Berber sources. 
Ibn Tunart (11th century CE) has a phrase angaẓ ǝn lǝmfaṣǝl ‘pain of the 
joints’ (LQ f.14v., LA f.15v., van den Boogert p.c.), with the Arabic plural 
form lǝmfaṣǝl ‘joints’.

The Arabic dual, which is only used with a closed set of items in Maghrib-
ian Arabic, has been taken over in Berber together with these items. In 
Berber, the dual only appears in adverbial expressions (see 9.3.1), e.g.

Figuig	 ɛamayǝn	 ‘(during) two years’
	 šǝhṛayǝn	 ‘(during) two months’

The use of the Arabic dual in such adverbial expressions has led to a rare 
blend of a Berber lexeme with Arabic morphology in Kabylia, based on 
the Berber lexeme aḇriḏ ‘road, time’ (exx. from Rabdi 2006:61–62, cf. also 
Dallet 1982:42, Kahlouche 2005:213):

Lesser Kab.	 aḇriḏ	 ‘once’
	 ḇǝrḏayǝn	 ‘twice’
	 ṯlaṯa iḇǝrḏan	 ‘thrice’

These Kabyle forms function as normal nouns, and are not restricted to 
adverbial usage.

6.2.2 Paradigmatic Gender Relationship in Non-Integrated Borrowings

As a rule of thumb, there is no paradigmatic relationship between inte-
grated and non-integrated borrowings in Berber. That is to say, if a lexical 
item belongs to the integrated set, all its forms will be according to Berber 
morphology, and if a lexical item belongs to the non-integrated set, all its 
forms will be according to non-integrated morphology. There exists, how-
ever, a major difference between Berber morphology and non-integrated 
morphology, which causes friction in this respect. Berber morphology 
(whether with native words or with borrowings) has derivational gender: 
most words occur both in masculine and feminine forms, marking differ-
ences in natural gender or size. Maghribian Arabic only has derivational 
gender with adjectives (where it marks agreement) and for natural gender 
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(as far as this not achieved by means of suppletion). Therefore, with most 
substantives, gender is lexically determined.

Pairs in which both masculine and feminne have non-integrated Ber-
ber morphology are extremely rare, even with nouns referring to humans 
and higher animals. More commonly, there is a split in gender, in which 
a masculine non-integrated form corresponds to a feminine integrated 
form, e.g.

Kabyle	 lǧaṛ	 ‘neighbor’ (m)	 ṯažařǝţ	 ‘neighbor (f)’
	 lḥaǧ 	 ‘pilgrim’ (m)	 ṯalḥaǧṯ 	 ‘pilgrim (f)’

Mzab	 ǝlžar 	 ‘neighbor’ (m)	 ǝlžarǝt	 ‘neighbor (f)’6

Elsewhere this is systematic in:

– �masculine non-integrated collectives vs. feminine integrated and/or 
non-integrated unity nouns

– �masculine non-integrated neutral forms vs. feminine integrated 
diminutives

– �masculine non-integrated adjectives vs. feminine integrated and/or 
non-integrated adjectives

While the first case is found in many Berber languages (cf. also Kossmann 
2009c), the second case has only been documented for Figuig, Central 
Moroccan Berber (e.g. Ayt Seghrushen) and Iqǝřɛiyǝn Tarifiyt (Khalid 
Mourigh p.c.), while the last case is found in north-western Morocco, in 
oasis dialects of Algeria and in western Libya.

Collectives vs. unity nouns
The difference between collectives and unity nouns (i.e. one or several 
individuated entities) is basically expressed by a difference in gender, 
both in Arabic and in Berber (which may have calqued the Arabic sys-
tem, see 8.2). Using inherited Berber morphology, this is found in a regular 
fashion in Tashelhiyt and in Central Moroccan Berber, as well as in Siwa, 
it seems. It also occurs in other languages, such as Kabyle and Figuig, even 
though examples are sometimes difficult to find. 

6 For unknown reasons, this is found in quite some varieties with the Arabic loan žar 
‘neighbor’: Figuig, Ghadames, Mzab, Ouargla, Kabyle.
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	C ollective		U  nity noun

Tashelhiyt	 aẓalim	 ‘onions’	 taẓalimt	 ‘one onion’
	 iflfl	 ‘peppers’	 tiflflt	 ‘one pepper’ (< Ar.)

Siwa	 armún	 ‘pomegranates’	 tarmúnt	 ‘one pomegranate’
	 azǝmmúr	 ‘olives’	 tazǝmmúrt	 ‘one olive’

Figuig	 umlil 	 ‘white stones’	 tumlilt	 ‘one white stone’
	 uṭṭub	 ‘bricks’	 tuṭṭubt	 ‘one brick’ (< Ar.)

Kabyle	 aḇǝṭṭix	 ‘melons’ 	 ṯaḇǝṭṭixṯ 	 ‘one melon’ (< Ar.)
	 ifǝlfǝl	 ‘peppers’	 ṯifǝlfǝlt	 ‘one pepper’ (< Ar.)

Collective—unity noun oppositions occur especially in terms for veg-
etables and fruits; as this is a semantic field in which lexical influence 
from Arabic is very strong, the opposition is concentrated in loanwords 
(see also sections 4.6.5, 8.2). This facilitated the development of a differ-
ent morphological pattern, which plays with the two types of loanwords. 
In this pattern, collectives have non-integrated morphology, while unity 
nouns have Berber morphology. This pattern is well-attested in many 
languages, including Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Beni Iznasen, 
Figuig and Siwa. It is the dominant pattern in Kabyle. In Tashelhiyt and 
in part of Central Moroccan Berber, the Arabic article is retained in the 
(Berber-morphology) unity nouns. Elsewhere the Arabic article is absent 
when the noun changes to Berber morphology (see 6.7), e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 lmšmaš	 ‘apricots’	 talmšmašt	 ‘one apricot’
	 lxux	 ‘peaches’	 talxuxt	 ‘one peach’

Central Mor.7	 lluz	 ‘almonds’	 (t)alluz(t)	 ‘one almond’ 
	 lxux	 ‘peaches’	 talxuxt	 ‘one peach’

Figuig	 lbǝṭbuṭ 	 ‘kind of fritters’	 tabǝṭbuṭṭ	 ‘one fritter’
	 lmǝlwi	 ‘kind of pancake’	tamǝlwit	 ‘one piece of mǝlwi’

Kabyle	 lxux 	 ‘peaches’	 ṯaxuxǝţţ 	 ‘one peach’
	 lxʷǝḇz 	 ‘baker’s bread’	 ṯaxʷḇizṯ	 ‘one piece of baker’s bread’

Nefusa	 ǝlfúl	 ‘broad beans’	 tafulít	 ‘one broad bean’

Mostly—but not always—the unity nouns are feminine in gender; cf. 
however Kabyle cases such as:

7 The Central Moroccan Berber forms are based on Azdoud’s 2011 dictionary of the 
Ayt Hdiddou variety of south-eastern Morocco, which is more consistent in citing derived 
forms of nouns than other sources, such as Taïfi (1991). 
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Kabyle	 lḥǝmmǝẓ 	 ‘chickpeas	 aḥemmuẓ 	 ‘one chickpea’
	 lqǝṛmuḏ 	 ‘tiles’	 aqǝṛmuḏ	 ‘one tile’

Sometimes both masculine and feminine unity nouns are possible. When 
referring to animates, the gender of the unity noun reflects natural gen-
der, e.g.

Figuig	 lǝgnayǝn 	 ‘rabbits’ 	 agnin	 ‘one male rabbit’
			   tagnint	 ‘one female rabbit’
	 lǝḥbab ‘people close to sb.’	 aḥbib 	 ‘beloved (man)’
			   taḥbibt	 ‘beloved (woman)’

When referring to objects, the gender of the unity noun can reflect its size, 
the masculine form normally being an augmentative, e.g.

Kabyle	 lǧuz	 ‘nuts’	 ṯažužǝţ	 ‘one nut’
			   ažuž 	 ‘one very big nut’

Finally, in a number of varieties, collectives with non-integrated mor-
phology can correspond to unity nouns with non-integrated morphology. 
This is found regularly in Figuig, especially with fruits and vegetables, and 
seems to be the only option in Mzab Berber, where the opposition does 
not seem to be very productive, however, e.g.

Figuig	 lǝfdam 	 ‘palm fibres’	 lǝfdamǝt	 ‘one palm fibre’
	 ṛṛǝmman 	 ‘pomegranates’ 	 ṛṛǝmmanǝt	 ‘one pomegranate’

Mzab	 ǝzzitun 	 ‘olives’	 ǝzzitunǝt 	 ‘one olive’
	 ǝnnɛam	 ‘ostriches’	 ǝnnɛamǝt	 ‘one ostrich’

In Figuig, there is one case where the f:s suffix appears a -a in the collec-
tive, and as -ǝt in the unity noun:

Figuig	 zzṛudǝyya 	 ‘carrots’	 zzṛudǝyyǝt	 ‘one carrot’

Diminutives
In nouns with Berber morphology referring to non-gendered entities, 
feminine gender refers to entities which are smaller than their mascu-
line counterparts. Depending on the gender of the neutral form, feminine 
may have diminutive interpretation, or masculine may have augmenta-
tive interpretation. This use of gender for marking size differences does 
not exist in Arabic, which has a special diminutive formation. Therefore, 
non-integrated loans normally do not distinguish size by changing gram-
matical gender. There are a number of varieties in Morocco in which a 
non-integrated masculine form may correspond to an integrated feminine 
form, marking smaller size. Plurals follow the morphological type of the 
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singular. The phenomenon has not been studied in depth for most Berber 
languages and may be more wide-spread than the examples below sug-
gest. The pattern is attested in Figuig:

	 masculine			  feminine
	 s	 p	 	 s	 p
Figuig	 lbidu	 lǝbyada 	 ‘jerry-can’	 tabidutt	 tibida	 ‘bucket’
	 lmǝndif 	 lǝmnadǝf 	 ‘trap’ 	 tamǝndift	 timǝndaf	 ‘mousetrap’ 
	 ṣṣqaq	 ṣṣqayǝq	 ‘street’	 taṣqaqt	 tiṣuqaq 	 ‘alley’

A similar situation is found in Tarifiyt (Q; Khalid Mourigh p.c.), where it 
especially applies to household ustensiles:

	 masculine		  feminine
Tarifiyt	 řmaqřa	 ‘frying pan’	 ṯmaqrat	 ‘small frying pan’
	 řkas	 ‘glass’	 ṯkasǝšṯ8	 ‘small glass’
	 ṭṭǝḇṣi	 ‘dish’	 ṯaṣǝḇṣǝšṯ	 ‘saucer’

In some Central Moroccan varieties the pattern is productive. Different 
from what was found in Figuig and Tarifiyt, it is also possible to have 
masculine forms as augmentatives. This leads in some words to the triple 
expression of size, the non-integrated form expressing neutral size, the 
feminine and the masculine expressing marked size, e.g. Ayt Seghrushen 
and Ayt Hdiddou (Azdoud 2011): 

Seghrushen9	 lkursi	 ‘chair’ (m) (neutral)	 [non-integrated morphology]
	 ṯakursitt	 ‘small chair’ (f) 	 [integrated morphology]
	 akursi	 ‘very big chair’(m)	 [integrated morphology]

	 ssnslṯ	 ‘chain’ (f) (neutral)	 [non-integrated morphology]
	 ṯasnslṯ	 ‘small chain’ (f)	 [integrated morphology]
	 asnsl	 ‘big chain’ (m) 	 [integrated morphology]

Ayt Hdiddou	 lḵis	 ‘glass’ (m) (neutral)	 [non-integrated morphology]
	 ṯalḵistt	 ‘glass’ (f)	 [integrated morphology]
	 alḵis	 ‘big glass’ (m)	 [integrated morphology]

	 ṭṭǝbla	 ‘table’ (f) (neutral) 	 [non-integrated morphology]
	 taṭṭǝblatt	 ‘small table’ (f)	 [integrated morphology]

8 From ṯ-kasǝy-ṯ, ṯa-ṣǝḇṣǝy-ṯ. In Tarifiyt (Q), *yṯ > šṯ, cf. zzǝšṯ ‘olive oil’ < zzǝyṯ.
9 Data from the variety of the province of Taza, courtesy Abderrahmane Assini 

(Graz).
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Adjectives
In most Berber languages, borrowed adjectives and nouns of (human) 
quality10 almost invariably have Berber morphology (see 6.6). In a few 
varieties, there are also non-integrated adjectives and nouns of (human) 
quality. As adjectives have gender-agreement, and nouns implying 
(human) qualities can apply to both men and women, the problem of 
gender-marking is obvious.

In Ouargla, one finds a curious blend of Arabic and Berber morphology 
with a large number of adjectives and nouns of human quality. Mascu-
line nouns have non-integrated morphology. Feminine nouns have Berber 
gender marking, but retain their Arabic plural, e.g.

	 masculine		  feminine
	 s	 p	 s	 p
Ouargla	 lfalǝs 	 lfullas	 tǝlfalǝst	 tǝlfullas 	 ‘ruined’
	 lxadǝɛ	 lxuddaɛ	 tǝlxadǝɛt	 tǝlxuddaɛ 	 ‘traitor’
	 lfarǝs	 lǝfwarǝs	 tǝlfarǝst	 tǝlfwarǝs 	 ‘skilful’

A derivational relationship between masculine and feminine adjectives 
and nouns of (human) quality is found in a number of regions. In Mzab 
Berber, it is mainly found with Arabic passive participles. The non-
integrated adjectival morphology is parallel to fully integrated adjectival 
morphology in other words:

	 masculine		  feminine
	 s	 p	 s	 p
Mzab	 mǝtluf	 mǝtlufin	 mǝtlufiyǝt	 mǝtlufiyat	 ‘lost’
	 mǝnɛul	 mǝnɛulin	 mǝnɛuliyǝt 	 mǝnɛuliyat 	 ‘damned’
	 mǝstur	 mǝsturin	 mǝsturiyǝt	 mǝsturiyat	 ‘hidden’

The feminine ending -iyǝt does not seem to reflect Arabic; one would 
rather have expected xxmǝtluf-ǝt from mǝtluf-a. It may be a vestige of 
the ancient Berber stative conjugation (see Kossmann 2009d for the -yǝt 
form). It was apparently put on a par with the Arabic adjectival ending 
-i(y), and therefore was able to survive in borrowed adjectives. It served as 
a basis for the feminine plural, which has the Arabic ending -at combined 
with -iy-.

The second region where full Arabic gender and number derivation is 
found in adjectives is Ghomara. Here we have a strict etymological split 

10 E.g. ‘one-eyed’—which may be used as an attribute, but is mostly used as a substan-
tive meaning ‘one-eyed person’. There is major debate about the word category status of 
what are called adjectives here, see section 8.1.
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between adjectives of Berber origin, which are historically derived from 
stative participles,11 and adjectives of Arabic origin, which retain their 
Arabic morphology. Contrast, for example, Berber mǝllul ‘white’ with non-
integrated ɣliṭ ‘fat’ and rqiq ‘slim’ (El Hannouche 2008:66ff.)

	 masculine		  feminine
	 s	 p	 s	 p
Ghomara	 mǝllul	 mǝllulǝṯ	 mǝllulǝṯ	 mǝllulǝṯ	 ‘white’ (Berber)
	 ɣliṭ	 ɣliṭin	 ɣliṭa	 ɣliṭin	 ‘fat’
	 rqiq	 rqiqin	 rqiqa	 rqiqin	 ‘slim’

A similar situation exists in neighboring Senhadje de Sraïr; thus Lafkioui 
(2007:225–6) gives the following Arabic-type forms for the ordinal number 
‘fifth’:

Senhadja	 lxamǝs	 lxamǝs	 lxamsa	 lxamǝs	 ‘fifth’

A third region where this pattern is found is Zuwara in Libya. Mitchell 
(2009:82) cites Arabic participles (on which see section 8.3) with full Ara-
bic morphology such as:

Zuwara	 nákǝẓ	 nakẓín	 nákẓa	 nakẓát	 ‘diminished’

Other adjectives have similar patterns, e.g. s:m fǝṛḥán ‘happy’ (Mitchell 
2009:250) p:m fǝṛḥanín (Mitchell 2009:208). Something similar seems to 
be the case in Djebel Nefusa Berber, as suggested by Beguinot’s remark: 
“Vi sono infine aggettivi derivati dall’arabo che si usano in berbero con 
le terminazioni arabe del femminile e del plurale” (Beguinot 21942:126). 
Unfortunately, Beguinot does not provide any examples. Djebel Nefusa 
ordinal numbers, which are all taken over from Arabic (see 9.3.3), have 
Arabic gender-number agreement (examples from Beguinot 21942:129):

Nefusa	 ǝttáni	 ‘second (m)’	 ǝttánya	 ‘second (f)’
	 ǝttálǝt	 ‘third (m)’	 ǝttálta	 ‘third (f)’
	 ǝlḥádǝš	 ‘eleventh (m)’	 ǝlḥádša	 ‘eleventh (f)’

While in these languages adjectives preserve their Arabic form and are 
inflected according to Arabic patterns, in other varieties there are a few 
cases where the Arabic shape is preserved, but which are not inflected 
for gender or number. This way, they are different from both Arabic and 

11 Kossmann 2009d points to the etymological origin. As shown by El Hannouche (2008) 
and Mourigh (fc.), the ancient verbal stative forms are now adjectives, which function syn-
tactically in the same way as borrowed adjectives. Similar forms in Senhaja seem to have 
remained verbal in nature, Lafkioui (2009b:111).
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Berber. Instances of this are Tashelhiyt lždid ‘new’, Tarifiyt žžḏiḏ ‘new’ and 
Beni Iznasen žžḏiḏ ‘new’, lǝmliḥ ‘good’. These adjectives have special syn-
tax. Normal attributive adjectives are simply put after the head, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 afullus umlil	 ‘the / a white chicken’ (Aspinion 1953:198)
Tarifiyt	 ṭṭumuḇin ṯazǝggʷaxṯ	 ‘the red car’ (El Hannouche p.c.)

With non-integrated adjectives, the adjective is linked to the head by 
means of the genitival preposition n, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 tigmmi l lždid (< n lždid)	 ‘the / a new house’ (Aspinion 1953:200)
Tarifiyt	 ṭṭumuḇin n žžḏiḏ	 ‘the new car’ (El Hannouche p.c.)

The lack of person-number morphology and the use of a genitival con-
struction make non-integrated adjectives similar to nouns, and one could 
try to interpret žžḏiḏ and lǝmliḥ as ‘the new(ness)’ and ‘the good(ness)’, 
respectively, i.e., Tarifiyt ṭṭumuḇin n žžḏiḏ would literally be ‘the car of 
good(ness)’. There are a number of reasons not to follow this lead. First — 
in any case in Tarifiyt—, žžḏiḏ and lǝmliḥ are not used in an abstract 
meaning elsewhere in the language; neither is there any basis for such an 
interpetation in Arabic. Second, Tarifiyt has different adjectival construc-
tions with definite and indefinite heads (cf. Kossmann 2000a:156). When 
the noun phrase is indefinite, predicative constructions with the particle 
ḏ appear, e.g. 

Tarifiyt	 ižž	 n	 wāyaz	ḏ	  amǝqqṛan ‘a big man’
	 one	 of	 ea:man	 pred	 el:big

The same construction is found with žžḏiḏ:

Tarifiyt	 ižž	 n	 ṭṭumuḇin	ḏ	  žžḏiḏ ‘a new car’ (El Hannouche p.c.)
	 one	 of	 car	 pred	 new

If ṭṭumuḇin n žžḏiḏ had been a normal genitival construction, one expects 
it to occur in indefinite noun phrases too, cf.

Tarifiyt	 ižž	 n	 tǝqḏuḥṯ	 (n)	 uɣi	 ‘a receptacle of (= with) milk’
	 one	 of	 ea:receptacle	 (of)	 ea:milk

However, xxižž n ṭṭumuḇin n žžḏiḏ is ungrammatical, which confirms the 
different status of žžḏiḏ.
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6.3 Integrated Borrowings with Retention  
of the Arabic Article

As described above, most integrated borrowings do not take over the Ara-
bic article. In a number of varieties, the loanword is sometimes integrated 
with its article, e.g. Tashelhiyt (Aspinion 1953:66, Galand 2010:143):

Tashelhiyt	 alkas	 ‘a/the pot’ (ea: walkas)
		  cf. Moroccan Arabic l=kas ‘the glass’
	 talmšmašt	 ‘a/the single apricot’, 
		  cf. Moroccan Arabic l=mǝšmaša ‘the (single) apricot’

Integrated borrowings which include the article fall into a number of cat-
egories. In Tashelhiyt and in Central Moroccan Berber, as well as in Siwa, 
the article appears mainly in unity nouns corresponding to non-integrated 
collectives (see above). Examples:

	 collective 	 unity noun
Tashelhiyt	 lmšmaš	 talmšmašt	 ‘apricot’
	 luqid	 taluqitt	 ‘match’
	 ddllaḥ	 taddllaḥt	 ‘watermelon’

Central Mor.12	 lxyar	 talxyart	 ‘cucumber’
	 lxux	 talxuxt	 ‘peach’
	 llimun	 tallimunn	 ‘orange’

Siwa	 ǝmmišmíš13	 tammišmíšt	 ‘apricot’

In Central Moroccan Berber, plurals of such unity nouns have a morpho-
logical oddity: the prefix is ta- in the plural (instead of ti-), but in the 
Annexed State, the a behaves like a prefix vowel, i.e. it is lost, both in the 
singular and in the plural, e.g. ‘a specific cucumber’:

Central Mor.	 s:el 	 talxyart	 s:ea	 tlxyart
	 p:el	 talxyarin	 p:ea	 tlxyarin

In Siwa there are cases where both the collective and the unity noun have 
integrated morphology, and still the Arabic article is retained, e.g. (Vycichl 
2005:200):

Siwa	 alxóx	 talxóxt	 ‘peach’
	 allóz	 tallózt	 ‘almond’

12 Examples from Taïfi (1991).
13 In Arabic loans in Siwa, the article l- regularly assimilates to following m (Vycichl 

2005:194–5, Souag 2009a).
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Retention of the article is also found in a more or less regular fashion in 
other nouns with a derivational relationship between integrated and non-
integrated forms, e.g.:

Central Mor.	 lbab	 ‘door’	 talbabt	 ‘little door’
	 lqamiža	 ‘shirt’	 talqamižat	 ‘small shirt’

Siwa	 labɣǝ́l	 ‘he-mule’	 tlabɣǝlt	 ‘she-mule’
	 laɛžúz	 ‘old man’	 tlaɛžuzt	 ‘old woman’

Kabyle	 lḥaǧ	 ‘pilgrim (man)’	 ṯalḥaǧṯ	 ‘pilgrim (woman)’

At least in some varieties of Central Moroccan Berber (Ayt Hdiddou, 
Azdoud 2011), this seems to be regular.

A second group of nouns with retention of the article in integrated bor-
rowings are adjectives. In Ouargla, there are many cases where an Arabic 
adjective has been taken over in non-integrated morphology in the mas-
culine, and in a more or less integrated form in the masculine plural and 
in the feminine singular and plural (see above):

	 masculine		  feminine
Ouargla	 lkafǝṛ	 ‘infidel (man)’	 tǝlkafǝrt	 ‘infidel (woman)’14
	 lɛaqel 	 ‘intelligent (man)’	 tlɛaqelt	 ‘intelligent (woman)’

Similar forms occur in Djebel Nefusa, e.g.:

Nefusa	 s.	 laɛmá	 tlaɛmáyt	 ‘blind’ [Provasi 1973:525]
	 p.	 ilaɛmáyǝn	 tlaɛmayín

In a number of forms, both the masculine and the feminine adjective have 
integrated morphology with retention of the article, e.g.

Ouargla	 ilǝsmǝr	 tilǝsmǝrt	 ‘brown’
	 ilǝɛwǝṛ	 tilǝɛwǝṛt	 ‘one-eyed’
	 ilǝfḥǝl		 tilǝfḥǝlt	 ‘manly, audacious’

Mzab	 ilǝbrǝẓ 	 tilǝbrǝẓt	 ‘leper’
	 ilǝɛwǝr	 tilǝɛwǝrt	 ‘one-eyed’

There is a clear connection to Ghadamsi qualitative verbs (Ghadames 
has no adjectives) based on Arabic adjectives, which also retain the arti-
cle, e.g.

Ghadames	 ləḍhəs 	 ‘to be blind’
	 ləṣfər 	 ‘to be yellow’

	 ləzrəg 	 ‘to be blue’

14 On the treatment of plurals in this type of noun in Ouargla, see below.
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In addition to these two major categories, there are sporadic cases of 
retention that fit neither category, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 alkas	 ‘pot’

Central Mor.	 albriq 	 ‘coffee can’	 talbriqt 	 ‘small coffee can’15
	 albuš	 ‘big bottle’	 talbušt	 ‘bottle’
			   talfǝttašt	 ‘oil lamp’

Ouargla			   tǝlmǝḥḍǝrt 	 ‘dancing session’
			   tǝlmǝkḥǝlt 	 ‘gun’
			   tilmǝṣqǝlt	 ‘trowel’
	 ilžǝḥš	 ‘foal (male)’	 tilžǝḥšǝt	 ‘foal (female)’

Mzab			   tǝlmǝṣqǝlt 	 ‘trowel’

In most languages that sometimes retain the article in integrated borrow-
ings, these words behave morphologically like other Berber words, getting 
Berber-type plurals, and allowing for “state” opposition. As already shown 
above, Ouargla is unusual in that it retains Arabic plural morphology in 
otherwise integrated feminine adjectives (and a few other nouns) derived 
from non-integrated borrowings, e.g.

	 m:s	 m:p	 f:s	 f:p
Ouargla	 ddǝkǝr	 ddǝkur 	 tǝddǝkǝrt	 tǝddǝkur	 ‘energetic’
	 lfarǝs	 lǝfwarǝs	 tǝlfarǝst	 tǝlfwarǝs 	 ‘skilful’
	 lmǝrxuf	 lǝmxarif	 tǝlmǝrxuft	 tlǝmxarif	 ‘relaxed’
	 lžar	 lžiran	 tǝlžart	 tǝlžiran 	 ‘neighbor’

This use of Arabic plural patterns in forms with Berber prefixes constitutes 
a major break in the separation between Berber morphology (with Berber 
affixes and plural patterns) and non-integrated morphology (with different 
affixes and Arabic plural patterns). This break is not without functional 
adavantages, though. Retention of the Arabic plural in the masculine and 
imposition of the Berber plural in the feminine cause a strong element of 
irregularity in the morphology of single lexemes. While in most words the 
feminine plural has the same pattern as the masculine plural, in this cat-
egory two different plural patterns would be found with the same singular 
stem. The choice for the Arabic plural pattern was facilitated by the fact 
that many of the affected Arabic adjectives are of the the type C1aC2ǝC3, 
which in Arabic may have the plural pattern C1ŭC2C2aC3. This plural type, 
taken over in Ouargla as C1uC2C2aC3, has the same vowels as the common 

15 In albriq/talbriqt and in albuš, the a functions as part of the stem, also in the Annexed 
State. The behavior of talbušt and talfǝttašt in the Annexed State is not given in the source 
(Taïfi 1991); both have a plural in ta-.
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Berber apohonic plural pattern u – a (e.g. Ouargla anǝggaru, p inǝggura 
‘last’); moreover, the Arabic plural ending -in, found in many adjectives, 
is homophonous with the Berber f:p ending -in, e.g.

	 m:s	 m:p	 f:s	 f:p
Ouargla	 lkafǝṛ	 lkuffaṛ	 tǝlkafǝrt	 tǝlkuffar	 ‘infidel’
	 lfaxǝr	 lfuxxar	 tǝlfaxǝrt	 tǝlfuxxar	 ‘glorious’
	 lfahǝm	 lfuhham	 tǝlfahǝmt	 tǝlfuhham	 ‘intelligent’ 
	 ššahǝd	 ššuhhad	 tǝššahǝdt	 tǝššuhhad	 ‘witness’
	 lmǝḍlum	 lmǝḍlumin	 tǝlmǝḍlumt	 tǝlmǝḍlumin	 ‘oppressed’
	 lmumǝn	 lmumnin	 tǝlmumǝnt	 tǝlmumnin	 ‘believer’

6.4 Non-integrated Borrowings Lacking the Arabic Article

While the vast majority of non-integrated Arabic loans incorporates the 
Arabic article, a small group do not start in l or its allomorphs. Some lack 
it without any clear reason, such as Figuig ḥǝrṭiṭa ‘kind of pancake’. I have 
no explanation for such forms; remark however that in some regions 
European loanwords are also taken over without an article, e.g. Tarifiyt 
(Q) ɣaḇyuṭa ‘sea-gull’ < Spanish gaviota.

Others are unintegrated adjectival forms without the article, see the 
situation in Mzab and Ghomara treated above.

Finally there are borrowings which include an Arabic synthetic geniti-
val construction. In Arabic, the head of a synthetic genitival construction 
has the Construct State and does not allow for the article. This is found 
in loans such as Tarifiyt sṛaqǝzzit ‘cockroach’ < Ar. ṣǝṛṛaq ǝz=zit ‘thief 
of (the) oil’ and general Northern Berber bnadǝm ‘human being’, based 
on the Classical Arabic construction ibn ʔAdām ‘son of Adam’, which is 
reflected in Maghribian Arabic as bnadǝm, where it is probably only mar-
ginally understood as a compositum.

Kinship terms
Arabic genitival constructions are also found in borrowed kinship terms. In 
Berber, most basic kinship terms are inherently possessed. The basic form 
of the term is automatically understood as having a first person singular 
possessor, e.g. Tarifiyt uma ‘my brother’. When possession is by another 
person, pronominal elements immediately follow the basic form, e.g. Tari-
fiyt uma-š ‘your (m) brother’, uma-s ‘his/her brother’. When the possessor 
is expressed by a noun, the third person pronoun is used in combination 
with a genitival phrase containing the noun, e.g. Tarifiyt uma-s n Mimun 
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‘the brother of Mimoun, lit. his brother of Mimoun’. This construction is 
not possible with head nouns of a different type.

When kinship terms are taken over from Arabic, the form reflects the 
Arabic noun with the 1s possessive pronoun. In Arabic, such forms have 
the construct state and no article, e.g.

Figuig	 xali	 ‘my maternal uncle’	 < Ar. xal-i 	 (uncle-1s)
	 xalti	 ‘my maternal aunt’	 < Ar. xal-t-i	 (uncle-f:s-1s)

The Arabic 1s pronoun has become part of the stem, as shown by forms 
such as xali-s ‘his maternal uncle’ and xalti-s ‘his maternal aunt’. 

This is the pattern found in the majority of Berber languages (e.g. 
Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Figuig, some Tarifiyt dialects, 
Ouargla, Nefusa, Sokna, Awdjila). In some Tarifiyt varieties (e.g. Ayt Ouli-
chek, as documented in Kossmann 2003b), the Arabic 1s suffix functions as 
a suffix, however. The fact that the Berber 1s suffix is identical (as shown 
in forms with prepositions such as ḏay-i ‘in me’, ḏay-ǝs ‘in him’) facilitated 
this analysis, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 ɛziz-i	 ‘my paternal uncle’	 < Ar. ɛziz-i	 (beloved-1s)
	 ɛziz-ǝs	 ‘his paternal uncle’

This is different from Berber-based etyma ending in i, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 yǝǧǧi	 ‘my daughter’	 < Berber
	 yǝǧǧi-s	 ‘my daughter’

In Kabyle (at least At Manguellat), there also seems to be a difference 
between the treatment of originally Berber kinship terms and of terms 
with an Arabic background. Berber kinship terms have direct affixation 
all over their pronominal paradigm, very similar to the forms found else-
where in Northern Berber (Dallet 1982:1026). From Dallet’s examples, one 
gets the impression that the situation is different with borrowed Arabic 
kinship terms (the literature is deceivingly unexplicit at this point). It 
seems that they have the regular Kabyle possessive construction (initial i 
with singular pronouns, the preposition n with plural pronouns),16 except 

16 Note that both Dallet (e.g. xalti-m, 1982:913) and Naït-Zerrad (2001:47, xalti-k) 
put hyphens after the i. In view of the plural, this seems to be incorrect, at least for At 
Manguellat Kabyle. Chaker (1983:153) does not include Arabic borrowings in his list of 
kinship terms taking possessive suffixes, which suggests that the At Manguellat situation 
is more widespread.
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for the 1s, which is -i rather than expected ‑iw (exx. from Dallet 1982:913, 
988):

Kabyle	 xal-i	 ‘my maternal uncle’ (not: xxxal-iw)
	 xalt-i	 ‘my maternal aunt’ (not: xxxalt-iw)
	 ɛǝmm-i	 ‘my paternal uncle’ (not xxɛǝmm-iw)
	 xalt-im	 ‘your (s:f) maternal aunt’ 
	 ɛǝmm ǝn-sǝn	 ‘their (p:m) paternal uncle’
	 xwal ǝn-kʷǝnt	 ‘your (p:f) maternal uncles’

In Siwa (Vycichl 2005:218–9), masculine kinship terms are taken over 
together with the Arabic 1s suffix, which has become part of the stem. 
Possessive suffixes are as with Berber kinship terms, e.g.

Siwa	 sídi	 ‘my master’
	 sidí-tsǝn	 ‘their master’

However, feminine kinship terms are taken over with a final a, i.e. like 
the Free State of the noun in Arabic. When possessed, the construction 
with the preposition n is used, which is normal with all common nouns; 
the only difference being that the kinship terms do not need a possessive 
construction for the first person singular, e.g.

Siwa	 ɛámma	 ‘my paternal aunt’
	 ɛammá nn-ǝk	 ‘your (s:m) paternal aunt’

In some Berber languages (among others: Tarifiyt, Figuig, Beni Snous, 
Western Algerian varieties, Kabyle), borrowed kinship terms have corre-
sponding Arabic plurals, e.g. 

Beni Snous	 xali	 ‘my maternal uncle’	 p: xwali		
	 ɛǝmmi	 ‘my paternal uncle’	 p: ɛmumi
	 xali 	 ‘my maternal aunt’	 p: xwalati
	 ɛǝmti	 ‘my paternal aunt’	 p: ɛǝmmati

In other varieties, the plural is formed by means of a Berber prenominal 
clitic, which is used to pluralize nouns that pose problems to pluralization. 

Central Mor.	 xali	 ‘my maternal uncle’	 p: id=xali
	 xalti	 ‘my maternal aunt’	 p: ist=xalti
Mzab	 xali	 ‘my maternal uncle’	 p: id=xali
	 xalti	 ‘my maternal aunt’	 p: id=xalti
Ghadames	 xal	 ‘my maternal uncle’	 p: ǝnd=xali
	 xalăt	 ‘my maternal aunt’	 p: ǝnd=xalăt

Adverbs
Another category of nominal elements which are taken over without the 
article are adverbial nouns. Both in Arabic and in Berber, there are many 
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nouns which can be used as adverbs. Outside of prepositional phrases, 
adverbial expressions come in two types: dedicated adverbs and nominals 
used adverbially, e.g. in Arabic:

Moroccan Ar.	 ža bǝkri	 ‘he has come early’ (dedicated adverb)
	 ža l=yum	 ‘he has come today’ (lit. ‘the day’) (adverbial noun)
	 bqa yumayǝn	 ‘he stayed two days’ (adverbial noun)

Berber has the same distinction, e.g. Central Moroccan Berber zik ‘early’ 
vs. ass=a ‘today’, lit. ‘this day’.

In some borrowings, Arabic nouns that are regularly used adverbially 
have become specifically adverbial in Berber. This is often the case in 
temporal expressions. Faithful reflexes of their form in Arabic adverbial 
usage, some of these items are borrowed without the Arabic article. Such 
adverbial nouns often preserve different shapes for different numbers, 
including the dual—a category otherwise absent in Berber. In many Ber-
ber languages, adverbial nouns from Arabic are doubled by a normal noun 
in Berber, which may also occur in adverbial contexts, but mainly func-
tions as a normal noun, e.g.

Figuig	 asǝggʷas	 ‘year’ (normal noun, Berber origin)
	 isǝggʷasǝn	 ‘years’ (normal noun, Berber origin)
	 ɛam	 ‘during a year’ (adverb, < Arabic)
	 ɛamayǝn	 ‘during two years’ (adverb, Arabic dual)
	 tǝlt snin	 ‘during three years’ (adverbial construction, < Ar.)
	 tlatin ɛam	 ‘during thirty years’ (adverbial construction, < Ar.)

Sometimes the Arabic noun has been taken over both as a normal noun 
and as an adverb. In such cases, the normal noun has the Arabic article, 
while the adverb has not, e.g. 

Tarifiyt	 nnhā	̣ ‘day’ (normal noun)
	 nnhuṛa	 ‘days’ (normal noun)
	 nhā	̣ ‘during a day’ (adverb)

A more intricate possible case of an Arabic adverbial pattern implemented 
in Berber without the article, is found in Ouargla. Here numerous manner 
adverbs exist which are derived from nouns or adjectives. This is found 
with nouns of Berber and of Arabic origin. When they have an Arabic ori-
gin, they lack the article. When they have a Berber origin, they omit the 
Berber prefix. In both cases, a suffix -i is added to the form, e.g.

Ouargla	 bǝkkuši ‘in a dumb way, silently’ < abǝkkuš ‘deaf-mute’ < Arabic
	 mǝhbuli ‘in a foolish way’ < amehbul ‘fool’ < Arabic
	 mǝɛduri ‘like a pregnant woman; < tamǝɛdurt ‘pregnant’ < Arabic
	 mǝɛzi ‘like a goat’ < Ar. mǝɛza ‘goat’
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	 ɣǝddari ‘in a treacherous manner’ < aɣeddar ‘traitor’ < Arabic
	 ɛarbi ‘like an Arab’ < aɛrab ‘Arab’ < Arabic

	 dǝrɣali ‘blindly’ < adǝrɣal ‘blind’
	 kukmi ‘silently’ < kukǝm ‘silence’
	 mǝṭṭuti ‘like a woman’ < tamǝṭṭut ‘woman’
	 ɣiwli ‘like a donkey’ < aɣɣul ‘donkey’
	 ɣṛuṛi ‘like a beam’ < aɣṛuṛ ‘beam’

On a smaller scale, the same pattern is found in Mzab:

Mzab	 gǝllubi ‘turned over’ < gǝllǝb ‘to turn over’ < Ar.
	 limi ‘like an orange, of a bright orange color’ < llimǝt ‘orange’ < Ar. 
	 zǝǧrati ‘in length’ < zzǝǧrǝt ‘to be long’

As shown by Brugnatelli (2006:59), similar forms occur in Kabyle and Cen-
tral Moroccan Berber. The Arabic background of this construction is not 
certain, as there is no immediate counterpart of it in Arabic. However, Ara-
bic does have a special adjectival formation (the so-called nisba), which 
consists, in Maghribian Arabic, of a suffix -i, e.g. wǝžda ‘Oujda’—wǝždi 
‘somebody from Oujda’. Maybe this affix was reinterpreted as an adverbial 
marker in Ouargla and elsewhere. As such it became productive, and was 
attached also to Arabic nouns which never have nisba-formations (such 
as the past participles mǝhbul and mǝɛdur) and to words of Berber origin. 
This seems to be the stance taken by Chaker (1995:36). On the other hand, 
Brugnatelli (2006) argues that the absence of the prefixal vowel in these 
forms is a remnant of a more ancient stage of the language; therefore the 
suffix itself would not be a loan from Arabic. However, the absence of the 
prefix vowel could also be accounted for as due to the absence of the Ara-
bic article in Arabic-based adverbs (reflecting Arabic syntax). Elsewhere 
in the language the Arabic article seems to be equated with the Berber 
prefix (see 6.7), so its absence could have led in Berber words to analogical 
forms without the prefix. 

6.5 The Distribution of Integrated and Non-Integrated 
Borrowings over the Lexicon

As was shown above, Arabic words can either be integrated into Berber 
morphology or have their own non-integrated morphology. Thus one may 
ask what governs their distribution.

Only a small part of the answer lies in chronology. The stratum of very 
early Arabic loans, which were probably introduced during the first wave 
of islamization (R. Basset 1906:440, van den Boogert & Kossmann 1997, see 
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section 3.4), consists of heavily berberized forms, both in phonology and 
morphology, e.g. taẓallit ‘prayer’ < ṣalā, tamǝzgida < masǧid. 

For later periods, there is no indication that integrated loans are older 
than non-integrated loans (cf. already Schuchardt 1908:358). Both inte-
grated and non-integrated borrowings take over Arabic loan phonemes, 
e.g. Beni Iznasen aḥfir ‘hole’, a morphologically integrated borrowing dis-
playing the Arabic sound ḥ. Already in the 11th century CE Berber glossary 
by Ibn Tunart, non-integrated loans appear. Moreover, loanwords from 
European languages sometimes receive integrated morphology,17 e.g. 
Tarifiyt:

Tarifiyt	 s:el	 šapu	 p:el	 išupa 	 ‘straw hat’
	 s:ea	 ušapu	 p:ea	 išupa	

For similar reasons, there is no reason to believe that non-integrated mor-
phology is a stage in the borrowing process, which precedes full integration. 
The sheer numbers of non-integrated borrowings, already in precolonial 
sources, make such a hypothesis extremely problematic—over half of the 
Arabic borrowings in Tarifiyt in Kossmann (2009) have non-integrated 
morphology; moreover, comparing data from around 1900 with those col-
lected nowadays, does not reveal any clear tendency towards integration 
of borrowings which were already present in the early data.

An alternative axis to look at is semantics. From the outset, it is clear 
that such an endeavor can only reveal tendencies; there are many seman-
tic fields where both integrated and non-integrated nouns appear, cf.

Figuig	 taḥmaṛt	 ‘donkey (fem.)’	 < Ar. ḥmaṛa	 (Berber morphology)
Iznasen	 lɛǝwḏa	 ‘mare’	 < Ar. l=ɛǝwda	 (non-integrated)

Tarifiyt	 ṯšašǝšṯ	 ‘skull cap’	 < Ar. šašiya	 (Berber morphology)
	 ṭṭāḇus	 ‘fez (k.o. cap)’	 < Ar, ṭ=ṭǝrbus	 (non-integrated)

Tarifiyt	 aɛəšši	 ‘afternoon’	 < Ar. ɛšiya	 (Berber morphology)
	 ṣṣḇǝḥ	 ‘morning’	 < Ar. ṣ=ṣbǝḥ	 (non-integrated)

Tarifiyt	 ṯandint	 ‘town’	 < Ar. mdina	 (Berber morphology)
	 ddšā	̣ ‘village’	 < Ar. ḍ=ḍǝšṛa	 (non-integrated)

To my knowledge, there exist no studies of the semantic relationship 
between integrated and non-integrated loanwords. An important fac-
tor seems to be countability. A rough analysis of 332 borrowed nouns 

17 This clearly shows René Basset (1906) was wrong when he suggested that integrated 
loans date from before the Hilalian immigrations in the XIth–XIIth century CE, while unin-
tegrated loans would be later. 
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in Tarifiyt (Q, data from Kossmann 2009b),18 gives the following picture. 
Among countable concepts, there is an even distribution of the two types 
of borrowing. Among concepts which cannot be counted, or which are 
very unlikely to be counted (in total about 120 words), 90% has non-inte-
grated morphology.19

On a more detailed level, some interesting correlations are found. In 
nouns expressing adjectival concepts, or (human) qualities and catego-
ries, there is a strong preference for integrated morphology, e.g. 

Tarifiyt	 aɛǝffan	 ‘bad’
	 aḇuhaři	 ‘madman’
	 ameḥḍ̱ā	̣ ‘pupil’
	 amxazni	 ‘soldier’
	 aḥḍ̱iḍ̱	 ‘baby’
	 aɛǝzri	 ‘young man’
	 aḍ̱ḇiḇ	 ‘physician’

The difference between adjectival nouns and nouns of (human) quali-
ties and categories is vague (if relevant at all). Adjectival nouns can be 
used both as a noun modifier and as the head of a Noun Phrase; nouns of 
(human) qualities and categories are normally used as heads (‘the pupil’), 
but—like any noun—are not necessarily disallowed in attributive posi-
tion. These are typically nouns which need both masculine and feminine 
forms, as gender morphology is the only way to express natural gender 
(except, of course, suppletion) and adjectival agreement. In Tarifiyt, 
the few nouns in these semantic categories which have non-integrated 
morphology express categories to which, traditionally, only men or only 
women belong,20 e.g.

řqǝḥḇa	 ‘(female) prostitute’ (also integrated ṯaqǝḥḇǝšṯ)
řwazir	 ‘minister’
řqaḍ̱i	 ‘judge’
ššahǝḏ	 ‘witness’

18 A second count excluded adjectives and nouns of (human) quality, which almost 
always have integrated morphology, as well as collectives/unity nouns—which, in Tarifiyt, 
tend to have oppositional pairs of the different morphologies (see p. 217 ff.)—, and kinship 
terms which have been integrated into the Berber paradigm of kinship terms. The results 
were roughly the same as with the count including these items.

19 The alternative with size difference is the use of an adjective ‘big’ or ‘small’. This 
alternative is regularly used with nouns referring to humans and higher animals, where 
gender morphology expressed natural gender, both with nouns of Berber and of Arabic 
origin. This use is easily extended to other nouns.

20 In addition, there are a few recent loans from Standard Arabic in this category, 
which have non-integrated phonology and morphology. Such nouns have Standard Arabic 
gender derivation, e.g. lmuɛǝllim ‘school master’—lmuɛǝllima ‘school mistress’.
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On the syntax of non-integrated adjectival concepts, see p. 222.
The preference for non-integrated morphology with non-countable 

nouns has led to interesting developments in the realm of verbal nouns. 
In Berber, like in Arabic, the great majority of verbs have a verbal noun for 
action nominalization, i.e. ‘the fact of VERB-ing’ (Galand 2002b). Different 
from many other languages in the world, Berber and Arabic verbal nouns 
are not used in complementation of auxiliary verbs, and therefore strictly 
nominal in character. Their morphology is quite irregular, and there exist 
important differences between Berber varieties in their formation. Verbal 
nouns are not inherently non-countable (cf. English deed—deeds), but their 
abstract nature makes them less prone to counting than concrete nouns.

In spite of their association to the realm of the non-countable, in some 
Berber languages action nominalizations of Arabic loan verbs mostly have 
Berber morphology. Apparently, the derivational relationship to the verb 
presents a pressure towards paradigmatic homogenization, irrespective 
of the etymological origin of the word, e.g. in Figuig we finds the same 
Berber Verbal Noun pattern a-CCaC with CCC verbs of Berber origin and 
of Arabic origin, e.g.

Figuig	 fṛǝḍ	 ‘to sweep’	 afṛaḍ	 ‘the fact of sweeping’
	 dbǝɛ	 ‘to follow’	 adbaɛ	 ‘the fact of following’ (< Ar.)
	 ṣbǝṛ	 ‘to be patient’	 aṣbaṛ	 ‘patience’ (< Ar.)

Similarly, the verbal noun pattern ta-CCCi is found with CCC verbs of 
adjectival quality, both with a Berber and an Arabic background, e.g.

Figuig	 mɣǝṛ	 ‘to be big’	 tamǝɣṛi	 ‘the fact of being big’
	 qṣǝḥ	 ‘to be active’	 taqǝṣḥi	 ‘the fact of being active’ (< Ar.)

In addition to this, there are a few loan verbs in Figuig which have non-
integrated morphology in the verbal noun, e.g.

Figuig	 ḥla	 ‘to be sweet’	 lǝḥlawǝt	 ‘the fact of being sweet’ (< Ar.)
	 walǝf	 ‘to get used’	 lwǝlf	 ‘habituation’ (< Ar.)

Other languages are somewhat more open to non-integrated verbal nouns; 
in Kabyle, many Arabic loan verbs allow for both an integrated and a non-
integrated action noun, e.g.

Kabyle	 iɛṛiḍ̱	 ‘to be large’	 action noun:	 ṯǝɛṛǝḍ̱ 	 (integrated)
				    lɛǝṛḍ̱ 	 (non-integrated)
	 ɛanǝḏ	 ‘to imitate’		  aɛanǝḏ 	 (integrated)
				    lǝmɛanda 	 (non-integrated)
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There may be subtle semantic differences between the two types of verbal 
noun, cf. Mitchell (2009:141) for Zuwara.

The situation is radically different in Tashelhiyt. In this variety, there 
is a strict divide between verbal nouns of Berber verbs, and verbal nouns 
of verbs with an Arabic background. Verbs with an Arabic background 
consistently have non-integrated morphology, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 kru	 ‘to rent’	 lkri	 ‘rent’ 	 (non-integrated)
	 šɣl	 ‘to wok’	 ššɣʷl	 ‘work’	 (non-integrated)
	 bdu	 ‘to start’	 libtida	 ‘start’ 	 (non-integrated)

Another interesting case is found in Siwa with de-adjectival nouns, i.e. 
abstract nouns corresponding to adjectives. Such nouns have a regularized 
non-integrated form lǝ‑CCaC‑ǝt, e.g. (all examples from Souag 2010:162):

Siwa	 ašmal	 ‘bad’	 ššmalǝt	 ‘badness’
	 akwayyis	 ‘good’	 lǝkwasǝt	 ‘goodness’
	 anṭif	 ‘clear’	 nnṭafǝt	 ‘cleanness’

This pattern also applies to Berber adjectives:

Siwa	 awṛaɣ	 ‘green’	 lǝwṛaɣǝt	 ‘greenness’
	 amǝllal	 ‘white’	 lǝmlalǝt	 ‘whiteness’
	 azǝṭṭaf	 ‘black’	 zzṭafǝt	 ‘blackness’

6.6 Comparing Berber Morphology and  
Non-Integrated Morphology

The system of Arabic loan nouns in Berber has led to parallel morpho-
logical systems in the sense of Kossmann (2010a): there are two sets of 
morphological markers, the choice of which depends on the etymology  
of the word. The first system—integrated morphology—includes words of 
Berber and Arabic origin; the second set—non-integrated morphology—
contains words of Arabic origin only. Compartmentalization according to 
etymological origin is only partial. Many Arabic loanwords are integrated 
into Berber, and have the same morphological forms and behavior as 
native Berber words; at this point there is no etymological divide. Non-
integrated morphology on the other hand is restricted to words with an 
Arabic background. This is not without exceptions and there exist words 
with non-integrated morphology for which an Arabic etymology is prob-
lematic. Most of these are limited to one single variety of Berber and seem 
to be lexical innovations (i.e., new words). Apparently such new words 
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can be assigned to the class of non-integrated borrowings. Supra-dialectal 
words with a mismatch between etymology and morphological class are 
rare; one example is Figuig rršǝl ‘wedding’, Beni Iznasen rršil ‘wedding’, 
which has no basis in Arabic. Even in this example, the geographical dis-
tribution not very wide (eastern Morocco) and no clear Berber etymology 
for the word has been found.

Sometimes non-integrated morphology is no more a lexically deter-
mined choice (the loan could also have integrated morphology), but 
assignment to the non-integrated class is obligatory. In such cases, Berber 
nouns may get attracted into the realm of non-integrated morphology. 
This is found, for instance, with the formation of collectives. In languages 
where there is a regular paradigmatic opposition between non-integrated 
collectives and integrated unity nouns (see 6.3.2), Berber etyma also get 
non-integrated morphology when used as collectives, e.g.

Beni Iznasen	 lkǝṭṭuf 21	 ‘ants (collective)’ (unity noun: akǝṭṭuf, ṯakǝṭṭufṯ)

While these are all isolated cases, and otherwise the etymological 
compartmentalization is strict, Siwa Berber has two morphological pro-
cesses, both related to adjectives, in which non-integrated morphology 
surfaces with all members of the class, whether of Arabic or of Berber 
origin. This is found in abstract nouns derived from adjectives (see 6.5), 
and in degree adjectives (see 8.5). At this point, Siwa is unique in Berber.

A different question pertains to the equation of the two morphological 
systems. Formally, the structures of integrated and non-integrated nouns 
are quite similar:

Berber:	 prefix-stem-(suffix)
Non-integrated:	 article.stem-(suffix)

There is no reason not to equate the suffix position of non-integrated 
loans with the suffixes of Berber words; even though the gender opposi-
tion itself is not entirely equivalent in the two systems. The status of the 
Arabic article is a different question. Like the Berber prefix, the article is 
an inseparable part of the noun. However, unlike it, it does not express  
any oppositional values—i.e. it does not add anything to the meaning 

21 Note, however, that kǝṭṭuf also exists as a Berber loan into eastern Moroccan Ara-
bic, and that the collective may therefore be considered a re-loan from Arabic (Yamina 
Elkirat, p.c.). Similar forms are found in Beni Snous and probably also in Kabyle (Dallet 
1982:853).
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of the word. The Berber prefix, on the other hand, has different forms 
according to the gender, number and “state” of the noun. Morphologically 
the two systems sometimes interact, i.e., the same lexical item sometimes 
occurs in both systems. This provides us with a clue to what extent Ber-
ber prefix and Arabic article are equated in practice. Good examples are 
found in the collective—unity noun opposition. Here we find different 
relations in different varieties. In a number of varieties, e.g. Tashelhiyt, the 
Arabic article of the collective reappears in the unity noun, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	C oll: lmšmaš	 Unity noun:	 talmšmašt	 ‘apricot’

In such a system, the Arabic article is clearly treated as part of the stem, 
and no equation between the article and the Berber prefix has been 
made.

In many other Berber languages, the Arabic article is absent in the Ber-
ber unity noun, e.g.

Kabyle	C oll: lmǝšmas	U nity noun:	 ṯamǝšmašṯ	 ‘apricot’

In such languages, one can argue that the article is equated with the Berber 
prefix and assume a similar morphological interpretation, e.g., l-mǝšmaš. 
The value of the prefix l- could be defined as marking noun-ness, a mean-
ing which is also central to the Berber prefix.

Difficulties to such an analysis are posed by languages where both unity 
nouns with retention of the article and without it are attested, e.g. 

Central Mor.	C oll: lḥimẓ	 Unity noun:	 talḥimẓt	 ‘chick pea’
	C oll: lbṣǝl	U nity noun:	 tabṣǝlt	 ‘onion’

An analysis in which lḥimẓ has l as part of its stem, while it is a prefix in 
l-bṣǝl does the job, but is hardly insightful, Moreover, there is no way to 
decide what structure one has to assume in nouns which happen to have 
no collective-unity noun opposition.
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Verbal Morphology

This chapter provides an overview of the way Arabic verbs are integrated 
into northern Berber. In the large majority of northern Berber languages, 
Arabic verb stems are inflected according to Berber morphology. Only one 
language, Ghomara, also has a parallel morphological system, in which part 
of the Arabic verbs are inflected according to Arabic morphology. Light 
verb constructions, using an Arabic nominalized form and a Berber light 
verb—according to a strategy well-known from other contact situations 
(Wichmann & Wohlgemuth 2008)—do not seem to occur.1 The chapter 
studies the way this integration into Berber patterns is achieved, and the 
ways the different apophonic patterns of Arabic are treated in borrow-
ing. It also tackles the intricate question of syntactic integration—to what 
extent does the borrowing copy the argument structure of the original 
Arabic verb, and to what extent does it follow non-Arabic patterns.

7.1 General Morphological Facts

Different from many other languages (Tadmor 2009:61ff.), Northern Ber-
ber languages have taken over scores of verbs, almost all from dialectal 
Arabic. For example, in the over 1500 word corpus of Tarifiyt in Kossmann 
(2009), 44% of the verbs in the data-base are loanwords. There is no rea-
son to assume that the borrowing of the Arabic verbs took place through 
an intermediate stage of nominalization, a universal path suggested by 
Moravcsik (1978).2 In fact, both Arabic and Berber display highly irregular 
nominalization strategies, and nominalized Arabic forms are often taken 
over as such (see 6.5). There is nothing that suggests that the Berber form 
would be a verb based on a nominal form—rather, it corresponds fairly 
well to its Arabic verbal counterparts.

1 They are, however, very common in code-switching among Maghribian immigrants 
in Europe, in order to insert European verbs in Berber or dialectal Arabic discourse, cf., 
among others, Boumans 1998.

2 As an absolute universal, this claim has been proven wrong for many languages, cf. 
Wichmann & Wohlgemuth 2008. It may still stand as a universal tendency.
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The integration of Arabic loan verbs in Berber was undoubtedly facili-
tated by similarities in word structure, which are partly an inheritance of 
proto-Berbero-Semitic (the consonantal root system), and partly due to 
similar developments in Northern Berber and (Maghribian) Arabic, such 
as reductions in the short vowel system (see 5.1).

Both Maghribian Arabic and Berber verbs are based on roots consisting 
of a number of consonants and sometimes one position (rarely two) filled 
by a plain vowel.3 Most verbs with three or more consonants have no 
vocalic position, and can therefore be considered as lexically vowel-less, 
as the short vowels do not play a role in the morphological structure of 
the verb. In Berber, the number of verbs with lexical vowel positions and 
three or more consonants is larger than in Arabic. Many verbs with two 
consonants also have a plain vowel position, which may occur in initial, 
medial, or final position. While the vowel position itself is lexically deter-
mined, the quality of the vowel is in many cases subject to apophonic 
alternations. In Arabic and in the Berber languages that have maintained 
a qualitative contrast in the short vowel system (for Berber Ghadames, 
Tuareg and Zenaga), aspectual apophony also applies to short vowels. In 
such languages, the position of the short apophonic vowels is, with few 
exceptions, predictable in verb forms.

The broad similarities between the two systems are illustrated in the 
following table, which features some basic structures in Arabic and Ber-
ber, together with the apophony between Imperfect and Perfect (Maghrib-
ian Arabic) and Aorist and Perfective (Berber). The examples come from 
Moroccan Arabic and Kabyle.

Arabic has a basic distinction between two aspectual stems, the Perfect 
and the Imperfect. Northern Berber has more aspectual stems, ranging 

3 The theoretical discussion whether in Arabic or in Berber these plain vowels should 
underlyingly (or historically) be analyzed as consonants does not concern us here.

Stem  
structure

Moroccan 
Arabic
Perfect

Moroccan  
Arabic
Imperfect

Meaning Kabyle
Aorist

Kabyle
Perfective

CCC qṣəm qṣəm to cut (up) mḡər mḡər to harvest
VCC (ʔ)aməṛ (ʔ)aməṛ to order aḏər uḏər to descend
CVC faq fiq to wake up ḵaḏ ḵaḏ to worry 
CCV bna bni to build ḇḍ̱u ḇḍ̱a to divide
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from barely three in Siwa4 to six in Ghadames. The Figuig system is repre-
sentative for many Berber languages and may be reconstructible to proto-
Berber: Aorist, Perfective and Imperfective, as well as two negative stems 
(always used in combination with the pre-verbal negation marker): Nega-
tive Perfective and Negative Imperfective,5 e.g.:

	P ositive stem	N egative stem
Aorist	 ašər	 –	 (Figuig)
Perfective	 ušər	 ušir
Imperfective	 ttašər	 ttišǝr
	 ‘to steal’

In Northern Berber, a large proportion of the verbs have no formal differ-
ence between the Aorist and the Perfective; only very few verbs show no 
difference between Aorist/Perfective and Imperfective. 

Arabic verb stems are initially inserted in Berber as Aorist or Perfective 
forms rather than in the Imperfective. This can be shown from the way 
Arabic (underived) first and (derived) second stem CCC verbs are treated 
in Berber. In Arabic, the underived stem (stem I) of the CCC verb has 
the shape C1C2C3, while the derived second stem (basically an argument-
adding device) has a geminated second consonant: C1C2C2C3. In many 
Berber languages, CCC-verbs have the form C1C2C3 in the Aorist and the 
Perfective, while the Imperfective has C1C2C2C3. This is to say that the 
gemination of the second consonant, which marks a derivational differ-
ence in Arabic, is part of aspectual apophony in Berber, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 lṣəq	 ‘it is glued’ (stem I)	 Kabyle:	 y-əmḡər	 ‘he harvested’
	 ləṣṣəq	 ‘he glued (sth.)’ (stem II)		  i-məggər	‘he harvests’

In borrowed Arabic first and second stem verbs, the Berber Aorist/
Perfective is the form corresponding to the Arabic form. This is clearly 
shown by cases where both the Arabic first stem and the Arabic second 
stem have been taken over in Berber, e.g. Kabyle:

	A rabic stem I	A rabic stem II
Aorist/Perf.:	 y-əḥṛəm	 ‘it is prohibited’	 i-ḥəṛṛəm	 ‘he prohibited’
Imperfective:	 i-ḥəṛṛəm	 ‘it is always prohibited’	 y-əţḥəṛṛim	 ‘he prohibits’

4 Only in one verbal type the distinction between Aorist and Perfective is preserved, 
Souag 2010:374ff.

5 While the Negative Perfective is found in the majority of Berber languages, the Nega-
tive Imperfective is much less common.
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The integration of the Arabic first-stem form as a Berber Aorist/Perfective 
is expected, as CCC is not a possible shape for Imperfectives in Berber. 
However, the insertion of the Arabic second stem as an Aorist/Perfective 
is not that simple, as C1C2C2C3 is extremely rare as a basic stem shape in 
originally Berber verbs. In order to achieve the integration, the Imper-
fective formation dedicated to four-radical verbs, with a prefix t- and 
(depending on the dialect), insertion of a full vowel, is applied to the Ara-
bic stem-II verbs (see 7.3.1.1).

In Berber, the Arabic stems are conjugated by means of Berber Person-
Number-Gender affixes, and there is nothing in their conjugation which 
differentiates them from verbs with a genuine Berber background. Only 
in Ghomara, a large group of Arabic loan verbs have retained their Arabic 
Person-Number-Gender affixes; this will be treated in more detail in sec-
tion 7.4.

As already shown by the above examples, Arabic verbs are inserted 
into Berber as stem forms, which then are subject to the apophonic pat-
terns of Berber Mood-Aspect-Negation marking. Thus, providing another 
Kabyle example, the Arabic verb ʔaməṛ ‘to order’, once taken over as 
aməṛ, receives exactly the same morphological treatment as the Berber 
verb aḏər ‘to descend’ (Kabyle examples):

	VCC  verb of Berber origin	VCC  verb of Arabic origin
Aorist	 aḏər	 aməṛ
Perfective	 uḏər	 uməṛ
Negative Perfective	 uḏir	 umiṛ
Imperfective	 ţţaḏər	 ţţaməṛ
	 ‘to descend’	 ‘to order’

7.2 Arabic Derived Forms in Berber

Arabic stems are regularly combined with Berber derivational morphol-
ogy, which consists of prefixes, e.g. in the following Arabic loan:

Kabyle	 basic form:	 ḥṛəq	 ‘to burn (sth), to be burnt’
	S  (causative):	 ss-əḥṛəq	 ‘to burn (sth)’
	 MS (medial causative)	 m-s-əḥṛaq	 ‘to burn each other’

There seem to be no more impediments to the application of Berber deri-
vational devices to Arabic loanwords than to verbs of Berber origin.
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Except for Ghomara (see below), Arabic derivations are not taken over 
as a system.6 However, there exist many cases where verbs from different 
derivational stems of the same Arabic root have been taken over, thereby 
reflecting to some degree Arabic derivation, e.g. 

Kabyle	 I	 ḥṛəm	 ‘be prohibited’	 II	 ḥəṛṛəm	 ‘to prohibit’
	 I	 ḥsəḇ	 ‘to count’	 III	 ḥasəḇ	 ‘to account for sth.’

Cf. also the fate of the Arabic verb root RYḤ, which has been taken over in 
a large number of forms; from the translations by Dallet (1982) not much 
difference in meaning can be detected:

Kabyle	 II	 rəyyəḥ	 ‘se reposer’
	V III	 ṛṯiḥ	 ‘se reposer, être tranquille, être soulagé’
	 X+VIII 	 sṯəṛṯiḥ	 ‘reposer’
	V I	 tṛaḥa	 ‘se reposer, être en paix’

Taking over several Arabic stem forms of one single Arabic root is by no 
means rare. Thus, for example, in Kabyle, among 108 borrowings of stem III 
(CaCC) Arabic verbs, 50 are also attested in another Arabic stem (mostly 
I and/or II); 16 are attested in several other Arabic stem forms (figures 
based on Dallet 1953). Still, there is no reason to assume that Arabic deri-
vation is taken over as a system. In fact, in Maghribian Arabic, the mean-
ing of the derivations is by no means uniform, and the relationships which 
can be established on morphological grounds are often difficult to define 
semantically. Put otherwise, in many cases the derived stem functions as 
an entirely different lexeme from the non-derived basis. Thus, regarding 
the Kabyle stem III loans (and especially those with an underived coun-
terpart in Kabyle), one has the impression that in most cases stem I and 
stem III meaning are either equivalent (although the dictionary transla-
tion probably hides details of meaning difference), or very wide apart 
from each other. In Berber, therefore, it is best to consider loans of differ-
ent derivational forms of the same Arabic stem as morphologically inde-
pendent lexemes, and not as a system of synchronically interconnected 
derivational forms.

Even when three different stem forms from the same Arabic root have 
been taken over, there is no impediment to applying Berber derivational 

6 Cf. Mitchell (2009:5), whose position is not entirely clear, however. While on the one 
hand treating forms such as ǝxlǝ́ṣ ‘be repaid (debt), die’ and xǝ́llǝṣ ‘repay (debt)’ as “in prin-
ciple semantically separate”, he continues, saying: “Such differences are perhaps reflected 
in some form of spoken Arabic but do not necessarily belong to Arabic generally and must 
be regarded as distinctively part of Zuaran Berber”.
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devices to these words. This is illustrated by the following loan in Kabyle, 
one of the unusual cases of loanwords where the Arabic derivational 
meanings are relatively transparent:

I	 ḇɛəḏ	 ‘be away’	S  (causative):	 ss-əḇɛəḏ	 ‘move sth. away’
	 iḇɛiḏ	 ‘be away’	 M (medial):	 my-əḇɛaḏ	� ‘remain at a distance 

from e.o.’

II	 bəɛɛəḏ	 ‘move sth. away’	 M (medial):	 m-baɛɛaḏ	� ‘remain at a distance 
from e.o.’

III	 baɛəḏ	 ‘go away from’	S M (causative 	 ss-əm-baɛəḏ	 ‘move two things 
			   medial):		  away from e.o.’ 

Arabic derivation have hardly exercized analogical influence on verbs of 
Berber origin. Thus in Kabyle, the verb shape CaCC is almost exclusively 
found with Arabic loans (108 out of 111); in only two or three cases, a Berber 
verb has taken an Arabic derivational shape, as in the Berber root ḍ̱fər ‘to 
follow’—ḍ̱afəṛ (quasi-III) ‘to frequent, to approach’ and in nəggəs (quasi-
II) ‘to jostle’—nagəs (quasi-III) ‘to bump into, to jostle’, which, accord-
ing to Dallet (1982:556) could be related to Tuareg ənǧəs ‘to beat with 
the head’.7 Similarly, the shape of the Arabic second stem is sometimes 
used to make a denominal verb on the basis of a Berber stem, similar to 
Maghribian Arabic (Ph. Marçais 1977:58). Thus Figuig has a verb məddəd 
(quasi-II) ‘take a meal in the afternoon’ derived from the noun tamədditt 
(ta-məddid-t) ‘afternoon’. This is probably inspired by Arabic pairs (not 
borrowed in Figuig) such as ɛša ‘evening’ - ɛəšša ‘take the evening meal’, 
but the fact that the original noun also contains a geminate may have 
been another factor in the choice of the verb shape.

In Ghomara the situation is different (all data from Mourigh p.c.). In 
this variety, only one Berber derivation survives, the causative S-deriva-
tion. In addition to this, the Maghribian Arabic passive with the prefix 
t(t)- is used. This morpheme is only used with verbs of Arabic origin, and 
the verbs have Arabic inflection (see 7.4), e.g.

ǝflǝḥ	 ‘cultivate’	 ttǝflǝḥ	 ‘be cultivated’
ban	 ‘appear’	 tḇan	 ‘be appeared’
fǝkkʷ	 ‘rescue’	 ttfakk	 ‘be rescued’

7 Or should one rather compare Moroccan Arabic məngus ‘jerk, slob’ (Harrell 
1966:101)?
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When a passive of a verb with Berber etymology is needed, a suppletive 
form is used, in which the passive is based on the Arabic equivalent of 
the Berber verb, e.g.

ḵrǝz	 ‘plough’ (< Berber)	 ttǝḥrǝṯ	 ‘be ploughed’ (< Arabic)
znǝz	 ‘sell’ (< Berber)	 tḇaɛ	 ‘be sold’ (< Arabic)
sǝɣʷ	 ‘buy’ (< Berber)	 tǝšra	 ‘be bought’ (< Arabic)

In Ghomara, the correspondence of a Berber underived verb to an Arabic 
passive is systematic, and there is little doubt that they function within a 
paradigmatic opposition. 

7.3 The Insertion of Arabic Verb Shapes into  
Berber Morphology

Arabic verbs have different formal shapes (i.e. C/V templates), especially 
due to the presence of “weak” radicals (leading to vowel positions in the 
template), and to the presence of derivational devices.

Studying the way verbs of these shapes are integrated into Berber mor-
phology (i.e. in the Aorist/Perfective basis of the Berber verb) involves two 
sub-questions:

a. �To what extent are the Arabic shapes integrated into pre-existing Ber-
ber patterns, and to what extent do they receive special treatment

b. �As in some Arabic verbs Imperfect and Perfect have different vowels, 
the question is, which form is the one inserted into Berber

In the following the treatment of a number of frequent Arabic stem shapes 
will be studied. This will be done on the basis of a number of Berber lan-
guages, for which enough lexical documentation is available to provide 
more than anecdotal information. The languages in question are Tashel-
hiyt (based on El Mountassir 2003), Central Moroccan Berber (Taïfi 1991), 
Tarifiyt (Ibáñez 1944, 1949, p.n.),8 Figuig (Kossmann 1997), Mzab (Del-
heure 1984), Ouargla (Delheure 1987), Kabyle (Dallet 1982), Djebel Nefusa 
(Beguinot 21942), Siwa (Souag 2010), and Zuwara (Mitchell 2009).

8 I did not have access to the most important dictionary of Tarifiyt, Serhoual (2002).
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7.3.1 The Treatment of Verbs without a Plain Vowel in Arabic

The so-called “sound” verbs of Arabic, i.e., verbs with three or four surface 
consonants, have no plain vowel as part of their stem structure. The most 
common original shapes in Arabic loans into Berber are the following:

C1C2C3	 (sound 3-radical verb, stem I)
C1C2C3C4	 (sound 4-radical verb, stem I; sound 3-radical verb, stem VII, VIII)
C1C2C2	 (verb with identical second and third radical)
C1C2C2C3	 (sound 3-radical verb, stem II)

In Maghribian Arabic, verbs of these types occur in the following shapes, 
depending on the aspect and on the lexical type (exx. from Moroccan 
Arabic):

Perfect Imperfect

C1C2C3 CCəC skəf
skət

CCəC
CCŭC

skəf
skŭt

sip blood
shut up

C1C2C3C4 CəCCəC bəntər CəCCəC bəntər paint
C1C2C2 CəCC šəkk

kəbb
CəCC
CŭCC

šəkk
kŭbb

suspect
pour out

C1C2C2C3 CəCCəC fəkkəṛ CəCCəC fəkkəṛ think

First stem (underived) Arabic verbs allow for two vocalizations in the 
Imperfect. The vocalization is either schwa, or short ŭ. The short-ŭ verbs 
mostly correspond to Classical Arabic verbs with the vowel u in the Imper-
fect, but many Classical u-verbs have been transmitted to the schwa-class 
in Maghribian Arabic. There is a clear east-west cline as to the number 
of verbs remaining in the short-ŭ class; while quite numerous in eastern 
Algeria, they are relatively rare in western Morocco.9 

7.3.1.1 CCC Verbs and Longer Stems
Among these four stem shapes, one stem shape corresponds exactly to 
unproblematic Berber stem shapes: CCC. In verbs of Berber origin, this 
stem shape is highly frequent. It seems that in all variants of Berber the 
Arabic CCC verbs have been integrated into this group without further 
adjustments. 

9 The situation is different in the Arabic dialects of Tunisia and Libya, where more 
vowel qualities are preserved than more to the west.
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Like with Berber verbs, the Arabic loans of this type have no differ-
entiation between the Aorist and the Perfective. The Imperfective of 
Arabic-based CCC-verbs follows the Berber pattern in most varieties; 
thus in Tarifiyt, Figuig, Mzab, Ouargla, Djebel Nefusa, one finds almost 
exclusively the Imperfective with gemination of the second consonant 
(e.g. Aorist fhəm, Imperfective fəhhəm ‘to understand’ < Arabic fhəm). In 
Kabyle and in Central Moroccan Berber, both the Berber and the Arabic 
classes of CCC-verbs display a lexical variation between an Imperfective 
with tt-CCaC and an Imperfective with gemination of the second root 
consonant, e.g. Kabyle Aorist ḵrəs, Imperfective ţţəḵras ~ ḵərrəs ‘to tie, to 
knot’ < Berber; Aorist lsəq, Imperfective ţţəlsaq ~ ləssəq ‘to glue’ < Arabic 
lṣəq. Tashelhiyt has a different and highly interesting distribution of these 
two allomorphs: Berber-based verbs normally have an Imperfective with 
gemination of the first or second radical (for the conditions governing this 
choice, see Dell & Elmedlaoui 1988, Lahrouchi 2009), while Imperfectives 
of loans from Arabic have the shape ttCCaC.10 The etymological compart-
mentalization found with Tashelhiyt CCC-verb Imperfective structures is 
also found in the formation of the verbal noun, which always has non-
integrated morphology with verbs of Arabic origin (see 6.5).

The stem shape C1C2C3C4 closely resembles the common Berber stem 
shapes C1C1C2C3C4 and C1C2C3C4. Arabic loans mostly have no initial 
gemination (note however exceptions such as Figuig nnəxləɛ ‘be afraid’ 
< nəxləɛ ‘id.’), but further follow Berber morphology of four-radical verbs 
closely.

The stem shape C1C2C2C3 does not seem to have a long history in 
Berber; in spite of a few verbs of this shape with a Berber background 
(mostly denominal verbs from nouns with a geminate), one may assume 
that it did not exist in Berber before the introduction of Arabic verb 
patterns. As C1C2C2C3 is the shape of the Arabic second stem, which is 
highly productive in Maghribian Arabic, it is now very frequent in North-
ern Berber (over 600 verbs in Kabyle, Dallet 1953).11 Like four-consonant 
verbs, C1C2C2C3 verbs are taken over as such, and do not undergo further 
modifications. Aspectual morphology follows the patterns of Berber four-
consonant verbs.

10 A few verbs with a Berber background also have this structure (see the list in Lah-
rouchi 2009:199). They all have roots without a sonorant. As shown by Lahrouchi (2009), 
triconsonantal verbal roots of Berber origin without a sonorant are extremely rare.

11 It is interesting to contrast this figure to only 28 verbs of this stem type (mostly Ara-
bic loans) found in Ahaggar Tuareg, which has undergone much less lexical influence from 
Arabic than Northern Berber (Tressan 1982:44–45).
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7.3.1.2 C1C2C2 Verbs
In the group of verbs that have no plain vowel in Arabic, the C1C2C2 class 
has led to most complications in the process of borrowing.

In Classical Arabic, depending on the aspect and the person, verbs of 
this type appear with a geminate (when followed by a vowel) and with 
two identical consonants, dislocated by a vowel (when followed by a con-
sonant), e.g.

Classical Ar.	 fakk-a	 ‘he untied’	 fakak-tu	 ‘I untied’

Maghribian Arabic (like most other Arabic dialects—Andalusian Arabic 
constitutes a rare exception, Corriente 1977:112) has generalized the forms 
with gemination. When the verb is followed by a consonant-initial suffix, 
the vowel i appears between the geminate and the suffix, probably by 
analogy with verbs with a plain final vowel, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 fəkk	 ‘he untied	 fəkki-t	 ‘I untied’

When introducing verbs of this type into Berber, only little support was 
to be found in Berber morphology. Many Berber languages have a small 
group of original verbs with a final geminate. These verbs come from 
verbs with two identical last consonants, which originally were dislocated 
by a vocalic element. This situation is still found in many varieties, a.o. 
Zenaga, Tuareg, Ghomara, Kabyle (as a variant) and all eastern Berber 
languages. Among the varieties that retain the original situation, many 
allow for short vowels in open syllables, e.g.:

Ayer Tuareg	 y-əbdăd	 ‘he stood’	 əbdăd-ăn	 ‘they stood’

In those languages where a short vowel is lost in open syllables, there is 
variation between dislocated and geminated consonants according to syl-
lable structure, as attested in Igli (Sud oranais, Kossmann 2010b:71):

Igli	 i-bdəd	 ‘he stands’	 bədd-ən	 ‘they stand’

In most Northern Berber varieties, however, the form with gemination 
was generalized, e.g. Figuig:

Figuig	 i-bədd	 ‘he stands’	 bədd-ən	 ‘they stand’

At a later stage, in some sedentary Saharan languages (Figuig, Mzab, 
Ouargla), new C1C2əC2 verbs emerged, as a consequence of a reshuffling 
of the morphology of stative verbs; thus Figuig nowadays has i-bədd ‘he is 
standing’ (< *y-əbdəd), but also i-mləl ‘he is white’ (an analogical forma-
tion based on earlier forms such as the Aorist stem imlul).
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The number of original Berber C1C2C2 verbs is quite small, and they 
constituted a relatively weak analogical target for the integration of Ara-
bic verbs. As a consequence, the treatment of Arabic C1C2C2 verbs is far 
from unitary in Berber. One can distinguish the following types:

a. �C1C2C2, similar to the Arabic Perfect, and to the treatment of original 
Berber C1C2C2 verbs in most dialects.

b. �Insertion of a plain vowel (mostly u) between the first consonant and 
the geminate. This leads to some similarity to the ŭ-Imperfect of some 
Arabic C1C2C2 verbs.

c. �Suffixation of a vowel after the geminate. This is similar (but not identi-
cal) to the presence of a vowel between the geminate and a consonant-
initial suffix in Arabic C1C2C2 verbs.

d. �Insertion of a plain vowel (mostly u) before the geminate combined 
with suffixation of a vowel after the geminate, i.e., a combination of 
device b and c.

a. The first type, which leads to most similarity with the Arabic shape, is 
the regular solution in Tarifiyt, Figuig, Mzab, Ouargla and Siwa. In these 
languages, it concerns the great majority of Arabic C1C2C2 verbs; in Figuig 
only one verb is treated differently (ḥuss ‘to feel’), while in Mzab two 
C1C2C2 loan verbs with a different shape are attested (ḥussa ‘to feel’, ḍall 
‘to look from above’). In Ouargla and Tarifiyt, numbers of other shapes 
are somewhat higher (at about one third in Ouargla), but the majority 
of C1C2C2 verbs are integrated according to the Arabic Perfect without 
further modifications.

On the other hand, in Kabyle—by far the best documented variety of 
northern Berber, lexicographically speaking—, only 11 cases of the first 
type are attested. Most of these verbs are in variation with similar verbs 
with different shapes, either C1uC2C2 or C1C2C2C2 (i.e. the Arabic second 
stem forms of C1C2C2 verbs). It seems that at least some of the Kabyle 
C1C2C2 verbs are best considered variants of C1C2C2C2 verbs. Their origin 
lies in forms with a vowel-initial suffix in the verbal conjugation, which 
causes the disappearance of the second schwa of the C1C2C2C2 verbs. As 
a result the geminate coalesces with the identical following consonant. 
Thus, while there is an opposition between C1C2C2 verbs and C1C2C2C2 
verbs in the third person singular, the two forms are identical in the third 
plural, e.g. 

Kabyle	 3SG:M	 i-ḥəšš 	 vs.	  i-ḥəššəš
	 3PL:M	 ḥəšš-ən	 =	 ḥəšš-ən
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The C1C2C2 shape in this context paves the way for a reinterpretation in 
terms of C1C2C2 in all contexts.

Elsewhere, the device is even more unusual. Taïfi’s Central Moroccan 
Berber dictionary has only one example (ɛəzz ‘to be loved’),12 just like 
Beguinot’s vocabulary of Djebel Nefusa Berber (ḥəžž ‘to go on pilgrimage’). 
No attestations of this way of integration were found in Tashelhiyt.

b. The second type is characterized by the insertion of a plain vowel 
between the first consonant and the geminate. Without adjunction of 
a post-root vowel (device d), this is the regular device in Djebel Nefusa, 
where, with one exception, all Arabic C1C2C2 verbs are taken over as 
C1uC2C2, e.g. ḥuṭṭ ‘to put’; kubb ‘to kiss’ kurr ‘to drag’; quṣṣ ‘to cut’; sunn 
‘to sharpen’; ṣudd ‘be enough’; šuqq ‘to cleave’; šumm ‘to smell’; tumm ‘to 
be counted, to be finished’; zuzz ‘to shear’; ḍumm ‘to sweep’ (Provasi 1973: 
524). The same situation applies in Zuwara, where, according to Mitchell 
(2009:22) there are 46 examples with the shape C1uC2C2, and two exam-
ples with the shape C1iC2C2, not necessarily all from Arabic.13 In Awdjila, 
the most common device seems to be insertion of the vowel u in com-
bination with gemination of the first consonant, e.g. ǝddugg ‘to knock’, 
ǝmmudd ‘to extend’(van Putten fc.).

In Kabyle, vowel insertion is also by far the most generally attested 
device. In this variety, several vowel patterns appear, some of which have 
aspectual apophony (verbs of Berber origin are of course not counted). 
For the sake of completeness, the forms without a plain vowel treated 
above are also presented: 

ao u – pv u	 the most common, e.g. ɛuzz – ɛuzz ‘to cherish’ (over 45 cases)
ao a – pv a	� 2 attestations: ḥall – ḥall ‘to be suitable for’; qadd – qadd ‘to be 

enough’ (~ qidd – qadd)
ao a – pv u	� 5 attestations: mass – muss ‘to touch’; qass – quss ‘to bear a 

grudge’; qašš – qašš ‘to swipe’ (~ qušš – qušš); xaṣṣ – xuṣṣ ‘to 
lack’; ɛass – ɛuss ‘to guard’. Cf. also fakk – fukk ‘to stop’ whose 
Arabic background is questionable (cf. Dallet 1982:199).

ao i – pv a	� 5 attestations: ḍ̱ill – ḍ̱all ‘to look at’; ḥibb – ḥabb (~ ḥibb – ḥubb) 
‘to love’; qidd – qadd ‘to be enough’ (~ qadd – qadd); qiṛṛ – qaṛṛ 
‘to admit’; sibb – sabb ‘to injure’

12 This form is in variation with the stative verb shape ɛziz, which itself is derived from 
the Arabic adjective ɛziz. This suggests that ɛəzz could be a Berber-internal reformation on 
the basis of the verb ɛziz rather than a direct borrowing of the Arabic verb ɛəzz.

13 Mitchell’s examples of C1C2C2 structures without a vowel suggest that this is the more 
common way of treating Berber-based verbs, e.g. bǝ́dd ‘stand up’ (Mitchell 2009:20).
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ao i – pv u	� 1 attestation: ḥibb – ḥubb (~ ḥibb – ḥabb) ‘to love’
ao ø – pv ø	� 11 attestations: ḇəšš – ḇəšš ‘to urinate’; ḍ̱əṛṛ – ḍ̱əṛṛ ‘to harm’  

(~ ḍ̱uṛṛ – ḍ̱uṛṛ); ḥədd – ḥədd ‘to limit’ (~ ḥudd – ḥudd, ḥəddəd); 
ḥəšš – ḥəšš ‘to cut grass’ (~ ḥušš – ḥušš); ḥəll – ḥəll (~ ḥəlləl) ‘to 
implore’; ḥəss – ḥəss ‘to listen’ (~ ḥəssəs); ḥəṛṛ – ḥəṛṛ ‘to hold 
back’; mədd – mədd ‘to hand over’ (~ mudd – mudd); šəqq – 
šəqq ‘to split (wood)’ (~ šuqq – šuqq, šəqqəq); žədd – žədd ‘to 
be a grandfather’; ɛəṛṛ – ɛəṛṛ ‘to be of low status’

Many verbs of these types show lexical variation between different vowel 
schemes. Still, there are cases where the use of a different vowel corre-
sponds to different semantic content, e.g. ḥəll - ḥəll ‘to implore’ vs. ḥall - 
ḥall ‘to be suitable for’ vs. ḥull - ḥull ‘to mix (with liquid)’.

Outside Djebel Nefusa and Kabyle, the shape C1VC2C2 is much less used 
for integrating Arabic C1C2C2 verbs. In Central Moroccan Berber it only 
appears once (ḥiǧǧ ‘to go on pilgrimage’, dialectally also other shapes), 
and in El Mountassir’s verb list of Tashelhiyt (2003), it is also limited to 
one occurrence: dukk ‘to drink while smoking’. In the Zenatic dialects, 
which prefer the shape C1C2C2, some examples of C1VC2C2 appear:

Figuig	 ḥuss ‘to feel’
Mzab	 ḍall ‘to look from above’
Ouargla	� huzz ‘to be shaken’; ḥuss ‘to feel’; kubb ‘to pour’; kurr ‘to drag’; 

ɣuṛṛ ‘to deceive’; rušš ‘to water’; ṣukk (~ ṣuk) ‘to kick out’; šugg 
‘to make a hole’; šull ‘to have an acute diarrhoea’; šuqq ‘to split 
(wood)’; sarr ‘to be in good health’ ; ḥižž ‘to go on a pilgrimage’

Tarifiyt14	� bukk ‘to fester’; hudd ‘to threaten’; ḥukk ‘to rub oneself ’; ṛušš ‘to 
sprinkle’; šukk ‘to prick’; ɛuqq ‘to vomit’; ḥibb ‘to love’; ḥižž ‘to go 
on pilgrimage’; qidd ‘to be enough’

c. The third device for integrating Arabic C1C2C2 verbs consists of the suf-
fixation of a vowel after the geminate. By means of this method, the verbs 
are integrated into one of the classes of vowel-final verbs. This device 
may have been inspired by the use of vowel-final stem forms in dialectal 
Arabic when a consonant-initial suffix is present (e.g. fəkki-t ‘I untied’, see 
p. 246).

Device (c) is mainly found in Central Moroccan Berber and in Tashel-
hiyt. In Central Moroccan Berber, the verbs are integrated into the class 
with final -a (see below for more details on vowel-final verbs), e.g. ḥəlla 
‘to be licit’, qəlla ‘to be rare’, šəkka ‘to doubt’. Only one verb of this type 

14 Forms according to Ibáñez (1944). Q often has forms without a full vowel where more 
western varieties have a full vowel.
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has been introduced into the class with final u in the Aorist: ɛəddu (pv 
ɛəddi/a) ‘to be numerous’.

In Tashelhiyt, on the other hand, all verbs of this type are integrated 
into the class with final u in the Aorist, e.g. ḥllu (pv ḥlli/a) ‘to be licit’, qllu 
(pv qlli/a) ‘to be rare’, škku (pv škki/a) ‘to doubt’.

d. The fourth device is a combination of the preceding two, i.e. the addi-
tion of a vowel before the geminate and suffixation of a vowel after the 
geminate. Like device (c), this seems to be mainly a feature of Central 
Moroccan Berber and Tashelhiyt, the only attestation outside this area 
being Mzab ḥussa ‘to feel’.

In Central Moroccan Berber, the structure C1uC2C2a exists as a minor 
pattern next to the forms without an internal vowel. There are five attes-
tations in Taïfi’s dictionary: ḍunna ‘to suppose’; fukka ‘to save’; ḥubba ‘to 
love’; kubba ‘to pour’ (Zayan), and rušša ‘to sprinkle’. In the southern 
Central Moroccan dialect of the Ayt Izdeg, a number of verbs with the 
shape C1uC2C2u (apparently with ao=pv -u) are attested. This may be the 
dedicated dialectal form: dullu (pv dullu) ‘to be humiliated’, ḍunnu ‘to sup-
pose’, ḥuǧǧu ‘to go on pilgrimage’.15

In Tashelhiyt, the minority pattern C1VC2C2u seems to be somewhat 
more frequent than in Central Moroccan Berber. The final vowel is almost 
always u (pv i/a); the internal vowel is mostly u: fukku ‘to deliver’, ḥukku 
‘to scratch’, ḥussu ‘to feel’, ḥužžu ‘to go on pilgrimage’, ruššu ‘to sprinkle’. 
Once a is found: ḥarru ‘to hurry’, and once a is combined with the final 
vowel a: qqadda ‘to be enough’.

The different devices for inserting Arabic C1C2C2 verbs into Berber pat-
terns are recapitulated in the following table. In the table, only those 
devices accounting for over 10% of the attested verbs in the dialect are 
presented. The + sign refers to the most frequent pattern in the dialect, ± 
to minority patterns (excluding hapaxes).

7.3.1.3 Arabic Aspectual Apophony in Borrowed Arabic Verbs without a 
Plain Vowel
One major question is to what extent the shape of the verbs as taken over 
in Berber corresponds to the Arabic Imperfect verb form rather than to  
 

15 However, in the nearby Ayt Hdiddou variety, the scheme C1C2C2a (ao=pv) prevails, 
like elsewhere in Central Moroccan Berber (Azdoud 2011).
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the Perfect. In the case of CCC verbs and of the derived stems treated 
above, this question cannot be answered, as the Arabic forms have been 
integrated entirely into Berber patterns without plain vowels. However, 
with C1C2C2 verbs Berber adaptations with plain vowels exist, which allow 
us to study this question.

In Classical Arabic, the Perfect almost always has the vowel a, while the 
Imperfect occurs with three vocalizations, a, i and u. This suggests that 
the frequency of u in Berber adaptations of Arabic C1C2C2 verbs is due to  
the take-over of the Arabic Imperfect form.

While alluring, this explanation is littered with problems. Even if one 
would take Classical Arabic as the basis of borrowing (a highly improb-
able option), the vocalization of many verbs in Berber would not corre-
spond to Arabic. Thus, for example, Djebel Nefusa tumm ‘to be counted, 
to be finished’ corresponds to a verb that has i vocalization in Classical 
Arabic, and ə in local dialects of Arabic.16

On the basis of Maghribian Arabic, the explanation is even less attrac-
tive. In most Maghribian Arabic varieties the short vowel system has col-
lapsed into a two-term system consisting of ə and ŭ. The vowel ŭ is also 
found as an Imperfect vowel in underived verbs, but there is great dialectal 
variation as to its frequency. Many (in some dialects most) verbs which 
have the Imperfect vowel u in Classical Arabic, have ə instead of expected 
ŭ. The tendency to restrict the vocalization ŭ to a small number of verbs 
is especially strong in Morocco, but also appears in pre-Hilalian Algerian 
dialects. Therefore, it is unexpected that in most Berber varieties—and 

16 E.g. Tunis (Singer 1984:352); Tripoli (Griffini 1913:119); and Fezzan (Marçais 2001:160 
e.a.).

The integration of Arabic C1C2C2 verbs

a. C1C2C2 b. C1VC2C2 c. C1C2C2V d. C1VC2C2V

Siwa +
Djebel Nefusa +
Zuwara +
Kabyle ± +
Ouargla + ±
Mzab +
Figuig +
Tarifiyt + ±
Central Morocco + ±
Tashelhiyt + ±
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especially so in Morocco—C1uC2C2(V) is the most frequent type of inte-
grated Arabic C1C2C2verbs.

In many nomadic Maghribian dialects the short vowel opposition has 
been reduced to a two-way opposition ă vs. ə. One remarks that some of 
the Berber varieties spoken in the Sahara (Figuig, Mzab, Siwa) only rarely 
use the device in which a vowel is inserted. This could be considered a 
result of the absence of short ŭ in the surrounding Arabic dialects. This 
does not, however, explain the similar outcome in Tarifiyt, which has dif-
ferent Arabic dialects as its neighbors. 

This is not to say that the Imperfect vocalization has had no influence 
on the Berber shape with some individual verbs. One remarks that the 
Arabic verb ṛəšš ‘to sprinkle’, which has Imperfects with ŭ attested as far 
west as Morocco (Premare 1993–1999; Harrell 1966 gives ə), is taken over 
with u in most Berber varieties: Tashelhiyt ruššu, Central Moroccan Ber-
ber rušša, Tarifiyt ṛušš, Ouargla rušš, the only exception being Figuig ṛəšš. 
Similarly one wonders whether the fact that Kabyle ḥall ‘to be suitable’ 
corresponds to a Classical Arabic form with Imperfect i, while Kabyle ḥull 
‘to mix’ corresponds to a verb with Imperfect u in Classical Arabic is coin-
cidental. The choice of individual vocalizations may also stem from other 
word forms, such as corresponding nouns. For example the Ouargli form 
ḥižž ‘to go on a pilgrimage’, used with a verb which has u vocalization in 
Classical Arabic, is no doubt derived from the Classical Arabic noun ḥiǧǧa 
‘pilgrimage to Mekka’, appearing in Ouargli as lḥižž.17

In spite of such individual cases, the Arabic Imperfect vocalization has 
only been a minor factor in the choice of the Berber form. The choice of 
the vowel is not dictated by the phonetic nature of the stem consonants 
either. Thus in Kabyle, similar percentages of u and non-u vocalizations 
are found with stems which contain a back consonant18 and stems which 
do not. Only with stems that contain a labial consonant, u-vocalization is 
more frequent than in other contexts; but even in this context, a series of 
exceptions occur.

17 Dialectal Arabic normally has forms with a short vowel, such as ḥəžž or ḥăžž. Direct 
influence from Classical Arabic is of course not unexpected with this religious term.

18 I.e. a velar, a uvular or a pharyngeal. In Kabyle, as well as in a number of other Berber 
languages, these consonants can be labialized.
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7.3.2 The Integration of Arabic Verbs with a Final Vowel 

7.3.2.1 First Stem Verbs
In Arabic, there exists an important group of verbs which have a vowel in 
final position. Verbs of this type belong to roots which contain a final y or 
w. In Maghribian Arabic, first stem verbs of these types can be classified 
in a number of groups:

a.  Perfect a Imperfect a, e.g. bda – bda ‘to begin’
b. Perfect a Imperfect i, e.g. bna – bni ‘to build’
c.  Perfect a Imperfect u, e.g. ḥba - ḥbu ‘to crawl (child)’

The third category, with Imperfect u, only appears in a few verbs. Like in 
most other Arabic dialects, the great majority of verbs which in Classi-
cal Arabic belong to the III w group with u-vocalization in the Imperfect 
have been inserted into the scheme of the i-verbs. The number of u-verbs 
in Maghribian Arabic does not exceed five in any dialect (Jijel, Ph. Mar-
çais 1956:171, cf. also Heath 2000). Some of these verbs may be classicisms. 
Thus Jijel ɛfa – ɛfu ‘to forgive’ may be based on the fixed classical formula 
ḷḷahu yəɛfu ‘God forgive!’ (currently used in Eastern Morocco when some-
body lights a cigarette). For other verbs this kind of explanation does not 
seem to hold. Philippe Marçais (1956:171) signals that most verbs have a 
labial consonant, and suggests a phonetic background to the preservation 
of u vocalization. Semantic factors may also have played a role: with the 
exception of ɛfa – ɛfu, treated above, all verbs Marçais cites refer to less 
controlled actions, or to actions typical of little children: Jijel: ḥba – ḥbu 
‘to crawl’, kba – kbu ‘to lower one’s head, to doze’, fsa – fsu ‘to fart’, žɣa –  
žɣu ‘to cry, wail (little child)’ (no clear Arabic etymology), elsewhere in 
Algeria also: dba – dbu ‘to patter along’ and kɛa – kɛu ‘to march with dif-
ficulty’ (Ph. Marçais 1956:171, n. 2). One wonders whether u-vocalization is 
somehow associated to the expressive domain, and thereby hindered the 
analogical integration of these verbs into the major i verb class.

Andalusian Arabic, it seems, allowed for more u-verbs than any other 
western Arabic dialect; in many cases, Corriente (1977; 1997) lists alternat-
ing forms with both i and u (e.g. afsū vs. afsī ‘to break wind without noise’, 
Corriente 1997:399).

Berber languages have a verbal type of a similar structure as the Arabic 
defective verbs, with a pattern CCV in the Aorist and the Perfective. There 
exists an important dialectal divide between varieties in which Aorist and 
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Perfective have different vocalizations in this verb type (among others 
Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Kabyle, Ghadames) and those which 
have the same vocalization in both aspects (among others Tarifiyt, Figuig, 
Mzab, Ouargla, Djebel Nefusa, Siwa). The most common type has ao u 
and pv i/a in Tashelhiyt (etc.) and i/a both in the Aorist and the Perfective 
in varieties with merger of the two (except Siwa, which has unchanging u 
in both aspects, Souag 2010:377). The alternating vowel is i in the 1st and 
2nd person singular, and a elsewhere (further details in Kossmann 1994), 
e.g. with the verb bḍu ‘to divide’:

Tashelhiyt
Aorist

Tashelhiyt
Perfective

Figuig
Aorist

Figuig 
Perfective

1s bḍu-ḥ bḍi-ḥ bḍi-x bḍi-x
2s t-bḍu-t t-bḍi-t t-əbḍi-d t-əbḍi-d
3sm i-bḍu i-bḍa i-bḍa i-bḍa
3pm bḍu-n bḍa-n bḍa-n bḍa-n

Even though this pattern is well-established in Berber, the number of 
original Berber verbs which have it is relatively small.

In addition to this pattern, some Berber languages have further minor 
patterns of vowel-final verbs, which will be presented where relevant. It 
is important to note that Berber also has verbs with a final w or y. Arabic 
vowel-final verbs are never integrated into these semivowel-final classes 
(with the exception of some ambiguous cases which will be pointed to 
where relevant), even in languages (such as Tashelhiyt), where the under-
lying final glide normally appears as a vowel.

Arabic stem I CCV verbs are almost invariably put into the Berber 
CCu/a class. Compare the fate of the Arabic verb bda – bda ‘to start’ in a 
number of languages:

Tashelhiyt	 ao bdu	 pv bdi/a
Central Mor.	 ao bdu 	 pv bdi/a
Ghomara19	 ao ḇdu	 pv ḇda
Kabyle	 ao ḇḏu	 pv ḇḏi/a
Ghadames	 ao əbdu	 pv əbde/a
Tarifiyt	 ao ḇḏi/a	 pv ḇḏi/a
Figuig	 ao bdi/a	 pv bdi/a
Mzab	 ao bdi/a	 pv bdi/a
Ouargla	 ao bdi/a	 pv bdi/a

19 Only loan verbs with Berber inflection are taken into account.
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Nefusa	 ao bdi/a	 pv bdi/a
Zuwara	 ao bdi/a	 pv bdi/a
Siwa	 ao bdu	 pv bdu

Exceptions to this way of integration are quite rare. They fall into three 
types:

a. Use of an Aorist form with final i :
Kabyle is the only language with more than one attestation of this type. 
In this variety, some of the i-final loan verbs have ao i pv i/a, others have 
ao i pv a (i.e. also a before the 1st and 2nd singular):

Kabyle	 ao ḥši	 pv ḥši/a	 ‘to deceive’
	 ao ɣni	 pv ɣni/a	 ‘to be enriched’ ~ ao ɣnu pv ɣni/a ‘enrich, be enriched’
	 ao ɛri	 pv ɛri/a	 ‘to be naked’ ~ ao ɛru pv ɛri/a	
	 ao rḥi	 pv rḥi/a	 ‘to be unhappy’ ~ ao rḥu pv rḥi/a	  
	 ao rḇi	 pv rḇa	� ‘to ask too high a price’ ≠ ao rbu pv rbi/a ‘take on 

knee’
	 ao ɛṣi	 pv ɛṣa	 ‘to be strong’; cf ao ɛṣu pv ɛṣi/a ‘confront’
	 ao bhi	 pv bha	 ‘to be well-clothed’
	 ao ɛṯi	 pv ɛṯa	 ‘to be vigourous’ ~ ao ɛṯu pv ɛṯi/a
	 ao xfi	 pv xfa	 ‘to disappear’
	 ao lhi	 pv lha	 ‘to be busy with’

The relatively large number of cases in Kabyle may be simply due to the 
high quality of Kabyle lexicography; thus against eleven verbs of the shape 
CCi,20 there are 107 verbs with have CCu (mainly of Arabic origin). On the 
other hand, different from other varieties, in Kabyle the vocalization i is 
common in longer vowel-final verb types (see below), and this may have 
exercized influence on the CCV verbs.

In the other languages, only single attestations of integration into this 
type were found:

Tashelhiyt 	 ao=pv šwi	 ‘to grill’
Tarifiyt	 ao=pv šwi	 ‘to pinch’
Figuig	 ao=pv kri	 ‘to rent’
Mzab	 ao=pv čri	 ‘to rent’ 
Ouargla	 ao=pv lwi	 ‘to get twirled’
Nefusa	 ao=pv əkri	 ‘to rent’
Ghomara	 ao=pv qli	 ‘to fry’

In some of these languages, CCi could synchronically represent underly-
ing **CCy. This is not the case, however, in Figuig, where CCi and CCy are 

20 I.e. the above ten loans and one original Berber verb, ḡwri – ḡʷra ‘to remain, to be 
last’. Verbs with vocalization of final y and w are not included in the figures.
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kept well apart. The frequency of the Arabic verb kra – kri ‘to rent’ in this 
list is remarkable. I have no explanation for this; Arabic nominal forms 
have a (l=əkra ‘the rent’), so there does not seem to be influence from a 
non-verbal form.

b. Use of an Aorist form with final a in Berber varieties which normally 
have u :

Tashelhiyt 	 ao=pv ḥna	 ‘to serve’ (the Arabic basis is not certain)
Central Mor.	 ao=pv qra 	 ‘to read’
	 ao=pv swa	 ‘to be worth, have a value’
	 ao=pv sɛa	 ‘to obtain loot’

This implies introduction of the verb in the very minor class of verbs which 
have a (without vowel change) both in the Aorist and in the Perfective. 
The three Central Moroccan Berber verbs all belong to the Arabic a-type, 
but one should note that other Arabic a-verbs have been integrated into 
the Berber u-i/a class.

c. Use of forms with u in Berber varieties which normally have i/a both in 
the Aorist and the Perfective:

Figuig	 ao=pv ɛfu	 ‘to forgive (subject: God)’
Mzab	 ao=pv dɛu	 ‘to wish for, to curse’
	 ao=pv ḥlu	 ‘to be sweet’
	 ao=pv ɛfu	 ‘to forgive’
Ouargla	 ao=pv sfu	 ‘to be clear (color)’
	 ao=pv dɛu	 ‘to invoke God’
	 ao=pv ḥšu	 ‘to introduce, to stuff ’
Tarifiyt (Q)	 ao=pv ɛfu	 ‘to forgive’
	 ao=pv aṛxu	 ‘to let go’
	 ao=pv ɛḏu	 ‘to pass’

In these verbs, u is invariable between Aorist and Perfective. These are 
varieties where original Berber verbs only rarely have final u. The Arabic 
verbs in question all correspond to Classical forms which have Imperfects 
with u. As the local Arabic dialects have all done away with the u-type of 
the Imperfect in this verb class, the Berber forms seem to be connected 
with Classical Arabic rather than with dialectal Arabic. This is hardly 
problematic in the case of ɛfu ‘to forgive (subject: God)’ and dɛu ‘to invoke 
God’, which belong to the religious vocabulary; different from the others, 
they have u correspondents in some western Arabic varieties: ɛfu, rather 
well-spread in Algeria, Morocco and Andalusia, dɛu (varying with dɛi) in 
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Andalusian Arabic (Corriente 1997). The reason behind the choice of u 
with the other verbs is unclear: nothing in the semantics of the verbs sug-
gests that they have a Classical cachet, and they are not attested with u in 
any western Arabic dialect.

7.3.2.2 Other Stem Forms
The Arabic verbs with a final vowel position also occur in derived stem 
types. In the types that are most important to our discussion, stem II and 
III, Maghribian Arabic always has the same vowel apophony Perfective a, 
Imperfective i, e.g. Moroccan Arabic (stem II) wəlla ‘he became’—i-wəlli 
‘may he become’.

There are no well-established Berber verb types with a final vowel that 
would correspond to these longer stem types. Therefore, one might expect 
that the Arabic verbs of these types are simply inserted into the same 
mould as the shorter vowel-final stem I CCV verbs.

This is in fact what happens in the Berber languages which have the 
same final vowel in the Aorist and in the Perfective, such as Ouargla. In 
these varieties, the Arabic final vowel is taken over as i/a in Arabic stem II 
and stem III verbs. Stem III verbs do not undergo further modifications, 
e.g.:

Ouargla	 dawa	 ‘to heal’
	 ḍawa	 ‘to give light’
Mzab	 wala	 ‘to be favorable’
	 wata	 ‘to be good, fitting’
	 ɛada	 ‘to consider somebody an enemy’
Nefusa	 dawa	 ‘to heal’
	 laqa	 ‘to meet’

Stem II verbs also get final a. In the Saharan oasis varieties, most defective 
stem II verbs are integrated in the form C1aC2C2a, with insertion of a full 
a before the second root consonant, e.g.

Ouargla 	 darra	 ‘to sprinkle’
	 manna	 ‘to desire’
	 naqqa	 ‘to cleanse’
	 samma	 ‘to name’
Mzab 	 waṣṣa	 ‘to recommend’
	 zakka	 ‘to give the legal alms’
	 ɛabba	 ‘to fill oneself with’
Figuig	 ɣazza	 ‘to do bad things intentionally’
	 ṛayya	 ‘to propose’
	 ɛazza	 ‘to offer one’s condolences’
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At this point, vowel-final stem II verbs function differently from sound 
stem II verbs, which do not get an additional plain vowel.

Forms without a plain vowel are not attested in Figuig, with the excep-
tion of ɣənni ‘to sing’. In Mzab only one verb lacks the internal a : ɛəzza 
‘to offer one’s condolences’. The number of verbs without internal a is 
somewhat larger in Ouargla, but still constitutes a minority pattern, e.g. 
həyya ‘to be ready’, wəṣṣa ‘to recommend’ and ɛəzza ‘to offer one’s con-
dolences’.

Djebel Nefusa and Zuwara, on the other hand, have forms without an 
internal plain vowel throughout, it seems,21 e.g. Nefusa ɣǝnna ‘to sing’ and 
nǝžža ‘to save’, Zuwara zǝ́kka ‘give alms’ (Mitchell 2009:15). In the variet-
ies under consideration, only one derived defective Arabic verb does not 
have final a, Figuig ɣənni ‘to sing’.

Among the Berber varieties which have different vowels in the Aorist 
and the Perfective of the CCV verbs, only in Tashelhiyt derived defective 
Arabic verbs get the same vocalic pattern as the CCV verbs. This treat-
ment is found with stem II verbs:

Tashelhiyt	 ao ɣššu	 pv ɣšši/a	 ‘to deceive’
	 ao nwwu 	 pv nwwi/a	 ‘to intend’
	 ao rbbu 	 pv rbbi/a	 ‘to educate’ éduquer
	 ao smmu 	 pv smmi/a	 ‘to name’
	 ao šqqu 	 pv šqqi/a	 ‘to be difficult’
	 ao uṣṣu 	 pv uṣṣi/a	 ‘to advise’
	 ao zkku 	 pv zkki/a	 ‘to give the legal alms’

A few stem II verbs are treated differently, and are integrated into verb 
types with an invariable final vowel: nžža ‘to be save’, ɣnni ‘to sing’.

Defective stem III verbs, on the other hand, are all inserted into the 
class of invariable a-final verbs, e.g. dawa ‘to heal’, qaḍa ‘to terminate’ 
and žaza ‘to give recompensation (God)’. With other verb stems, both 
u-i/a and a-a occur, without clear distribution, e.g. thllu – thlli/a ‘to care 
for’ (stem V), tthnnu – tthnni/a ‘to be quiet’ (stem V) but tmnna ‘to wish’ 
(stem V) and ttuḍḍa ‘to wash oneself ritually’ (stem V).

In Central Moroccan Berber, the treatment of derived defective Arabic 
verbs is entirely regular: all such verbs are put into the class with invari-
able final a, e.g. 

21 From the transcriptions in Beguinot (21942) it is not always clear whether schwa or 
a is meant.
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Central Mor.	 stem II:	 ao=pv mənna	 ‘to wish’
		  ao=pv qəšša	 ‘to burglarize’
		  ao=pv səmma	 ‘to name’
		  ao=pv šətta	 ‘to spend the winter’
	 stem III:	 ao=pv šafa	 ‘to heal (subject : God)’
		  ao=pv wata	 ‘to convene’

Kabyle is as regular as Central Moroccan Berber, but uses a different 
device. In this variety, derived defective Arabic verbs are put into a spe-
cial apophonic class, which, as far as applied to final vowels, further only 
appears in a few CCV verbs (see above), the class with the apophony 
Aorist i – Perfective (stable) a. In stem III, non-final Aorist a is u in the 
Perfective. Examples:

Kabyle	 stem II:	 ao ɣəzzi	 pv ɣǝzza	 ‘to punish’
		  ao ḇərri 	 pv ḇǝrra	 ‘to be interested in’
	 stem III:	 ao baṣi 	 pv buṣa	 ‘to be sentenced’22
		  ao laqi 	 pv luqa	 ‘to punish (subject: God)’

A similar situation as in Kabyle is found in Ghomara23 (Mourigh fc.), e.g.

Ghomara	 stem II:	 ao ɛəlli 	 pv ɛǝlla	 ‘to make rise’
		  ao nəqqi 	 pv nǝqqa	 ‘to make clean’
	 stem III:	 ao laqi 	 pv laqa	 ‘to make meat’
		  ao ḥaḏi 	 pv ḥaḏa	 ‘to touch’

In addition to this, there are a few verbs which have i throughout: dǝnni 
‘blow on the fire’, lǝwwi ‘to roll’. 

7.3.2.3 Vowel-final Arabic Verbs and the Question of Imperfect 
Vocalization
As with other forms with a plain vowel, studying the integration of vowel-
final Arabic verbs one has to deal with the question which Arabic aspec-
tual form is the basis of the borrowing.

In the case of CCV verbs, this question is a difficult one. As Berber 
already had an original verb shape with CCV as its basis, albeit a rela-
tively small group, one can assume that the CCV template was simply 
filled in in the Berber way. Otherwise stated, the whole Arabic verb class 
was integrated into the structure of Berber and thereby received Berber 

22 The verb probably goes back to French passer (en justice) (Brugnatelli 1999:326). It 
also occurs, as a IIId stem, in Algerian Arabic.

23 Borrowings from Arabic stem II and III verbs always have Berber inflection in Gho-
mara (Mourigh fc.).
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apophony, regardless of the vowel in the original Arabic form. Another, 
less abstract, account would be that the Perfect form of Arabic was taken 
as a basis. In Berber varieties with a differentiation between Aorist u and 
Perfective i/a, this meant the equation of the Arabic Perfect form with the 
Berber Perfective, and then adding the Aorist form by analogy.24 Note that 
the Aorist u in these verbs cannot stem directly from the Arabic Imperfect 
vowel u, as the class includes both verbs with Classical Arabic Imperfect u 
and verbs with the Imperfect vowel i or a. Moreover, in dialectal Arabic, 
the Imperfect vowel u is almost absent in the CCV class of verbs.

In the derived forms of the Arabic defective verbs, one finds a more 
complicated picture. The Berber Aorist=Perfective languages treat these 
verbs the same way as their stem I counterparts. Tashelhiyt also does so, 
but only for stem II verbs. For these forms, the same questions and solu-
tions are applicable as with stem I defective verbs.

Tashelhiyt (mainly stem III) and Central Moroccan Berber (all derived 
verbs) put the derived verbs into a different apophonic class, viz. the class 
with stable a. If one considers the Arabic vocalization relevant, this means 
that the Arabic Perfect form is at the basis of the borrowing. In Kabyle, 
finally, one finds a fine match between the Arabic vocalization pattern 
Imperfect i – Perfect a and the Kabyle pattern Aorist i – Perfective a. 
As the apophony i-a also appears elsewhere in Kabyle morphology (but 
not with vowel-final verbs), there is no reason to consider the pattern 
with derived Arabic verbs a simple borrowing from Arabic. However, the 
Arabic pattern may very well have helped in the choice of this solution 
in Kabyle. Ghomara has the same forms; in this case it is reasonable to 
assume direct influence from Arabic, as this is also found elsewhere in 
verb stem morphology (see below).

The integration of vowel-final Arabic verbs has led to great changes 
in the frequency of stem types in Berber. Vowel-final stems must have 
been relatively rare before the introduction of Arabic loanwords. Thus 
the robust, but small, class of CCV verbs was greatly strengthened by the 
introduction of the much more important group of Arabic defective verbs. 
Similarly, in Tashelhiyt and Central Moroccan Berber, the marginal type 
of verbs with final a both in the Aorist and in the Perfective became a 
vigorous verb class because of the introduction of Arabic derived stems. 
The Kabyle verb type with final i-a alternation seems to be confined to 
Arabic derived stem borrowings. Nowadays it is a well-established verb 

24 Later on, in Siwa the final u of the Aorist was extended to the Perfective, Souag 
2010:377.
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class with about 50 members of a stem II type, and about 30 members of 
the stem III type.

7.3.3 Integrating Arabic Verbs with an Initial or Internal Plain Vowel

Maghribian Arabic has a number of verb shapes with an initial or internal 
plain vowel. Some of these are due to vocalization of w (e.g. uṣṣa ~ wəṣṣa 
‘to order’), and will not be treated here. Three major types appear:

a. �Verbs which, in Maghribian Arabic, start with (ʔ)a. In Classical Arabic, 
these are verbs with an initial glottal stop.

b. �CVC verbs. These verbs derive from the Classical type of Mediae Infir-
mae, i.e. stem I forms of verbs with w or y as the middle radical. A few 
verbs with a medial glottal stop in the classical language also belong 
to this group.

c. �Other verb types with a medial vowel. This mainly concerns derived 
verb forms, esp. stem III (structure: C1aC2C3) and stem XI (structure 
C1C2aC3(C3)), which is relatively frequent in dialectal western Arabic.

7.3.3.1 Verbs with Initial Ɂa
The small group of Arabic original I ʔ verbs which have initial ʔa (with 
plain a) in Maghribian Arabic is always integrated into the robust Berber 
class of verbs with initial Aorist a, Perfective u. Arabic verbs of this type 
are integrated into the Berber apophonic patterns, and also contrast Aor-
ist a to Perfective u, e.g.

Arabic ʔadən ‘to allow’
	�C entral Moroccan ao adən, pv udən, Kabyle ao aḏən, pv uḏən (infre-

quent form)
Arabic ʔamən ‘to believe’
	�T ashelhiyt ao amn, pv umn, Central Moroccan ao amən, pv umən, Kab-

yle ao amən, pv umən, Rif ao amən, pv umən, Figuig ao amən, pv umən, 
Mzab ao amən, pv umən, Ouargla ao amən, pv umən, Nefusa ao amən.

Arabic ʔaməṛ ‘to order’
	�T ashelhiyt ao amr, pv umr, Central Moroccan ao aməṛ, pv uməṛ, Kabyle 

ao aməṛ, pv uməṛ, Rif ao amā, pv umā, Mzab ao amər, pv umər, Ouargla 
ao amər, pv umər. Nefusa ao amər, pv umər

The verbs in question all have initial glottal stop in Maghribian Arabic, 
e.g. tʔamən ‘may you believe’. This is a strong indication that they are 
loans from Classical Arabic—something which is not unexpected in view 
of the semantics of the verbs. Some other I ʔ verbs (Classical ʔaxaḏa ‘to 
take’ and ʔakala ‘to eat’) have developed differently in Moroccan Arabic 
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(cf. Heath 2002:379–386). As stem I forms of these verbs have not been 
borrowed in any Berber language, they are irrelevant to our discussion.

One cannot exclude that adən ‘to allow’, amən ‘to believe’ and aməṛ ‘to 
order’ were taken directly from Classical Arabic into Berber; however, the 
presence of the initial full a (instead of short a in Classical Arabic) sug-
gests dialectal mediation. The verb amən could in fact belong to the group 
of early Islamic loans (see 3.4), as it is a central term in Islam. There is 
nothing to prove or to disprove this, as the consonants m and n are shared 
by Berber and Arabic, and would not be expected to change during the 
borrowing process. There is one verb which has initial w in Arabic (often 
vocalized into u), which has been integrated into the Berber a-u class:25

Arabic wḥəl ‘to be entangled, to be in an embarrassing situation’; wəḥḥəl ‘to get 
stuck, to put in an embarrassing situation’
  �Tashelhiyt ao aḥl pv uḥl ‘to be disturbed’, Tarifiyt ao aḥəř, pv uḥəř ‘to be 

tired’, Figuig ao aḥəl, pv uḥəl ‘to be tired’, Mzab ao aḥəl, pv uḥəl ‘to be 
embarrassed’, Ouargla ao aḥəl, pv uḥəl ‘to be embarrassed’, Nefusa ao aḥḥəl, 
pv uḥḥəl ‘to be tired’

Ghadames is different, because it has two well-established types of VCC-
verbs, one with Aorist-Perfective apophony a-u, one with a constant vowel 
o (for the historical background of this distinction, see Kossmann 2001). 
The Arabic verb wḥəl has been integrated into the type with constant o: 
ao oḥəl pv oḥăl ‘to be tired’. The verbal noun atiḥəl follows the common 
pattern of this verb class and shows that the initial w of Arabic wḥəl has 
been reinterpreted as a plain vowel, which is subject to apophony. None 
of the other Arabic I Ɂ verbs is attested as a borrowing in Ghadames.

7.3.3.2 Verbs with an Internal Vowel, Excepting CVC Verbs
The major group of verbs with an internal vowel, other than CVC, are 
constituted by stem III sound verbs, which have the structure CaCC in 
dialectal Arabic. In addition to this, Maghribian Arabic has a robust stem 
XI group (structure: C1C2aC3(C3)). Moreover stem VII, VIII and IX forms 
of mediae w and y also belong to this group.

In Berber, the most frequently encountered borrowings of these types 
are originally stem III verbs. Stem XI does not seem to be borrowed as 
such: all these verbs are of stative-inchoative nature, and are inserted into  
 

25 An exception is Central Moroccan Berber uḥl ~ wḥəl ‘to be tired’, which has kept the 
original Arabic shape of the verb.
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different patterns (see 7.6). The number of examples of other stems is 
relatively small. Therefore we shall focus in this presentation on stem III 
verbs.

Berber verbs with an internal vowel often have aspectual apophony. 
Thus, for example, in Kabyle one finds the following patterns:

Kabyle	 ao a	 pv u	 ao ggall	 pv ggull	 ‘to swear’
	 ao i	 pv a 	 ao ḡrirəḇ	 pv ḡrarəḇ	 ‘to roll’
	 ao u	 pv u	 ao bbuzən	 pv bbuzən	� ‘to be mixed, to be cooked as 

tabazint’

In Ghomara, Central Moroccan Berber, as well as in the Zenatic dialects, 
only the a-u apophony is regularly attested; internal i and u in the Aorist 
remain the same in the Perfective.

In the integration of Arabic verbs with an internal vowel (except type 
CVC), Kabyle behaves different from the other languages (on Tashelhiyt 
see below). In Central Moroccan Berber, as well as in the other languages, 
Arabic verbs with an internal vowel are taken over with the vowel a. This 
vowel is not subject to Aorist-Perfective apophony, and therefore remains 
the same, e.g.

Central Mor.	 ao=pv kabr 	 ‘to make an effort’
	 ao=pv xtaṛ	 ‘to choose’
Figuig	 ao=pv ɛanəd	 ‘to imitate’
	 ao=pv xtar	 ‘to choose’
Mzab	 ao=pv xaṣəm	 ‘to be involved in a lawsuit’
	 ao=pv xtar	 ‘to choose’
Ouargla	 ao=pv qarəb	 ‘to get near’

	 ao=pv rtaḥ	 ‘to rest’

In Kabyle, on the other hand, such verbs undergo aspectual apophony 
between Aorist and Perfective, just like similar Berber verbs. Not unlike 
their Berber counterparts, the great majority of these verbs have an apo-
phony a-u. This mainly concerns the sound stem III verbs, e.g.

Kabyle	 ao ḇarəḵ	 pv ḇurəḵ	 ‘to benedict’
	 ao ɛayən	 pv ɛuyən	 ‘to try’

In Kabyle, stem III verbs with w as a second radical have been introduced 
into the apophonic pattern i-a, e.g.

Kabyle	 ao ɛiwən	 pv ɛawən	 ‘to help’

With CCaC verbs borrowed from Arabic (mainly stem VIII), i-a apophony 
is normally found, e.g.



264	 chapter seven

Kabyle	 ao xṯir	 pv xṯar	 ‘to choose’
	 ao šṯiq	 pv šṯaq	 ‘to desire’

The situation in Tashelhiyt is less clear, and there seems to be consider-
able dialectal variation. Aspinion (1953:142ff.) describes a situation quite 
similar to Kabyle, with Aorist-Perfective apophony both in the (some?) 
Berber and in the (some?) Arabic members of these groups of verbs, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 ao ggall	 pv ggulli/a	 ‘to swear’
	 ao skirks	 pv skarks	 ‘to lie (tell a lie)’
	 ao ktur	 pv ktar	 ‘to be full’
	 ao zayd	 pv zuyd	 ‘to go on’ (< Arabic)
	 ao xtir	 pv xtar	 ‘to choose’ (< Arabic)

It seems that the number of Arabic-based verbs belonging to these classes 
depends on the variety of Tashelhiyt. Stumme (1899:74) remarks that the 
pattern ao CaCC pv CuCC is very rare; similarly, Destaing (1938) gives apo-
phonic variation in some loan verbs (ao zayd pv zuyd ‘to augment’), stable 
a in other verbs (ao=pv ɛawn ‘to help’) and variation for still other verbs 
(ao xtar ~ xtir pv xtar ‘to choose’). El Mountassir (2003) gives only very 
few verbs in this class where the Aorist and the Perfective are different. 
Even the verb zayd ‘to augment’, which has pv zuyd in all other sources, 
is marked as vaccillating between pv zuyd and pv zayd.

In Ntifa (southwestern Central Moroccan Berber), the situation resem-
bles to some degree Aspinion’s description of the state of affairs in Tashel-
hiyt. In this variety, Arabic stem III verbs either have a-u apophony, or 
have a throughout, depending on the verb (Laoust 1918:138), e.g.

Ntifa	 ao zayd	 pv zuyd	 ‘to be born’
	 ao ḍalb	 pv ḍulb	 ‘to beg’
	 ao ḥasb	 pv ḥusb	 ‘to count’
	 ao ḥaḍr 	 pv ḥaḍr	 ‘to present oneself ’
	 ao wažb 	 pv wažb	 ‘to answer’

CCaC verbs normally have ao=pv forms both with Berber and with Arabic 
words, e.g. ao=pv rwas ‘to resemble’ and ao=pv xtar ‘to choose’ (< Ar).

Summarizing, most Berber languages take over Arabic CaCC and CCaC 
verbs (and correlated minor patterns) as such and do not apply Aorist/
Perfective apophony to them. This is related to the fact that such apo-
phony is also infrequent in Berber verbs of similar types. Kabyle and some 
southern Moroccan varieties apply Aorist/Perfective apophony. Arabic 
models of most of these verbs have no apophony between Perfect and 
Imperfect: this is the case of all stem III verbs, as well as a number of CCaC 
verbs, a.o. the widely borrowed term xtar ‘to choose’. The equation of the 
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Arabic a-form with a Berber aspectual form follows the general tendency 
in aspectual apophony in Kabyle, which has a as a marker of the Aor-
ist with CV- and C1C1V-initial verbs, but as a marker of the Perfective in 
C1C2V-initial verbs; therefore Arabic barək ‘to benedict’ is interpreted as 
an Aorist (with pv ḇurəḵ), while Arabic xtar is a Perfective (with ao xṯir). 

7.3.3.3 CVC Verbs
In Maghribian Arabic, CVC verbs (verba mediae infirmae) belong to three 
different apophonic classes:

Perfect a	 Imperfect a	 e.g. ban – ban 	 ‘to appear’
Perfect a	 Imperfect i	 e.g. faq – fiq 	 ‘to wake up’
Perfect a	 Imperfect u	 e.g. gal – gul	 ‘to say’

The first group is rather small, the two other groups are of roughly similar 
sizes.

In Berber, CVC verbs (without gemination of the first radical) are rather 
rare. Original Berber CVC verbs may have internal apophony, e.g. Tashel-
hiyt ao lal pv lul ‘to be born’, but others have a vowel which does not alter-
nate between Aorist and Perfective, e.g. Tashelhiyt ao=pv las ‘to shear’.

Arabic CVC verbs have been introduced in great numbers. Two basic 
questions appear in the treatment of these verbs. The first question per-
tains to whether the integrated Arabic verbs undergo apophony or not. 
The second question concerns which vowel has been chosen, the Arabic 
Perfect or the Imperfect vowel.

In most Berber languages, borrowed CVC verbs do not show vowel alter-
nations between the Aorist and the Perfective. The internal vowel remains 
stable. There are two main exceptions to this, Ghomara and Kabyle.

In Ghomara Berber CVC verbs26 have basically the same aspectual 
apophony as their Arabic models. The Ghomaran Aorist form corresponds 
to the Arabic Imperfect and the Ghomaran Perfective form corresponds to 
the Arabic Perfect. The lexical distribution of Aorist CiC and CuC is the 
same as in Arabic. The main difference with Arabic is that CuC verbs have 
a variation between CuC and CaC in the Perfective in Ghomaran Berber. 
There are no relevant examples of CaC loan verbs. Examples (Mourigh fc.):

26 Only those verbs which have Berber inflection are studied here; Verbs with Arabic 
inflection are identical to Arabic morphology in all its facets.
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Ghomara	 ao u	 pv u~a	 ao ɛum 	 pv ɛam ~ ɛum	 ‘to swim’ 
			   ao ṣum	 pv ṣam ~ ṣum	 ‘to fast’
	 ao i	 pv a	 ao ɛiš	 pv ɛaš	 ‘to live’
			   ao fiq	 pv faq	 ‘wake up’

In Kabyle the situation is different. Like elsewhere in the apophonic pat-
terns in Kabyle, verbs which have internal u in the Perfective also have 
this vowel in the Aorist. Verbs with internal a normally do so too, but 
there are a number of exceptions (ao faṯ pv fuṯ ‘to pass’, ao han pv han ~  
hun ‘to mistreat’, ao ḥaz pv ḥuz ‘to attain, touch’). Finally, verbs with Aor-
ist i substitute this vowel by a in the Perfective (among doubtless bor-
rowed forms, the only exception is ao=pv kil ‘to measure’). Thus the basic 
patterns are as follows:

Kabyle	 ao a	 pv a	 ao xan	 pv xan	 ‘to conceal one’s opinion’
	 ao u	 pv u	 ao ɛum 	 pv ɛum	 ‘to swim’ 
	 ao i	 pv a	 ao ɣiṯ 	 pv ɣaṯ	 ‘to inflict, gratify’

However, most CiC verbs alternate with CaC verbs, i.e. the internal vowel 
of the Aorist vaccillates between i and a, while the Perfective is a, e.g.

Kabyle	 ao ṛiq ~ ṛaq 	 pv ṛaq	 ‘to be touched (emotionally)’
	 ao mil ~ mal 	 pv mal	 ‘to bow’
	 ao ɛiḇ ~ ɛaḇ 	 pv ɛaḇ	 ‘to be mutilated’

This state of affairs can be interpreted historically in two ways. In the 
first place, in Kabyle CVC verbs apophony may be receding, and the vari-
ants with ao a rather than i represent an innovation. In that case, the 
ultimate outcome of the process would be the abolition of the CiC class. 
One can also construct a scenario taking the opposite direction. In such 
a scenario, Arabic CVC verbs were borrowed originally as CaC (a similar 
state of affairs is found in Mzab and Ouargla, see below). Due to pressure 
from Arabic apophony (which has Imperfect i Perfect a), which matches 
the common Kabyle apophonic pattern ao i pv a closely, verbs of this type 
would have introduced an apophonic pattern. Pressure would have been 
less (or contrary) in the case of the CaC pattern with u-verbs. While Ber-
ber apophonic patterns have ao a pv u, the Arabic pattern is the inverse: 
Imperfect u, Perfect a.27 

27 Of course the functions of the different aspects are not the same in Berber and Ara-
bic, but an equation of the Berber Aorist with the Arabic Imperfect (both used in impera-
tives and in contexts of modality and futureness) on the one hand, and Berber Perfective 
and Arabic Perfect (both used to refer to past dynamic events) seems to be logical, and in 
any case more logical than the inverse equation.



	 verbal morphology	 267

Outside Ghomara and Kabyle, apophony is extremely rare in borrowed 
CVC verbs; one may note however Figuig, which has ao=pv ṛaḥ ‘to go’, but 
an Imperative ṛuḥ ‘go!’. Similar forms are attested in some Tarifiyt variet-
ies, e.g. Q: ao=pv raḥ ‘to go’; Imperative: ruḥ ; ao=pv ṣar ‘to be located’; 
Imperative: ṣur (Chami 1979:216).

The second question pertaining to the insertion of CVC verbs is the 
choice of the vowel. There is a clear correlation between the Arabic Imper-
fect vocalization and the choice of the vowel.28 Generalizing, one can say 
that in borrowings Berber CuC verbs correspond to Arabic u verbs, while 
CiC verbs correspond to Arabic i verbs. However, verbs of both classes 
may also be represented by a in Berber. 

The few Arabic verbs with a vocalization in the Imperfect are always 
taken over as CaC verbs in Berber, e.g.

Moroccan Arabic Perfect ban Imperfect ban ‘to look, to appear, to seem’
  �Ouargla ao=pv ban ‘to appear’, Figuig ao=pv ban ‘to appear’, Kabyle ao=pv 

ban ‘to seem, be evident’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect sal Imperfect sal (Classical saʔal) ‘to reclaim, owe’
  �Central Moroccan Berber ao=pv sal ‘to question’ Ouargla ao=pv sal ‘to 

demand, reclaim’, Mzab ao=pv sal ‘to demand, reclaim’, Kabyle ao=pv sal 
‘to ask, interrogate’

Verbs which have the vocalization u in Arabic are either taken over as 
CuC verbs or as CaC verbs. In most varieties there is a strong preference 
for CuC (e.g. in Central Moroccan Berber only one out of 13 Arabic u verbs 
has been taken over as CaC, and in Mzab only one out of 12). In Ouargla, 
however, half of these verbs fall into the CaC class (8 out of 16), and in 
Figuig over a third (4 out of 11). 

There are quite a number of Arabic u verbs that have been taken over 
as CuC in more than one Berber variety:

Moroccan Arabic Perfect ɛam Imperfect ɛum ‘to swim’
  �Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig, Kabyle: ao=pv 

ɛum ‘to swim’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect bar Imperfect bur ‘to be left over’
  �Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Kabyle: ao=pv bur ‘to lie fallow’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect ḍaṛ Imperfect ḍuṛ ‘to turn’
  �Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig: ao=pv ḍuṛ ‘to turn, 

surround’

28 From the presentation in Mitchell (2009), it seems that in Zuwara all such verbs 
have a vocalization.
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Moroccan Arabic Perfect dab Imperfect dub ‘to melt’
  Tashelhiyt, Ouargla, Figuig: ao=pv dub ‘to melt’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect faḥ Imperfect fuḥ ‘to diffuse a smell’
  �Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig, Kabyle: ao=pv fuḥ ‘to dif-

fuse a (bad) smell’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect saq Imperfect suq ‘to drive’
  Tashelhiyt, Ouargla, Mzab: ao=pv sug, ṣug ‘to drive’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect ẓaṛ Imperfect ẓuṛ ‘to visit’
  �Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig, Kabyle: ao=pv 

ẓuṛ ‘to visit (esp. a saint’s tomb)’

One Arabic u verbs has been taken over as CaC in all Berber varieties 
where it is attested:

Moroccan Arabic Perfect fat Imperfect fut ‘to pass’
  Tashelhiyt, Ouargla, Figuig: ao=pv fat
  Kabyle ao faṯ pv fuṯ ‘to pass’

With Arabic i verbs, the situation is different. In all varieties which were 
studied, CiC presents a minority pattern, while mostly CaC is found. In 
Ouargla and Mzab, there are no Arabic loan verbs in the CiC class. In 
Kabyle, there is variation between forms with Aorist i and forms with Aor-
ist a. The Perfective always has a. Arabic borrowings with which CiC is 
well-attested in Berber are the following:

Moroccan Arabic Perfect ɛaš Imperfect ɛiš ‘to live’
  �Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Figuig ao=pv ɛiš; Kabyle: ao ɛiš pv ɛaš 

‘to live’
  Ouargla, Mzab: ao=pv ɛaš ‘to live’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect šab Imperfect šib ‘to grey, get old’
  Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber, Figuig: ao=pv šib ‘to grey’
  Kabyle: ao šib pv šab ~ ao=pv šab ‘to grey’
  Ouargla, Mzab: ao=pv šab ‘to grey’

Borrowings with CaC everywhere include:

Moroccan Arabic Perfect ḍaɛ Imperfect ḍiɛ ‘to be lost, to be wasted’
  �Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig: ao=pv ḍaɛ ‘to be lost, to 

be wasted’
  Kabyle: ao=pv ḍ̱aɛ ~ ao ḍ̱iɛ pv ḍ̱aɛ ‘to be lost, to be wasted’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect faq Imperfect fiq ‘to wake up, to become aware of ’
  �Tashelhiyt, Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig, ao=pv faq ‘to become aware of ’
  Kabyle: ao=pv faq ~ ao fiq pv faq ‘to become aware of’
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Moroccan Arabic Perfect ɣab Imperfect ɣib ‘to be absent’
  Central Moroccan Berber, Ouargla, Mzab: ao=pv ɣab ‘to be absent’
  Kabyle ao=pv ɣaḇ ~ ao ɣiḇ pv ɣaḇ ‘to be absent’
Moroccan Arabic Perfect ṣar Imperfect ṣir ‘to become, start’
  Ouargla, Mzab, Figuig: ao=pv ṣar ‘to happen’
  Kabyle: ao=pv ṣar ~ ao ṣir pv ṣar ‘to happen’

CVC verbs are amongst the most interesting cases for the study of the 
impact of Perfect and Imperfect vocalization in borrowings. Berber vocal-
ization is reasonably faithful to the original vocalization: verbs which have 
CuC are almost invariably Arabic u verbs, and verbs with CiC are almost 
invariably Arabic i verbs. This proves—more than any of the arguments 
adduced for other verb types—that the Imperfect vocalization of Arabic 
plays a role in the form of the borrowing.

However, the choice between CaC and CuC/CiC vocalization is difficult 
to understand. In the first place, there is a discrepancy between u verbs 
and i verbs, as the former are much more often taken over in their Imper-
fect vocalization than the latter. It is difficult to see how Berber patterns 
should have played a role here: the Berber class of CVC verbs is rather 
small, and CuC does not seem to be significantly more frequent than CiC. 
An explanation could be that Northern Berber originally took over the  
i verbs as CiC in similar percentages as they did with the u verbs as CuC, 
but that they applied Aorist/Perfective apophony to it (like attested in 
Kabyle). By this apophony, CaC (the Perfective vocalization) came to vary 
regularly with CiC (the Aorist vocalization). Finally, the apophony was 
abolished, and most CiC verbs shifted to the ao=pv CaC class. This would 
match one scenario for the general Kabyle variation between CiC and CaC 
(see above).

Still, even if one assumes this scenario, it remains unclear why in some 
cases the Imperfect form is chosen and not in others. In specific cases, 
one may assume that other forms of the root played a role in the choice. 
Thus, the relatively strong presence of the CiC form in the verb ɛiš ‘to live’ 
may be because of the existence of the cognate Arabic noun ɛiša ‘life’, and 
similarly šib ‘to grey’ can be understood from nouns such as šib ‘grey hair’ 
and šibani ‘old man’. Notwithstanding this, it is difficult to see why this 
influence would not have been excerted by forms such as ɣiba ‘absence’ 
on the verb ɣab ‘to be absent’; and why—contrary to the tendancy to have 
u verbs borrowed as CuC—fat ‘to pass’ was taken over as fat in all Berber 
varieties where it is attested.
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7.4 Taking over Arabic Inflection

In Ghomara Berber, a large number of Arabic verbs are taken over together 
with their verbal inflection. These include items referring to basic actions, 
such as ‘to fish’ and ‘to meet’, and they often constitute the only way to 
express a certain concept. Speakers have clear opinions about which 
verbs should have native morphology and which should not, and such 
opinions are stable when asked again and within the speech community 
(Khalid Mourigh, p.c.). Arabic-inflected verbs are already found in the 
Ghomara texts published by Colin (1929), and have been observed by sev-
eral researchers since then (El Hannouche 2008; Mourigh fc.; Abdelaziz 
Allati, p.c.). All this shows that Arabic-inflected verbs are a stable part 
of the language system of Ghomaran Berber, and not instances of free 
code-switching. Arabic-inflected verbs in Ghomara distinguish the same 
categories as their Arabic originals. There is a binary formal opposition 
between the Perfect and the Imperfect form, which have different stem 
forms in some cases, and which have different suffix affixes. Compare the 
forms of a native verb with native inflection with those of a borrowed verb 
with Arabic inflection (Mourigh fc.):

Berber inflection Arabic inflection: Perfect Arabic inflection: 
Imperfect

1s nǝṭḡ-ax ṣṣaḏi-ṯ n-ǝṣṣaḏ
2s t-nǝṭḡ-ǝt ṣṣaḏi-ṯ / ṣṣaḏi-ṯi d-ǝṣṣaḏ
3sm i-nṭǝḡ ṣṣaḏ y-ǝṣṣaḏ
3sf t-ǝnṭǝḡ ṣṣaḏ-ǝṯ d-ǝṣṣaḏ

1p n-ǝnṭǝḡ ṣṣaḏ-na / ṣṣaḏi-na n-ǝṣṣaḏ-u
2p t-nǝṭḡ-ǝm ṣṣaḏ-tu(m) / ṣṣaḏi-ṯu(m) d-ǝṣṣaḏ-u
3p nǝṭḡ-ǝn ṣṣaḏ-u y-ǝṣṣaḏ-u

ipt:s (ǝ)nṭǝḡ (ǝ)ṣṣaḏ
ipt:p nǝtḡ-awǝṯ ṣṣaḏ-u

‘fly’ ‘hunt, fish’

The Arabic forms are taken over from the local Jbala variant of Arabic; 
thence the absence of gender distinction in 2s and in the imperative, 
and the unusual variant of the 2p suffix ‑ṯum. Arabic verbs maintain their 
original apophony, e.g. Perfect sar Imperfect sir ‘to continue’, Perfect dam 
Imperfect dum ‘to last’.
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The insertion of Arabic verbal paradigms provokes questions of integra-
tion. How are the equivalences made between the Berber verbal system, 
which has a ternary opposition between Aorist, Perfective and Imperfec-
tive, and the Arabic system, which is morphologically a binary system, 
opposing Perfect and Imperfect. The research into this question has not 
yet been completed (Mourigh fc.), and any conclusions must be prelimi-
nary. It seems that the Arabic bare Imperfect (type n-ǝṣṣaḏ) is used as the 
equivalent to the Berber Aorist, while the Arabic Perfect (type ṣṣaḏi-ṯ) is 
used as the equivalent to the Berber Perfective. The Berber Imperfective 
is matched to Arabic Imperfect forms with the additional prefix ka- (type 
ka-n-ǝṣṣaḏ). The large degree of overlap between the Berber and the Ara-
bic systems facilitates these equations.

The take-over of Arabic inflections also involves the Arabic direct 
object and indirect object clitics. They are taken over in the same form 
as they have in Arabic, thus leading to a parallel system with equivalent 
native Berber clitics as used with native-inflection Berber and borrowed 
verbs, e.g.

i-ṭlaqa=ni		  dar	 uxǝyyam	 
3sm-meet:pf=1s:ara	 at	 ea:house
‘he will meet me near the house’ [El Hannouche 2008:116]

a	  n-fukk-u=kum		  lmuškil
ad	 1:ara-solve-p:ara=2p:ara	 problem
‘we will solve the problem for you’ [El Hannouche 2008:116]

In these sentences, the direct object clitics are Arabic: =ni instead of Ber-
ber =ay and =kum instead of Berber =awǝn.

The distribution of Arabic-inflection and Berber-inflection loan verbs 
is partly governed by the Arabic derivation they belong to. With verbs 
that are underived in Arabic, both Arabic-inflection and Berber-inflection 
is found, and there are no clear conditions for this choice. With derived 
forms, one finds a strict distribution. Arabic stem II and stem III verbs 
always receive Berber morphology. Arabic passives with the prefix tt- (i.e. 
the stems t-I, V, VI) or n- (i.e. stem VII) always have Arabic morphology. 
The reasons behind this distribution are not clear. One could assume that 
transitivity plays a role (stem II and III are normally transitives, while 
the passives are not), but this is not the case for underived verbs, where 
the two morphologies are found both with transitives and intransitives 
(Mourigh fc.).
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7.5 Labile Valency in Borrowed Verbs

Verbal valency in Berber is characterized by the presence of a large group 
of labile verbs, i.e. verbs that both function as a transitive verb, and as 
an intransitive, where the subject of the intransitive construction cor-
responds to the direct object of the transitive construction—similar to 
English constructions such as ‘he broke the glass’ vs. ‘the glass broke’ (for 
a principled overview see among others Chaker 1995:63–82). In Berber, 
the intransitive construction has a stative or resultative meaning; as these 
meanings are expressed by the Perfective, the intransitive reading is also 
restricted to the Perfective. Not all verbs are labile; there exist numerous 
inherently transitive (e.g. ǝnɣ ‘to kill’) and intransitive verbs (e.g. ǝnz ‘to 
be sold’). The semantic grouping of transitive vs. labile verbs has not been 
studied in detail; the important discussion in Berberology about lability 
focuses on syntax rather than on lexical semantics.

In Maghribian Arabic, labile verbs are much less common than in Ber-
ber; most verbs are inherently transitive or intransitive.29 Valency changes 
can be perpetrated by means of derivation, typically stem II (gemination 
of the second stem consonant) for transitivization, and adjunction of tt- 
(also n-) for passivization and intransitivization. Neither of these devices 
is exclusively used for causation or passivization, and especially with 
stem II, many other meanings are expressed, depending on the lexeme.

Berber languages have taken over verbs in great numbers, and many 
loan verbs which have stable valency in Arabic are labile in Berber (cf. 
Chaker 1995:65). One of the main questions here is, what valency frame in 
Arabic corresponds to Berber labile verbs. As Berber labile verbs have both 
a transitive and an intransitive reading, one could imagine Arabic intransi-
tives as well as transitives being inserted into the labile verb class. In spite 
of some cursory remarks, this question has never been studied on a more 
than anecdotal level. In order to gain some more insight, I have taken 
a sample of over 100 items from Dallet’s dictionary of Kabyle, all Arabic 
loan verbs with stable transitivity which are labile in Kabyle.30 The picture 

29 The attested transitive/intransitive alternations may partly be due to different 
ancient Arabic inputs; in most cases, there is no way to distinguish between an ancient 
stem I verb and an ancient stem IV verb. In those verb types where this difference is still 
to be seen we do indeed find attestations of both forms, e.g. Moroccan Arabic pt xfa ipft 
xfa ‘to disappear’ (ancient stem I) vs. pt xfa ipft xfi ‘to hide, to conceal’ (ancient stem IV), 
cf. Aguadé 2012.

30 The sample—which aims to be complete—contains only verbs attested both in Kab-
yle and in Algerian Arabic (Beaussier 1931), and only those where the semantic correspon-
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presented by this survey is particularly clear: the overwhelming majority 
of Arabic verbs with a Berber labile counterpart is transitive, e.g.

Kabyle	 ǝḏḇǝɣ	 ‘to tan, to be tanned’
Algerian Ar.	 ǝdbǝɣ	 ‘to tan’

Kabyle	 ǝhḏǝm	 ‘to demolish, to be demolished’
Algerian Ar.	 ǝhdǝm	 ‘to demolish’

Kabyle	 ḇǝddǝl 	 ‘to change, to be changed’
Algerian Ar.	 bǝddǝl	 ‘to change’

Kabyle	 šǝkkǝm	 ‘to muzzle, to be muzzled’
Algerian Ar.	 šǝkkǝm	 ‘to muzzle’

Only a few labile verbs come from an Arabic intransitive, e.g.31 

Kabyle 	 ǝlsǝq	 ‘to glue sth., to be glued’
Algerian Ar.	 ǝlṣǝq	 ‘to be glued’

There are several ways to explain the predominance of Arabic transi-
tives in the Berber labile class. One may simply stipulate that the seman-
tic domains which constitute the Berber labile class are mainly covered 
by Arabic transitives; the fact that no intransitive derivations have been 
taken as a basis may be related to a more general reluctancy to take over 
Arabic derived stems other than stem II and III. As long as we have no 
clear idea about which semantics are related to the Berber labile class, 
nor to those related to the Arabic transitive class, this remains difficult 
to prove. Galand (2002a [1987]:318ff.) has suggested a different analysis. 
In his view of the labile verb class, these are basically transitives, which 
get a resultative interpretation in their intransitive usage. One argument 
in favor of this interpretation, according to Galand, is the fact that Arabic 
transitive verbs get introduced into this frame. This is especially a strong 
argument in cases where Arabic has both an underived intransitive and 
a derived intransitive verb of the same root—in such cases, Berber had a 
choice between an intransitive and a transitive verb.

dence is unproblematic. With two exceptions, all verbs belong to the Arabic stems I and 
II. In establishing the basic correspondent in Arabic, semantics were a major argument; 
in many cases, Arabic stem I verbs have radically different meanings from their stem II 
correspondents. Cases where Arabic has verbal lability according to Beaussier have been 
excluded from the sample.

31 The others are ǝṛmǝl ‘to put / be put under earth’; ǝslǝm ‘to be / keep unharmed’; ǝzhu 
‘to amuse (somebody), to amuse oneself ’.
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Kabyle labile verbs do not provide strong evidence for Galand’s hypoth-
esis, however. Only in a few labile verbs, Arabic provided a choice, i.e. 
there were both an underived form (stem I) and a derived form (stem II) 
at disposal, and the forms differed in their transitivity only, not in addi-
tional semantic values. These were the only unequivocous examples I 
found:

Kabyle	 hǝddǝn	 ‘to be calmed down, to calm (somebody) down’
Algerian Ar.	 hdǝn	 ‘to become calm’ 
	 hǝddǝn	 ‘to calm (somebody) down’

Kabyle	 ɛǝllǝq	 ‘to hang something, to be hung’
Algerian Ar.	 ɛlǝq	 ‘to be hung’
	 ɛǝllǝq	 ‘to hang something’

In addition there were some cases, where Kabyle took over both stem I 
and stem II, but where the stem II form is labile, rather than transitive-
only:

Kabyle	 ḏux	 ‘to be dizzy’
	 ḏǝwwǝx	 ‘to be dizzy, to make dizzy’
Algerian Ar.	 dax	 ‘to be dizzy’
	 dǝwwǝx	 ‘to make dizzy’

Finally, among the few labile verbs based on an intransitive Arabic verb 
one also finds:

Kabyle	 ǝlsǝq	 ‘to glue (something), to be glued’
Algerian Ar.	 lṣǝq	 ‘to be glued’
	 lǝṣṣǝq	 ‘to glue something’

More often, Arabic verbs which have intransitive stem I and transitive 
stem II are taken over in both stems as intransitive-only and transitive-
only verbs. All in all, the evidence is inconclusive. There is a strong ten-
dency for Kabyle labile verbs to correspond to Arabic transitives, but the 
cases where the language would have had a choice are conspicuously rare, 
and the little material available does not point strongly into either direc-
tion. Only a deeper study of the lexical semantics of Kabyle labile verbs—
both those of Berber and of Arabic origin—could provide more insight 
into this question.

Of course, there is no reason to assume that Kabyle is representative for 
all Berber languages in this matter. Again, only more, and more elaborate, 
empirical study of large corpora of etyma could provide insight into this.
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7.6 Stative Verbs and Adjectives

In Berber, state can be expressed in several ways. In the first place, 
many—but not all (see 8.1)—Berber languages have adjectives, which are 
a sub-class of the noun.32 In the second place, in all Berber languages the 
Perfective can be used to express state.

In most Berber languages, a lexically defined group of verbs which are 
typically used for the expression of permanent state have special mor-
phology. In many languages, they have a dedicated set of Person-Number-
Gender subject markers when used as statives, which is different from 
other PNG-marking (cf. Kossmann 2009d for an overview). Moreover, 
the aspectual apophony is often different from that found in other verbs, 
compare for example a typical Kabyle dynamic triradical verb with a stat-
ive verb with the same number of consonants:

Kabyle	A orist:	 ǝḵšǝm	 imɣuṛ	
	P erfective	 ǝḵšǝm	 mǝqqʷǝṛ
	 Imperfective	 ḵǝššǝm	 ţţimɣuṛ
		  ‘to go in’	 ‘to be big’

In such verbs, which one could consider inherently stative, the Perfective 
expresses a state (which may or may not be resultant), while the other 
aspects have an inchoative reading.

In Maghribian Arabic, a somewhat different situation is found. Few 
verbs are inherently stative; instead, participles and adjectives are used to 
express state. There exists a dedicated verbal derivation, CCaC, which is 
used to make inchoatives, correponding to Classical Arabic stem XI, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 ḥmaṛ	 ‘to become red’ 
	 ḥmǝṛ 	 ‘red’ (adjective)

	 bɛad	 ‘to be become further (away)’ 
	 bɛid	 ‘far away’ (adjective)

	 qṣaḥ	 ‘to becomes hard/difficult (physically or mentally)’
	 qaṣǝḥ	 ‘hard/difficult (physically or mentally)’ (present participle)

Berber languages have introduced many Arabic qualitatives. When intro-
ducing them into the Berber verbal system (on adjectives, see 8.1), they 
are always integrated morphologically into this system. This means that 
they receive Berber apophonical and inflectional devices, cf. 

32 Or, in a different interpretation, have property-indicating nouns that are frequently 
used as an apposition to an other noun, see section 8.1.
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Kabyle	A orist:	 iqsiḥ	 ‘to be hard, rough’
	P erfective	 qǝssiḥ (stative PNG markers)
	 Imperfective	 ţţiqsiḥ

They may be introduced into stative patterns, but also into regular non-
stative patterns, e.g., with the same verb:

Kabyle	A orist:	 qsǝḥ	 ‘to be hard, rough’
	P erfective	 qǝssǝḥ (“normal” PNG markers)
	 Imperfective	 ţţǝqsaḥ

As the membership of the morphological class of stative verbs is lexically 
determined, and not all inherently stative verbs of Berber origin are part 
of it, this vaccillation in allocation of the Arabic loan verbs is not aston-
ishing.

In the introduction of qualitative verbs and adjectives in Berber, both 
Arabic verbs and adjectives have played a role. In many cases, it is impos-
sible to decide which Arabic form was at the basis of the introduction. 
This is the case when both the verb and the adjective have native Berber 
shapes. Take for example the Figuig Berber forms:

Figuig	 qṣǝḥ	 ‘to be very active’
	 uqṣiḥ	 ‘very active (adjective)’

These forms have shapes, which correspond to normal Berber verbal and 
adjectival morphology, respectively, cf.:

Figuig	 lyǝš	 ‘to be bad’33
	 ulyiš	 ‘bad’

There is no way to determine whether the Arabic word entered Figuig 
Berber as a verb or as an adjective (or maybe both entered at the same 
time), as both the borrowed verb and the adjective have been invested 
with a Berber shape.

Sometimes, morphological oddities suggest one origin rather than the 
other. Cf. the Kabyle pair: 

Kabyle	 iḏyiq	 ‘to be narrow’
	 uḏyiq	 ‘narrow’

33 For its Berber etymology, cf. Ghadames ǝlkuk ‘to be bad’, Ayer Tuareg ǝlkǝy ‘to regress, 
to be incapable’; the Figuig form has apparently undergone metathesis.
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The Maghribian Arabic forms are ḍaq ‘to be narrow’ or ḍǝyyǝq ‘narrow’. In 
spite of the adaptation to the Berber pattern uCCiC, the presence of the 
semivowel y suggests a background in the adjective.34

Adjectives are a closed (sub-)class in Berber (see 8.1), and there are 
many qualitative concepts which have only a verbal expression. It is there-
fore no wonder that there are many Arabic qualitatives which only occur 
as a verb in Berber. A very interesting case is constituted by Arabic past 
participles in Kabyle. In this language, Arabic past participles are regularly 
inserted into the paradigm of the stative verb. Chaker (1983:117–118) cites 
12 cases: mǝḍ̱ṛuṛ ‘to be embarrassed’, mǝḥṛum ‘to be forbidden’, mǝḵṛuh 
‘to be hated’, mǝqḇul ‘to be accepted’, mǝṛḥum ‘to be elected (by God)’, 
mǝṛɣub ‘to be abominable’ (not in Dallet 1982), mǝšhur ‘to be well-known’, 
mǝšṭuḥ ‘to be small’ (not in Dallet 1982), mǝɛḏuṛ ‘to be right’, mǝɛfun ‘to be 
disgusting’, mǝɛzul ‘to be put aside’, mušaɛ ‘to be well-known’. These verbs 
function in the same way as the perfectives of other stative verbs, and 
take the same person-gender-number suffixes. Moreover, they are negated 
by means of the verbal negation ur rather than by the nominal nega-
tion mačči. There is one important difference with normal stative verbs, 
though. The Arabic passive participles only exist in the Perfective, which 
is the aspect used to express a state. They have no Aorist or Imperfective 
forms, which would express dynamic interpretations of quality (mainly 
inchoative). Thus, while incontestably verbal in nature, they still do not 
function fully in the verbal system of Kabyle.

In Ghadames, it seems that there are no genuine adjectives, attributive 
and predicative functions being assumed by (stative) verbs. In some cases, 
the basis of a borrowed qualitative verb can be shown to be the adjective, 
as it was borrowed together with the Arabic article:

Ghadames	 ao 	 ǝllǝṣfǝr 	 ‘to be yellow’	 < Ar. l=ǝṣfǝr ‘the yellow one’
	 pv 	 ǝllǝṣfăr
	 ipv	 ǝttǝlǝṣfǝr

Similarly Ghadames ǝllǝzrǝg ‘to be blue’ (< Ar. l=ǝzṛǝg ‘the blue one’). 
Interestingly, in spite of their basic qualitative meaning, these verbs do 
not receive stative morphology in Ghadames.

34 Another possibility would be factitive ḍǝyyǝq ‘to make narrow’. This seems less prob-
able, though, because of the semantics.
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Borrowing of morphological categories

Berber and Maghribian Arabic are typologically quite close, and share 
many categories. This is without a doubt one reason why Arabic morpho-
logical materials are so easily integrated into Berber patterns. At a number 
of points, however, Arabic and Berber originally had different categories. 
In this chapter, a number of possible cases where Arabic categories have 
been introduced into Berber will be treated. The first two categories under 
investigation, adjective and collective, are found in virtually all northern 
Berber varieties. They function (at least partly) by means of Berber mor-
phological devices, and their Arabic background is therefore debatable. 
The other categories, participles, diminutives and adjectival grading, use 
Arabic morphological matter, and are much less widely attested.

8.1 Adjectives

In Arabic and in most varieties of Berber, adjectives are a sub-class of the 
noun.1 They function as an attribute to a head, or as the head itself, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 l=wǝld	 ṣ=ṣɣiṛ		
	 def=son	 def=little
	 ‘the little son’

	 had	 ṣ=ṣɣiṛ,	 huwa	 wǝld-i	  
	 this	 def=little	 he	 son-1s
	 ‘this little one (he) is my son’

	 wǝld-i	 baqi	 ṣɣiṛ	  
	 son-1s	 still	 little
	 ‘my son is still little’

1 There exist important differences in the synchronic analysis of the adjectival class in 
Berber. Some researchers consider them simple nouns which, because of their semantics, 
tend to be used in direct apposition to a head; others, pointing to the difference between 
adjectives on the one hand—which are very often used in attributive construction—
and other nouns—which only rarely occur in apposition—consider them a defineable 
sub-class of the noun (cf. the discussion in Oomen fc., Chaker 1995:22-30, Galand 2002a 
[1969]:199, Galand 2010:146). I follow here the opinion that their syntactic behavior is a 
reason to consider them a sub-group of nouns, which I call adjectives.
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Tarifiyt	 mmi	 amǝẓẓyan		   
	 son	 little
	 ‘my little son’

	 amǝẓẓyan=a,	 ḏ	 mmi	  
	 little=prox	 pred	 son
	 ‘this little one is my son’

	 mmi	 ɛaḏ	 ḏ	 amǝẓẓyan	  
	 son	 still	 pred	 little
	 ‘my son is still little’

In addition to adjectives, Berber also uses verbs to express qualities. Thus, 
for example, in Tarifiyt, there is no adjective corresponding to the verb 
ḥma ‘to be warm’,2 and verbal constructions are used for attributes and 
predicates, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 atay	 y-ǝḥma-n			   
	 tea	 ptc-be.warm:pv-ptc
	 ‘the warm tea (lit. the tea that is warm)’

	 atay=a	 y-ǝḥma		
	 tea=prox	 3sm-be.warm:pv
	 ‘this tea is warm’

As a counterpart to the adjective as a simple noun (‘the young one’), such 
verbally expressed concepts have to use a pronominal element with a 
qualifying relative clause, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 w=ǝnni	 y-ǝḥma-n		   
	 dem:sm=anp	 ptc-be.warm:pv-ptc
	 ‘the warm one (lit. the one that is warm)’

In fact, almost every concept for which there is an adjective available also 
has a corresponding qualitative verb. The difference between the adjec-
tive and the corresponding verb is basically one between inherent state 
(adjective) and resultant state (Oomen fc.), but in many situations both 
can apply to the same situation, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 aryaz=ǝnni	 aṣǝḇḥan	  
	 man=anp	 good
	 ‘this good man’ (adjectival construction)

2 This is, of course, well-known cross-linguistically, cf. Dixon 1982. The divide between 
adjectives and qualitative verbs is not entirely semantic in nature, thus in Tarifiyt ‘warm’ 
is always expressed by a verbal construction, while there is an adjective for ‘cold’. See for 
more information, Oomen (fc.).
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	 aryaz=ǝnni	 i-ṣǝḇḥ-ǝn	  
	 man=anp	 ptc-be.good:pv-ptc
	 ‘this good man’ (verbal construction)

While in Berber adjectives form a closed class, in Arabic it is possible to 
derive an adjective from any verb. These adjectives, the present and the past 
participle, can be used in the same functions as the other adjectives, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 atay l=ḥami	 ‘the warm tea’ (present participle)

Different from other adjectives, the present participle also plays a role in 
the aspectual system of the language (Caubet 1993: II-221ff.).

In a number of varieties—in any case Tuareg and Ghadames—there 
is no class of adjectives, and attributive constructions always use a verbal 
form. Corresponding qualitative nouns—as far as they exist—cannot be 
used in attributive constructions.

Historically the question is whether adjectives—as a type of nouns 
which are prone to be used as attributes—are ancient in Berber. There 
is no doubt about the anciennity of the form of some adjectives, e.g., 
amǝqqṛan ‘big, old’ has a wide-enough attestation to be reconstructed 
into proto-Berber (Chaker 1995:30); however, their use in an attributive 
construction may be an innovation, i.e. they may originally have been 
nouns of quality (‘the old one’), which could only marginally be used in a 
qualifying construction (Prasse 2002:378).

The question of the origin of the attributive adjectival construction 
is impossible to answer. One may envisage two scenario’s (cf. Chaker 
1995:30, Galand 2009:146). In the first scenario, the situation found nowa-
days in Tarifiyt (and elsewhere) is original: attribution of qualificatives can 
occur in two ways—either by means of a nominal form (the adjective), 
or by means of a relative clause (i.e. a verbal construction). In Tuareg, as 
well as in some other languages, the relative clause construction would 
have been generalized, and the attributive use of the qualifying noun was 
lost. In the second scenario, the Tuareg situation is old, and the attribu-
tive use of the quality noun constitutes an innovation. In this scenario, 
the reasons behind the extension of the use of the quality noun may be 
internal and external. The internal explanation is the generalization of an 
originally marginal pattern of apposition, esp. with quality nouns, in order 
to attain qualitative attribution. The external explanation, suggested by 
Prasse (2002:378), is a calque on Arabic, which has a very alive system of 
adjectives.3 A combination of the two factors is probably the most likely 

3 In principle, influence from Latin or African Romance could also do the job.



282	 chapter eight

explanation under this scenario: under influence of Arabic constructions, 
a marginal appositional construction became generalized.

All in all, the reconstruction of the ancient situation in Berber is prob-
lematic. However, if one assumes, with Prasse, that the northern Berber 
adjective is an innovation, it is logical to consider Arabic a major factor 
in its development.

An interesting development is found in Ghomara. In this variety, almost 
all adjectives have been borrowed from Arabic; only three Berber adjec-
tives remain. These Berber-based adjectives bear traces of the ancient 
stative conjugation (Kossmann 2009d), and must have been verbal in 
nature originally, e.g. (all exx. from Mourigh fc.)4

m:s	 nǝtta	 ma	 mǝqqʷǝṛ	 ši	  
	 he	 neg	 big:ms	 neg2
	 ‘he is not big’

f:s	 ẓṛ-ax	 mǝḍṛaṣa	 mǝqqʷṛ-aṯ	  
	 see:pv-1s	 school	 big-fs
	 ‘I saw a big school’

p	 irgazǝn	 mǝqqʷṛ-aṯ	 a	 d=i-da-n	  
	 men	 big:p	 foc	 vent=ptc-come:pv-ptc
	 ‘it is the big men who have come’

Nowadays, they function syntactically in exactly the same way as adjec-
tives borrowed from Arabic and have lost all verbal properties. The Ara-
bic-based group of adjectives retains Arabic inflections (see 6.4). Different 
from most other Berber languages, Arabic active and passive participles 
are generally used in Ghomara (see 8.3).

8.2 Collective Nouns Versus Unit Nouns

As shown in section 6.2.2, many northern Berber languages use gender 
morphology in order to oppose a collective noun (i.e. referring to different 
entities presented as a whole) to a unit noun (i.e. referring to individual 
entities). Collective nouns are typically masculine, while unit nouns are 
typically feminine, e.g.

4 Some neighboring Senhadja de Sraïr varieties also have stative(-based) forms. Their 
syntactic behavior has not been studied in detail, see Lafkioui 2007:165.
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Tashelhiyt	 aẓalim (m:s)	 ‘onions’ 	 taẓalimt (f:s)	 ‘onion’
			   tiẓalimin (f:p)	 ‘(individual) onions’

The opposition is found in a number of semantic categories, such as fruits 
and small insects. The same category is found in Maghribian Arabic, where 
masculine collective nouns contrast with feminine unit nouns, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 bṣǝl (m:s)	 ‘onions’	 bǝṣla (f:s)	 ‘onion’
			   bǝṣlat (f:p)	 ‘(individual) onions’

In Arabic, there is no doubt about the anciennity of this feature, which is 
well-attested in the modern dialects, and also appears in Classical Arabic. 
In Berber, the contrast is well-attested, but absent in Tuareg, while the 
situation in Zenaga and Ghadames is unknown. In Mzab and Ouargla the 
opposition is only scarcely present. This opens the road for an analysis 
in which the present opposition is an innovation in Berber, inspired by 
Arabic (Prasse 1972-74: IV-41, note 20; Kossmann 2008). In addition to its 
absence in Tuareg, there are a number of other indications for this. In the 
first place, with a number of very common and ancient fruits expressed 
by Berber etyma, the opposition is lacking, or it is formally different. Thus 
Figuig has no opposition for aḍil ‘grape(s)’, while with ‘date’ the opposi-
tion has the inverse use of gender: feminine in the collective (tiyni) and 
masculine in the unit noun (ayniw). Similarly in Central Moroccan Ber-
ber, feminine tazart ‘figs’ is used only as a collective; the corresponding 
masculine form azar refers to another fruit (the berry of the wild jujube 
tree). In the second place, especially in the case of fruits, Arabic lexical 
influence is very important (see 4.6.5). Arabic lexicon could have been 
a mediator for the opposition to be introduced in Berber. Finally, in a 
number of languages, the collective noun always has Arabic morphology 
(see 6.2.2). This could be a later reformation, but in fact, there is nothing 
to show that these languages ever used Berber morphology for both parts 
of the opposition.

An Arabic background of the collective–unit noun opposition is quite 
probable, at least regarding its regular gender-based expression. Its wide 
geographical distribution in Berber, and the fact that in many languages 
Berber morphological devices are used to express the opposition make 
that one cannot be fully certain, however. As the Arabic opposition reflects 
proto-Semitic usage, the presence of the opposition in Berber could also 
be due to common Afroasiatic inheritance. As argued above, a calque on 
Arabic seems to be the better solution, though.
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8.3 Arabic Participles 

Arabic has two participles, the active and the passive, which can be used 
in attributive and predicative constructions. Originally, they were close to 
(maybe rather a type of ) adjectives, and this is still the case of passive par-
ticiples. In addition to this, the active participle has gained a more verby 
status in most Arabic dialects, being used as a progressive with movement 
verbs and as a resultative with other verbs (Caubet 1993). As such, the 
active participle has become part of the verbal system, even though its 
morphology remains nominal in structure and form. The use of the active 
participle as a resultative is one of the main differences between the Ara-
bic verbal system and systems used in Berber.

In Berber, there is no equivalent to the active and passive participle of 
Arabic. The so-called Berber participle is a verbal form, used in relative 
clauses when the head functions as the subject in the relative (see 12.1). 
When used with stative verbs, the Berber relative clause can be similar to 
an Arabic modification with a participle (hence the terminology), but in 
general the two constructions should be kept apart.

Arabic participles have been integrated in different ways into Berber. 
As shown above (section 7.6), Kabyle has made passive participles into 
stative verbs, thereby inserting them into the Berber system. 

In Zuwara, one of the languages with Arabic inflection of participles 
(see 6.2.2), participial syntax seems to be borrowed together with the form. 
This surfaces in two constructions. When Berber or berberized adjectival 
nouns are used as predicates they are preceded by the ubiquitous predica-
tive particle d, e.g.

lḥalt=ik	 d	 táṣbiḥt	 ǝbzáyǝd	  
state=2sm	 pred	 good	 very
‘you look very well, lit. your state is very beautiful’ [Mitchell 2009:154]

However, when the predicate is an Arabic active participle, the particle d 
is not needed, e.g.

d	 udm=ik	 nayǝṛ	  
and	 face=2sm	 shine:prta:ms
‘and your face is shining’ [Mitchell 2009:154]

In the second place, in Arabic the active participle of motion verbs is regu-
larly used for expressing progressive aspect. In Zuwara, this use is attested 
with at least two participles: žay ‘coming’ and mášǝy ‘going’. Cf. the fol-
lowing examples:
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d	 kúll	 yum	 ind=buṭíyaṛ	 mašy-ín	 žayy-ín.		   
and	 every	 day	 p=airplane	 go:prta-p	 come:prta-p
‘and planes are going and coming daily’ [Mitchell 2009:157]

aitu	 áfṛux	 žay	 s	 əlžarídət	 n	 wáss=u	  
look	 boy	 come:prta:ms	 with	 newspaper	 of	 day=prox
‘here comes the boy with today’s paper’ [Mitchell 2009:159]

ḥǝttá	 (a)lǝmmi	 mášəy,	 t-ǝlla	 t-ətšúṛ	  
even	 if	 go:prta:ms	 3sf-be:pv	 3sf-be.full:pv
‘since even if he’s going, it (i.e. his car) will be full.’ [Mitchell 2009:165]

lə́mmi	 mašəy	 ṣaləḥ?		   
when	 go:prta:ms	PN
‘when is Salih going?’ [Mitchell 2009:104]

These two participles do not stand in a paradigmatic relationship to a bor-
rowed Arabic verb; their relationship is rather to the Berber verbs fǝl ‘to 
go’ and asǝd ‘to come’. It is not clear to what extent žay and mášǝy are in 
complementary distribution with fǝl and asǝd. One remarks however that 
in Mitchell’s texts, the Imperfective ffal ‘go’ is only used in habitual and 
negative contexts; progressive uses of ffal do not occur.

These two constructions show that they have found a niche in the 
Zuwaran verbal system. Both the absence of d in predicative uses, and 
the possibility of a progressive use show that they have verbal properties, 
i.e. are part of the verbal system. 

Ghomara is another language that has introduced Arabic participles in 
large numbers, both passive and active. Research on their function is in 
progress (Mourigh fc.), and it will be interesting to see to what extent their 
introduction (esp. that of the active participle) implies the introduction of 
a new aspectual category into the language. In Mourigh’s materials, only 
very few verbs have both an active and a passive participle (note that with 
derived verbs the difference does not show). In how far this is systematic 
in the language is not yet known. 

Morphologically, the introduction of participles has had great impact 
on Ghomara Berber. With verbs borrowed from Arabic, the Arabic forms 
are taken over as such, e.g.

	A ctive Participle	P assive Participle	
qṛa	 qaṛi	 	 ‘to read’
kṛǝh	 kaṛǝh	 	 ‘to hate’
qli	 	 mǝqli	 ‘to bake’
ftǝl		  mǝftul	 ‘to spin’
ɣǝllǝḇ	 ɣǝllaḇ	 mɣǝllǝḇ	 ‘to win’



286	 chapter eight

As the participle is foreign to the Berber system, etymologically Berber 
verbs have no equivalent to them. In order to provide such verbs with the 
necessary forms, suppletion takes place: the Arabic participle of a verb 
with the same meaning as the Berber verb is used. In most of these cases, 
using the Arabic lexeme as a normal verb would be considered wrong (or 
a code-switch). Examples (Mourigh fc.):

	A ctive Participle	P assive Participle	
ffǝɣʷ	 xarǝž		  ‘to go out’
ǝšš	 wakǝl	 	 ‘to eat’
qqim	 galǝs	 	 ‘to sit’
ḵrǝz	 	 mǝḥruṯ	 ‘to plough’
ẓẓǝḡ		  mǝḥluḇ	 ‘to milk’
ssirǝḏ		  mǝɣsul	 ‘to wash’
ttu	 nasi	 mǝnsi	 ‘to forget’

Arabic participles keep their original morphology (see 6.2.2), e.g. ms nasi, 
fs nasya, p nasyin ‘having forgotten’.

8.4 Diminutives

Maghribian Arabic has a regular derivation of diminutives, which allows 
it to derive a diminutive from virtually any noun where it is semantically 
appropriate. This is different from Berber, where diminutives appear as 
the result of size-related gender derivation—with objects and lower ani-
mals, a masculine noun refers to something larger than its feminine coun-
terpart. When the neutral form is masculine, this means that the feminine 
is diminutive in meaning. In all other contexts—with humans and higher 
animals, and with forms where the feminine is the neutral form—there is 
no morphological device for making a diminutive, and recourse is taken 
to adjectives such as ‘big’ and ‘small’. Thus, while in Arabic, it is easy to 
make a diminutive of ‘man’, this is impossible in Berber:

Moroccan Ar.	 ṛažǝl	 ‘man’
	 ṛwižǝl	 ‘little man’ (diminutive)

Figuig	 argaz	 ‘man’
	 argaz amǝẓẓyan	 ‘little man’ (adjectival construction)

Similarly, Maghribian Arabic allows for diminutives of adjectives, while 
no such derivation is possible in Berber (nor is there any clear translation 
equivalent for it), e.g.
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Moroccan Ar.	 sxun		  ‘warm’
	 sxixǝn		 ‘somewhat warm’

Berber languages do not take over Arabic diminutive formation. The only 
exception is Ghomara Berber, which has a regular diminutive derivation 
based on Arabic apophony. This applies both to nouns of Arabic and of 
Berber origin. Compare the following pairs of etymologically Arabic and 
Berber nouns (all from Mourigh fc.):

Ghomara	 ǝlqiṛṭaṣ	 ‘bullet’	 dim ǝlqṛiṭǝṣ	 (< Arabic)
	 aḡǝlzim	 ‘pick-axe’	 dim aḡlizǝm	 (< Berber)

	 lmǝqqaṣ	 ‘scissors’	 dim mqiqǝṣ	 (< Arabic)
	 tasammǝrt ‘sunny open space’ 	 dim tasmimǝrt	 (< Berber)

	 nnǝṣṣ	 ‘half ’	 dim nṣiyyǝṣ	 (< Arabic)
	 aɣǝṣṣ	 ‘bone’	 dim aɣṣiyyǝṣ 	 (< Berber)

	 lmus	 ‘knife’	 dim lǝmwiyyǝs 	 (< Arabic)
	 aẓaṛ	 ‘root’	 dim aẓwiyyǝṛ 	 (< Berber)

8.5 Adjectival Grading

In Berber, grading of adjectives (comparative, superlative) is not expressed 
by morphological means. Prepositional phrases and degree verbs are used 
to this effect, e.g.

Figuig	 y-if	 w=u	 nn-ǝš	  
	 3sm-be.better:pv	 dem:ms=prox	 of-2sm
	 ‘it is better than yours’

Tarifiyt	 uma	 ḏ	 amǝqqṛan	 zzay-i		   
	 brother	 pred	 el-big	 from-1s
	 ‘my brother is older than I’

Arabic has degree morphology on the adjective, which expresses normal 
degree as opposed to a comparative/superlative form, called elative in the 
Arabist tradition. The difference between a comparative and an superlative 
reading of the elative is inferrable from the syntactic construction, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 huwa	 kbir			    
	 he	 big
	 ‘he is big’

	 huwa	 kbǝṛ	 mǝnn-i	  
	 he	 big:elat	 from-1s
	 ‘he is bigger than I’	
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	 huwa	 kbǝṛ-hum	  
	 he	 big:elat-3p
	 ‘he is the biggest of them’

Arabic elatives have sometimes been taken over in Berber languages as 
particles used in comparative constructions, e.g. Tarifiyt ḥsǝn ‘better’:

Tarifiyt	 y-ufa	 lǝḥwayǝžž=ǝnni	 ḥsǝn	 zi	 ṯi=nni	 ɣar-s
	 3sm-find:pv	 things=anp	 better	 from	 dem:fp=anp	 with-3s
	� ‘he found that these things were better than those he had’ [Koss-

mann 2003:70]

In Djebel Nefusa, áktar ‘more’ has become a general marker of elative, e.g.

Nefusa	 nǝč	 mǝqqár	 áktar	 n	 atǝrrás=uh	  
	I	  big:ms	 more	 of	 man=prox
	 ‘I am bigger than this man’ [Beguinot 21942:126]

In Djebel Nefusa, Arabic elatives can also be used as such (Beguinot 
21942:126), e.g.

Nefusa	 a	 t-áf-ǝd	 díma	 úǧun	 aqwá	 nn-ǝk	  
	 ad	 2-find:ao-2s	 always	 one:m	 stronger	 of-2sm
	� ‘you will always find somebody stronger than you’ [Beguinot 

21942:144]

This leads to a situation in which (etymologically and formally) Arabic 
elatives can correspond to etymologically Berber adjectives, e.g.

Nefusa	 amǝqrán	 ‘big’ (< Berber)
	 kábr=as	 ‘bigger than he’ (< Arabic ákbar ‘bigger’)

Something similar may be the case in Sened (Tunisia), cf. the following 
example:

Sened	 tǝmmurt	 ǝn-naɣ	 akbar	 n	 ǝtmurt	 ǝn-kum	 
	 el:village	 of-1p	 bigger	 of	 ea:village	 of-2pm
	 ‘our village is bigger than your village’ [Provotelle 1911:44]

Siwa is the only Berber language which has taken over the full elative 
system of Arabic (Vycichl 2005:212; Souag 2010). Comparatives are formed 
according to the Arabic pattern, which is regularly CCǝC, while superla-
tives have CCǝC-hum with the Arabic 3pm pronoun -hum, e.g. (all data 
from Souag 2010:158):

Siwa	 ašmal	 ‘bad’
	 šmǝl	 ‘worse’ (comparative)
	 šmǝl-hum	 ‘worse’ (superlative)
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	 akwayyis	 ‘good’
	 kwǝs	 ‘better’
	 kwǝs-hum	 ‘best’

This pattern also applies to adjectives with a Berber background, e.g.

Siwa	 azǝwwar	 ‘big’
	 zwǝr	 ‘bigger’
	 zwǝr-hum	 ‘biggest’

According to the presentation in Souag (2010), the pattern is regular, both 
with Arabic and Berber adjectives.

The situation in Zuwara may be similar, although little is known about 
it. Mitchell (1954:416) points to the existence of elative forms with Ara-
bic loans, but also provides an example with the Berber adjective asǝṭṭaf 
‘black’:

Zuwara	 w-uhanit	 d	 asǝṭṭaf	 lakǝn	 w-uhanit	 ǝsḍ(ǝ)f-is
	 dem:m:s-prox	 pred	 black	 but	 dem:m:s-prox	 blacker-3s
	 ‘this one is black, but this one is blacker’ [Mitchell 1954:416]





chapter nine

Other categories: Pronouns and quantifiers

In this chapter, contact influence in the realm of pronouns and quantifiers 
is studied. While the Berber system of personal pronouns does not seem 
to have undergone major influence from Arabic, in a number of variet-
ies there exists a parallel system of Arabic pronominal elements, mainly 
occurring in combination with other borrowed elements. The system 
of interrogatives is studied from two perspectives. In the first place, the 
interrogative system is studied, especially the possible influence of Arabic 
on the development of a scission between ‘who’ and ‘what’ interrogatives. 
In the second place the important lexical influence of Arabic on inter-
rogatives is treated.

The second part of the chapter is concerned with the expression of 
quantification. It focuses on two subjects: the influence of Arabic on 
numerals, and the influence of Arabic on universal quantifiers. In both 
cases, the focus lies on the lexical impact of Arabic. In many Berber variet-
ies, this impact is very high: in some of them, all numerals above ‘one’ are 
loans. Similarly, the lexical impact of Arabic on universal quantification is 
treated in some detail, and Gil’s (1996) universal borrowing scale on this 
matter is tested and falsified.

9.1 Personal Pronouns

The system of personal pronouns in Berber is maintained everywhere. 
Systemic Arabic influence is very difficult to detect; occasional innova-
tions in Berber which match Arabic structures can easily be explained as 
simplifications for which no Arabic model is needed.

For instance, many Berber languages distinguish a masculine and a 
feminine form in the independent form of the first person plural, e.g.

Kabyle	 1pm	 nǝkʷni	 1pf 	 nǝkkʷǝnti	
Iznasen	 1pm	 nǝččin	 1pf 	 nǝččinti	
Tashelhiyt	 1pm	 nukkʷni	 1pf 	 nukkʷnti	
Nefusa	 1pm	 nǝ́ččǝn	 1pf 	 nǝ́ččǝnt	

In other languages, this difference is not made, e.g. 
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Figuig	 nǝšni	 1p (masculine and feminine)

As Maghribian Arabic only has a single gender-neutral form for ‘we’, one 
could hold Arabic influence responsible for the loss of the distinction in 
Figuig and elsewhere. However, there is no reason why this should not 
have been an internal development in these Berber varieties, all the more 
since the distinction is not found anywhere in Berber in bound pronomi-
nal forms.

Influence of Arabic pronouns is found in a number of languages in the 
sense of a parallel system: Arabic pronominal forms are used in specific 
contexts, whereas Berber pronominal forms are used elsewhere. There are 
three types of this:

– �Arabic pronominal forms appear with (some) borrowed particles
– �Arabic pronominal forms are used together with non-integrated Arabic 

verbs (only Ghomara)
– Arabic pronominal forms are used in certain syntactic contexts

In the first two cases the pronominal elements are part of a larger bor-
rowed structure, i.e. particle+pronoun or verb form+pronoun.

9.1.1 Arabic Pronominal Forms with Borrowed Particles 

The take-over of Arabic particles together with a paradigm of borrowed 
particles is attested in quite a number of Berber varieties. A well-docu-
mented case is Figuig (Kossmann 1997:186–7), where this is found with 
the particles ɛǝmmǝṛ- ‘never’, wǝḥd- ‘alone’ and mažžab- ~ wažžab- ‘don’t 
mind’. These particles are always followed by a bound pronoun, and this 
pronoun always belongs to the Arabic series, cf. the difference between 
the forms used with ɛǝmmǝṛ- and those used with the Berber preposition 
l ‘towards’1 (before pronominal suffixes: ɣǝr-):

		  ‘never’ (Arabic pronouns)	 ‘towards’ (Berber pronouns)
Figuig	 1s	 ɛǝmmṛ-i	 ɣr-i
	 2sm	 ɛǝmmṛ-ǝk	 ɣr-ǝš
	 2sf	 ɛǝmmṛ-ǝk	 ɣr-ǝm
	 3sm	 ɛǝmmṛ-u ~ ɛǝmmṛ-ǝh	 ɣr-ǝs
	 3sf	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-ha	 ɣr-ǝs

1 The prenominal form l is similar to Arabic l ‘to’. This is accidental; Figuig l is probably 
an abbreviation of earlier ɣǝl (cf. forms such as ɣǝl-da ‘towards here’); with l~r variation, 
this is the same as the form before pronouns, ɣǝr-.
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	 1p	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-na	 ɣǝr-nǝx
	 2pm	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-kum	 ɣǝr-wǝm ~ ɣǝr-wǝt
	 2pf	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-kum	 ɣǝr-šǝmt
	 3pm	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-hum	 ɣǝr-sǝn
	 3pf	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-hum	 ɣǝr-sǝnt

Not only the forms are different in the two rows, there are also important 
systemic differences. While the Berber system makes a gender difference 
in the 2nd person singular and plural, as well as in the 3rd person plural, 
the Arabic system has gender-neutral forms. On the other hand, in the 
3rd person singular, where the Berber pronouns are neutral to gender, 
the Arabic pronouns distinguish masculine and feminine. There does not 
seem to be any convergence between the systems. The following exam-
ples illustrate the use of Arabic pronouns in Figuig (the gloss ara means: 
pronoun of the Arabic series):

Figuig	 εǝmmṛ-ǝk	 didd=t-ǝnni-d	  
	 never-2s:ara	 1s:do=2-say:npv-2s	
	 ‘you have never told me’ [Kossmann p.n.]

	 ɛǝmmǝṛ-ha	 t-ǝffiɣ		  
	 never-3sf:ara	 3sf-go.out:npv	
	 ‘she has never gone out’ [Kossmann 1997:186]

Arabic pronouns are also found in some other Sud oranais dialects. They 
are well-attested in Igli (notes by André Basset, Kossmann 2010b), with 
the particles mǝnɣir- ‘except’ and ɛamr- ‘never’: 1s mǝnɣir-i, 3sm mǝnɣir-u, 
3pm mǝnɣir-hum. 

For Ghomara, El Hannouche (2010:126ff.) gives the following particles 
which are always followed by Arabic pronouns: fḥal- ‘(his) way’, baɛṭ- 
‘another’, buḥd- ‘alone’, kulla- ‘all’, e.g. (exx. from El Hannouche 2010:115)

Ghomara	 agydi	 i-dda	 fḥal-u	  
	 el:dog	 3sm-go:pv	 way-3sm:ara
	 ‘the dog went on his way’

	 ša	 wǝn=qqn-ǝx	 g	 baɛṭ-kum	  
	 fut	 2p:do=tie:ao-1s	 on	 another-2p:ara
	 ‘I will tie you (plural) to one another’

	 lǝḥšam	 nn	 ɛammi	 kulla-hum	  
	 children	 of	 uncle	 all-3p:ara
	 ‘all the children of my uncle’

A similar situation is found with a few borrowed prepositions, e.g. bin 
‘between’ (El Hannouche 2010:126). In spite of the high flight of parallel 
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system borrowing in this variety, it is impossible in Ghomara to have 
Arabic pronominal suffixes with borrowed nouns.

Central Moroccan Berber provides some more examples, e.g.:

Ayt Seghrushen (Taza Province variety, Eastern Middle Atlas)2
	 ɛǝmmr-u	 i-raḥ	  
	 never-3sm:ara	 3sm-go:npv
	 ‘he never went’ [Kossmann fc-e]

	 ɛǝmmǝr-hum	 raḥ-ǝn	
	 never-3p:ara	 go:npv-3pm	
	 ‘they never went’ [Kossmann fc-e]

Zemmour	 waḥd-u	 ‘he alone’
	 waḥḏ-kum	 ‘you (plural) alone’
	 waḥḏ-hum	 ‘they alone’ [Laoust 31939:210]

Similarly in Libyan varieties:

Nefusa	 baɛáṭ-kum báɛaṭ	 ‘each other (2pm)’ [Beguinot 21942:122]
	 baɛáṭ-hum báɛaṭ	 ‘each other (3pm)’

Awdjila	 mǝɛá bǝɛáḍ-kum	 ‘with each other (2p)’ [Paradisi 1960b:79/I-6]

The use of Arabic pronouns is found in Ouargla with the particle madabi- 
which translates as ‘like to, feel at ease’ (Delheure 1987:184), e.g.

Ouargla	 madabi-h	 y-ǝxs	 ad	 y-ǝẓwa	  
	 easy-3sm:ara	 3sm-want:pv	 ad	 3sm-go:ao
	 ‘he should like to go’ [Delheure 1987:184]

In Ouargla, there is not always a formal difference between Berber and 
Arabic pronouns; thus madabi-k (2sm) and madabi-kum (2pm) cannot be 
assigned with certainty to one or the other background. This facilitated 
the introduction of Berber forms in the corresponding feminine forms of 
the second persons: madabi-m (2sf) and madabi-kumt (2pf). The resulting 
paradigm blends forms from both languages:

		A  rabic	 both	 Berber
Ouargla	 1s	 madabi-ya
	 2sm		  madabi-k
	 2sf			   madabi-m
	 3sg	 madabi-h
	 3sf	 madabi-ha

2 In other Ayt Seghrushen varieties ɛǝmmṛu is invariable (Kossmann fc–e).
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	 1p		  madabi-na
	 2pm		  madabi-kum
	 2pf			   madabi-kumt
	 3pm	 madabi-hum
	 3pf	 madabi-humt (!)

The Berber morphological relation 2pm -kum 2pf -kumt has been trans-
ferred to the Arabic pronoun -hum. While in many Maghribian Arabic 
dialects -hum is neutral as to gender, in Ouargla the distinction is made by 
adjoining the Berber feminine marker t to Arabic ‑hum: madabi-humt.

A similar solution is found in Zuwara with the particles madɛil- ‘(I) think’ 
and madabi- ‘(I) prefer’ (Mitchell 2009:110). All suffixes, except 2pf and 
3pf are of Arabic shape and there is no gender differentiation in the 2nd 
person singular. In the plural, blended forms are used:

Zuwara	 2pm	 madɛíl-kǝm	 2pf	 madɛíl-kmǝt
	 3pm	 madɛíl-hǝm	 3pf	 madɛíl-hmǝt

While -kmǝt has a clear Berber counterpart, -hmǝt is a blend of Arabic 
-hǝm (Berber has ‑sǝn instead) and the Berber feminine marker -t.

The same is found in the Mzab expression ‘each other’, bɛaḍ-. Unfor-
tunately, Delheure did not include this word in his dictionary (Delheure 
1984); the texts published by Delheure only have attestations of the 3rd 
person (e.g. Delheure 1986:49, l. 1 and 58, l. 41):

Mzab	 3pm	 bɛaḍ-hum	 3pf	 bɛaḍ-humǝt

Arabic pronouns are also attested in Djerba Berber. Brugnatelli (2002:173) 
provides forms with the particle ṛa- ‘there it/he is’, followed by an inde-
pendent Arabic pronoun:

Djerba	 3sm	 ṛa-hu	 3sf	 ṛa-hi

It is unknown whether this paradigm also extends to other persons and 
to other particles.

Finally, Siwa uses Arabic pronouns with the particle msabb- ‘for X’s 
sake, because of X’ (Souag 2010:43ff.), e.g.

Siwa	 uɣi-x	 lxátəm	 dá-wok	 msabb-há	
	 buy:pv-1s	 ring	 dem:ms-dem:ms-2sm:addr	 because-sf:ara
	 ‘I bought that ring for her sake’ [Souag 2010:44]

	 msabb-ắk	 slə́md-γ=asən	 i	 təṛwáwen	 láḥsab
	 because-2sm	 teach:pv-1s=3p:io	 to	 children	 arithmetic
	 ‘for your sake I taught the children arithmetic’ [Souag 2010:43]
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Moreover, as shown in section 8.5, Siwa has taken over the Arabic superla-
tive construction using the elative of the adjective (whether of Berber or 
of Arabic origin), followed by an Arabic pronoun, e.g. kwǝs-hum ‘the best 
(lit. the best of them)’. Neither Vycichl (2005), nor Souag (2010) inform us 
about the status of this element -hum: is it invariable or does it allow for 
differentiation according to person (e.g. kwǝs-kum ‘the best of you’)? In 
view of the precision typical of Souag’s work, we may safely assume that 
there is no differentiation.

9.1.2 Arabic Pronouns Bound to Borrowed Verbs

Ghomara Berber has maintained Arabic verbal morphology with many 
loan verbs from Arabic. Object pronouns bound to such verbs also take 
an Arabic shape. Examples were given in section 7.4.

9.1.3 Arabic Independent Pronouns after the Presentative Particle ha 

In the Ayt Seghrushen dialect of the province of Taza (Kossmann fc–e), 
Arabic third person independent pronouns appear after the presenta-
tive particle ha. They are followed by the Berber direct object pronomi-
nal clitics. With first and second person forms, only Berber pronouns are 
allowed:

	 Berber origin	A rabic origin

1s	 ha nč ~ ha=yyi
2sm	 ha škk(inṯ)
2sf	 ha šm
3sm		  ha hǝwwa=ṯ
3sf		  ha hiyya=tt

1p	 ha nčnin
2pm	 ha šnnim
2pf	 ha šnniwǝnṯi
3pm3		  ha huma=ṯǝn

9.1.4 Arabic Reciprocal Pronouns

In Berber, reciprocity is normally expressed in the verb by means of verbal 
derivations. Some Berber languages have developed reciprocal pronouns 
on a Berber basis, e.g. Ayt Wariaghel (Tarifiyt) aya uya ‘each other, lit. 

3 The 3pf form was not elicited.
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this to this’. In Mzab, the Arabic expression with bɛaḍ- has been taken 
over, e.g.

Mzab	 tḥǝbba-n	 tibǝnžiwin	 mbaɛḏ-hum	 baɛḍ	  
	 kiss:ipv-3pm	 heads	 each.other-3pm:ara	 each.other
	 ‘they kiss each other’s on the head’ [Delheure 1986:49]

	 ad	 ẓur-ǝnt	 bɛaḍ-humǝt	  
	 ad	 visit:ao-3pf	 each.other-3pf:ara
	 ‘they visit each other’ [Delheure 1986:58]

The same is found in Djebel Nefusa and Awdjila: 

Nefusa	 trafq-ǝ́n	 d	 baɛáṭ-hum	 báɛaṭ	  
	 befriend:pv-3pm	 with	 each.other-3pm:ara	 each.other
	 ‘they became befriended with each other’ [Beguinot 21942:122]

Awdjila	 úndu	 t-ǝllumá-m	 iman	 n-ǝkím	 maɛá	 baɛáḍ-kum
	 if	 2-be.together:pv-2p	 self	 of-2p	 with	 each.other-2p:ara
	 ‘if you keep together with each other’ [Paradisi 1960b:79; I, l. 6]

9.2 Interrogatives

9.2.1 Interrogatives ‘who’ and ‘what’

Many Berber languages make no difference between person interrogatives 
(‘who’) and object interrogatives (‘what’), e.g. Tashelhiyt has a pronoun 
ma(d) used in both contexts:

ma	 i-krz-n	 igr=ad	  
who/what	 ptc:s-plough:pv-ptc:s	 field=prox
‘who has ploughed this field?’ [Aspinion 1953:180]

ma	 i-skr	  
who/what	 3sm-do:pv
‘what has he done?’ [Aspinion 1953:182]

The same situation is found in Central Moroccan Berber (e.g. Ayt Ndhir mi 
‘who/what’) and in Niger Tuareg (ma ‘who/what’). The basic construction 
is an interrogative element m, also found in other interrogatives, followed 
by a pronominal element a(  y) or i. The element a(  y) is originally a pro-
nominal form neutral to definiteness, while i refers to indefinites (Galand 
1974). One may note the case of Ayt Seghrushen (Bentolila 1981), which has 
an interrogative may ‘who, what’, parallel to more restricted wi ‘who’.

Other Berber languages differentiate between ‘who’ and ‘what’, but do 
so in many very different ways. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that 
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the Tashelhiyt situation with only one interrogative is original, while the 
differentiation is a dialectal innovation.

Idiatov (2007:579) has shown that the absence of differentiation 
between ‘who’ and ‘what’ is typologically uncommon, but not really mar-
ginal in languages of the world: in a sample of about 1850 languages, he 
found 7–9% “that (may) allow a lack of differentiation between ‘who?’ 
and ‘what?’ ”.

In Arabic—both Classical and dialectal—the difference between ‘who’ 
and ‘what’ is consistently made (Singer 1958). Even though Maghribian 
Arabic has innovated the forms of the interrogatives, all varieties maintain 
the difference.

One may therefore assume that the introduction of a differentiation in 
Berber is inspired by Arabic. This is, of course, not necessary: according 
to Idiatov (2007), many languages show an internally motivated develop-
ment from non-differentiation to differentiation. In the realm of Berber, 
this is the case of some Tuareg varieties, which have specialized ma for 
‘what’ and mi for ‘who’ (Mali, Heath 2005:650–652; northern Ayer, Koss-
mann 2011a:135, Ahaggar, Prasse 1972–74:I-216), playing on the different 
pronominal constituents. While the path of specialization is relatively 
transparent in the case of Tuareg,4 in the other languages it is much less 
clear, and some elements have become specialized as a ‘who’ interroga-
tive in one language, and as a ‘what’ interrogative in the other, e.g.

Figuig	 manay-	 ‘what’
Chenoua	 manay-	 ‘who’

Northern Berber languages have innovated their interrogatives according 
to different paths (Idiatov 2007:171–180). In the first place, pronominal ele-
ments with non-interrogative function may become specialized as inter-
rogatives. This seems to be the case of ‘who’-interrogatives originating in 
an indefinite pronominal element wi ‘whoever’, e.g. Chaouia (Ayt Frah):

wi	 ṭṭf-ǝn	 ig-ǝn=as	 lǝxḍǝggǝt	  
who	 take:pv-3pm	 do:ao-3pm=3s:io	 fine
‘who(ever) they take they give him a fine’ [Penchoen 1973a:91]

wi	 ha	 ny-ruḥ	 id-nǝɣ	 
who	 ad	 ptc-go:ao	 with-1p
‘who will go with us’ [Penchoen 1973a:206]

4 According to Prasse, Ghabdouane & Mohamed 2003:516, Ayer Tuareg has a difference 
between ma ‘collective interrogative’ and mi ‘singulative interrogative’; from such a situa-
tion, a specialization of ma for ‘what’ and mi for ‘who’ is quite natural.
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The element wi has become the dedicated ‘who’ interrogative in Tarifiyt, 
Ayt Seghrushen, Figuig, Mzab, Chaouia, as well as some Kabyle varieties 
(At Manguellat, Vincennes & Dallet 1960:99).

A second path is a change of function from an attributive pre-nominal 
interrogative (‘which’), into an interrogative pronoun. The original pre-
nominal interrogative was probably *man. It is reasonable to assume that 
it is a composite of interrogative m followed by pronominal a, followed by 
n of unclear origin.5 In most languages, it is followed by a noun in the Free 
State, which is remarkable, as pre-nominal elements mostly govern a fol-
lowing Annexed State. As suggested by Idiatov, this may be an indication 
of an appositional origin of the construction (Idiatov 2007:172). In some 
languages, man has become the normal interrogative, e.g. man ‘what’ (Sen-
hadja, Lafkioui 2007:238). It is often followed by a second element, mostly 
a short pronominal a( y) or i (Iznasen mani ‘what’, Awdjila mani ‘who’, 
Djebel Bissa mana ‘who’); such forms can sometimes be analyzed as man 
followed by a cleft marker i or a( y). More complex forms have man fol-
lowed by a pronominal element, which receives deictic clitics, e.g., Figuig 
manay=ǝnn ‘what’, Chenoua manay=a ‘who’, Harawat (Western Algeria) 
manw=a ‘who’ (Destaing 1914:295), probably also Ouargla, Nefusa mammó, 
Zuwara ṃaṃṃu (< man w=u) ‘who’. More complicated are forms such as 
Iznasen manis w=u ‘who’ and Beni Snous magǝs ‘who’, Zekkara (Eastern 
Morocco) maymǝs ‘who’, which incorporate the obsolete verb umas ‘to 
be’ (cf. Akouaou 1978). Elsewhere maymǝs is used for the question ‘what 
kind of ’ (e.g. Figuig) or ‘which’ (Sened). In addition to man, Tarifiyt dia-
lects have min ‘what’ and mayǝn ‘what’ (for their distribution, see Lafkioui 
2007:238). They look like an amalgam of interrogative m, pronominal i or 
ay, and n, and would therefore represent basically the same construction 
as *man, with different pronominal elements.

A third group of languages has the element matta, which represents 
the ancient interrogative ma followed by an element tta. On the basis 
of Central Moroccan Berber evidence, Idiatov (2007:190) concludes that 
matta originated in non-verbal clauses, mainly with pronouns of the type 

5 Idiatov (2007:171) suggests the genitival marker n. However, as he rightly observes, the 
preposition n is always followed by a noun in the Annexed State, while in many Berber 
languages man is followed by a Free State noun. He solves this problem by assuming that 
man originally had the Annexed State, but that the final n had become “so integrated that 
it cannot be construed as the equivalent of the genitive n ‘of ’ anymore” (Idiatov l.c.). As 
pre-nominal elements are often followed by an Annexed State, it is unclear why the syntax 
should have changed after the n had lost its genitival connotation. An alternative is to link 
n in man to deictic elements such as -ǝnn in some Berber languages.
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matta nǝtta ‘who is he’ (Ayt Ndhir; Penchoen 1973b:81). Because of this, he 
proposes an etymology ma ‘interrogative’ + ta ‘presentative’. This etymol-
ogy does not explain the fact that in most languages, matta has a gemi-
nate t. An alternative explanation derives matta from ma nǝtta ‘what (is) 
he’, quite similar to Maghribian Arabic phrases such as mǝn-hu ‘who’, lit. 
‘who (is) he’.

In most languages which have matta, it is used for ‘what’: in this use 
it is found in a large number of non-Kabyle northern Algerian varieties, 
among others: Chaouia (Ayt Frah), Chenoua, Djebel Bissa, Beni Snous. It 
is also found in Ouargla, Zuwara and El-Fogaha and, with loss of the nasal 
articulation, in Mzab (batta ~ matta) and Sened (bata). In Siwa, bǝtta is 
found after prepositions, meaning ‘what’, while an enlarged form bǝttin 
is used for ‘who’ (Souag 2010:452–3). In Ayt Ndhir (Penchoen 1973b:81), 
matta is used for both ‘who’ and ‘what’.6

A different construction with (t)ta is found in Siwa tanta ~ ta ‘what’ 
(Souag 2010:453). Probably, this construction consists of presentative ta 
followed by the personal pronoun.

A few languages have forms without the element ma. This is mainly 
found in Kabyle, e.g. At Iraten anwa (= an w=a) ‘who’ (Chaker 1983); other 
examples are Ghadames anno (< an w=o) ‘who’ and possibly El-Fogaha, 
Sokna ummi (< an wi ?) ‘who’. Idiatov (2007:195) suggests these m-less 
forms could have originated “as conventionalization of independently 
used headless relative clauses, when accompanied by an interrogative 
intonation”.

Two Eastern Berber forms defy analysis: Ghadames ke ‘what’ and Awd-
jila di (also followed by a pronoun: di w=a) ‘what’.

The last way of developing a differentiation between ‘who’ and ‘what’ is 
by the borrowing of Arabic forms. This is found in two regions: in north-
western Morocco and in Kabylia. In Northwestern Morocco, Senhadja de 
Sraïr has Arabic škun, šku, ašku ‘who’ alongside Berber mi ‘who’ (Lafkioui 
2007:238); ‘what’ is expressed by Berber man. In Ghomara, only škun (in 
some situations abbreviated to šk) is used for ‘who’. ‘What’ is šwa, which 
combines the Arabic interrogative element (a)š and an element wa, which 
can be interpreted as a shortening of Arabic huwa ‘he’ or as (Ghomaran) 

6 A similar situation is suggested by Edmond Destaing’s notations for Beni Rached in 
Western Algeria: matta ḵ=y-uɣa-n ‘what happened to you’ (Destaing 1914:293) and matta 
i ḵ=id=i-wi-n da ‘who brought you here?’ (Destaing 1914:295). One suspects, however, that 
the last phrase was wrongly translated, and should be interepreted as ‘what brought you 
here?’.
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Berber w=a ‘the one that’. The Arabic etymology is strengthened by the 
fact that in many Maghribian Arabic dialects, ‘what’ normally consists 
of the interrogative element followed by an independent pronoun or a 
shortened form of it. However, it seems that all Moroccan dialects which 
have this, use an enlarged form (a)šn- rather than (a)š in this construction 
(Heath 2002:477–81).

In most Kabyle dialects, the interrogative ‘what’ is (ḏ)ašu. This is a 
direct loan from Algerian Arabic aš-u ‘what’.7 The initial ḏ in some variet-
ies is the Berber predicative particle, which, amongst others, is used in the 
first part of clefts where the noun is the clefted element. Its presence can 
be explained as an effect of the similarity in construction between inter-
rogative clefts and noun clefts.

In Lesser Kabylia, in addition to ašu ‘what’, Arabic also provided the 
interrogative ‘who’, mǝnhu. As a result, both meanings are covered by 
loanwords, e.g. Aokas:

mǝnhu	 i-ṛuḥ-ǝn	 i	 dd=i-ɛrǝṭ	  
who	 ptc-go:pv-ptc	 ad	 vent=3sm-invite:ao
‘who has gone to invite (people)?’ [Rabhi 1994:116]

ḏašu	 awǝn=xǝḏm-ǝɣ	  
what	 2pm:io=do:pv-1s
‘what have I done to you?’ [Rabhi 1994:116]

Igli (Sud oranais) has borrowed mǝnhu ‘who’, but retained Berber ma (i) 
‘what’ (Kossmann 2010b). 

Most often, the restructuring of the interrogative system has affected 
the form in both meanings. Only in a few Northern Berber languages with 
differentiation between ‘who and ‘what’, original ma(y) ~ mi occurs in one 
of the meanings. If so, it has the meaning ‘what’ (Tahala, Sened, Nefusa, 
Ouargla, Igli). One remarks that man-based forms occur both in the mean-
ings ‘who’ and ‘what’, depending on the variety, while wi only occurs in 
the meaning ‘who’, and matta mainly occurs in the meaning ‘what’.

7 aš-u consists of the interrogative element aš followed by the 3sm Arabic pronoun -u. 
Reesink (1973:327) mentions an alternative analysis which considers -u a demonstrative 
element of Berber origin. There are two demonstrative bases which come to mind. First, 
-u is found in a large number of Berber varieties as the proximal demonstrative; as it does 
not occur in Kabyle, it is hardly a candidate. Second, u is found as a pronominal basis in 
Kabyle in forms such as u-kuḏ ‘with whom’ (Basset & Picard 1948:179). The main problem 
with this analysis is that in ašu the element u follows aš.
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9.2.2 Adverbial Interrogatives

Berber adverbial interrogatives are of different kinds. There are two basic 
adverbial interrogatives, which have an opaque structure: mǝlmi (and 
variants) ‘when’ and mani ‘where’. While both clearly contain the inter-
rogative element m, the origin of the second part is unknown. A number 
of adverbial interrogatives basically consist of the ‘which’ interrogative, 
followed by a noun, e.g. Tuareg man ǝmmǝk ‘how, lit. which manner’, man 
ǝket ‘how much, lit. which quantity’. Because of phonetic changes and the 
loss of the second element as an independent word, forms have become 
opaque in most languages, cf. Siwa mamǝk, Figuig manǝš ‘how’ and Siwa 
mnet, Ouargla mǝnnǝšt ‘how many’. Many adverbial interrogations are 
constructed with a ‘what’ interrogative or some special pronominal form, 
followed by a prepositional relative clause (see below).

Arabic influence is especially strong in the form of the ‘how much’ 
interrogative. In a large number of varieties, a dialectal Arabic form has 
been taken over:

kǝmm, kǝmma, s-kǝm8	C haouia (Ait Frah), Nefusa, Sened
šḥal, ašḥal	� Greater Kabylia, Lesser Kabylia, Western Algeria, Tari-

fiyt (~mǝšḥař), Beni Snous, Figuig, CMB: Ayt Ayache 
(~ mšta ~ mǝšḥal), Ayt Seghrushen (~ mšta ~ mǝšḥal)

mǝšḥal, mašḥal	� Beni Menacer, Tarifiyt (~ šḥař) CMB: Zemmour, Ayt 
Ayache (~ mšta ~ šḥal), Ayt Seghrushen (~ mšta ~ šḥal)

One remarks the forms with initial m-, which is not part of the original 
Arabic form. The introduction of m- may be a way to conform to the gen-
eral Berber pattern with m-initial interrogatives. However, prosthetic m is 
also found with some other borrowed function words, e.g. Tarifiyt ḇřa ~ 
mǝḇřa ‘without’.

The interrogative ‘when’ has been borrowed in Tunisia, western Libya, 
Lesser Kabylia and in northwestern Morocco. West of Tunisia, the Arabic 
interrogatives are mostly compounds of an interrogative element (a, ay 
‘which’) and the noun wǝqt ~ wǝxt ‘time’, in northwestern Morocco pre-
ceded by the preposition f ‘in’:

lǝmmi 	 Tamezret [http://atmazret.com/], Zuwara, Nefusa
awqǝt	I hbachen (Lesser Kabylia) [Rabdi 2004:132]
aywǝq	 Aokas (Lesser Kabylia) [Rabhi 1994:165]
axš	S enhadja [Lafkioui 2007:240]

8 With the instrumental preposition s, probably meaning ‘for how much’ (Sened, Pro-
votelle 1911:80).
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faxš	S enhadja [Lafkioui 2007:240]
faywax	A yt Bchir (Senhadja) [Lafkioui 2007:240]
fhaywǝḵ	G homara [El Hannouche 2010:124]

Northwestern Moroccan Berber also has taken over Arabic layn 
‘whither’:

lay 	S enhadja ‘what along’ [Lafkioui 2007:239]
layn	G homara ‘whither’ [El Hannouche 2010:124]

Further borrowing of adverbial interrogatives is found in Ghomara liyaš 
‘why’. In this variety, only two adverbial interrogative lexemes of Berber 
origin remain: amḵa ‘how’ and ani ‘where’. In El-Fogaha, finally, the adver-
bial interrogative kif ‘how’ has been borrowed from Arabic, e.g.

kíf	 nk	 t-ǝssǝ́n-ǝt?	  
how	 neg	 2-know:pv-2s
‘how don’t you know?’ [Paradisi 1963:95, l. 19]

Prepositional interrogatives in Berber are normally constructions with 
an interrogative element, followed by a preposition. As interrogatives 
are cleft-like constructions, which always have a relative clause follow-
ing them, and as in prepositional relative clauses the bare preposition 
is fronted, they can be considered regular prepositional relative clauses, 
similar to English phrases such as what is he talking about, e.g. Tashelhiyt

ma	 f	 i-srs	 tarikt	  
who/what	 on	 3sm-put:pv	 el:saddle
‘on what has he put the saddle, lit. what (is it) on which he put the saddle’ [Aspin-
ion 1953:184]

The main difference with a normal relative construction is a high inci-
dence of ellipsis, leading to sentences consisting of only the interrogative 
and the preposition:

ma	 f	  
who/what	 on
‘on what?’ [Aspinion 1953:184]

In a number of varieties, a construction appears which has the preposi-
tion preceding the interrogative element, similar to English phrases such 
as about what is he talking. This could be considered a calque on Maghrib-
ian Arabic, which has identical constructions, but could also easily consti-
tute an internal development, e.g. 

Lesser Kab.:	 ḏ wašu	 ‘with what’ [Rabhi 1994:117]
	 g ašu	 ‘in what’ [Rabhi 1994:117]



304	 chapter nine

In Ghomara, Berber prepositions are followed by the Arabic pronominal 
element mǝn (after a vowel) ~ mmǝn (after a consonant). This construc-
tion is partly a calque on and a blend with Maghribian Arabic, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 l-ǝmmǝn	 ‘to whom’ [Caubet 1993:173] 
Ghomara	 i mǝn	 ‘to whom’ [El Hannouche 2010:114]

However, different from Moroccan Arabic, Ghomara (m)mǝn can also be 
used for questions about things, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 mɛa-yaš	 ‘with what’ [Caubet 1993:172]
Ghomara	 s ǝmmǝn	 ‘with what’ [El Hannouche 2010:124]

i	 mǝn	 lmakla=yaṯ	  
to	 who/what	 food=prox
‘for whom is this food?’ [El Hannouche 2010:125]

s	 ǝmmǝn	 a	 h-qǝṭɛ-ǝt	 llḥǝm	  
with	 who/what	 foc	 2-cut:pv-2s	 meat
‘what did you cut the meat with?’ [El Hannouche 2010:114]

This intriguing mismatch between the original and the calque can only 
be understood from an earlier stage of the Ghomaran language, where 
‘who’ and ‘what’ were still expressed by a single interrogative (see 9.2.1). 
At this stage the Arabic word mǝn was inserted in this construction, but 
received similar interpretation as the single interrogative, i.e. both ‘who’ 
and ‘what’. Only afterwards, Ghomara introduced a difference between 
‘who’ and ‘what’ in subject and direct object function, by borrowing the 
Arabic forms. This was not carried over to the prepositional relatives, 
maybe because the nature of the preposition largely predicts the inter-
pretation of (m)mǝn as referring to a person or to a thing—for example, 
a comitative preposition normally selects a person, while an instrumental 
selects an object. As a result, the original lack of differentiation between 
‘who’ and ‘what’ is only maintained in a construction which is to a large 
degree a calque on Arabic, and which uses Arabic lexical material.

9.2.3 ‘which’

Adjectival ‘which’ or its independent counterpart ‘which one’ have only 
been borrowed in Senhadja de Sraïr and Ghomara. Two Arabic bases 
appear: ašmǝn, the most commonly used form in Moroccan Arabic, and 
škun, the normal Arabic (and Ghomaran) expression for ‘who’:
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Senhadja	 ašmǝn, škun (Lafkioui 2007:161–3)
Ghomara	 škun (El Hannouche 2010:113)

Senhadja	 ašmǝn	 ṯǝmɣarṯ	 
	 which	 ea:woman
	 ‘which woman’ [Renisio 1932:103]

Ghomara	 škun	 argʸaz	 ara	 yṯ=i-fk	 lǝflus	  
	 who/which	 el:man	 ad	 1s:io=3sm-give:ao	 money
	 ‘which man will give me money?’ [El Hannouche 2010:113]

9.2.4 Yes/No Questions

Both Berber and Maghribian Arabic have dedicated markers of yes/no 
questions. In Arabic, there is a major dialectal divide between languages 
with phrase-initial markers, mainly west of Tunisia, and those with phrase-
final markers, as found in Tunisia and Libya (Singer 1984:722; Owens 
1984:102). Berber languages west of Tunisia mostly have a phrase-initial 
marker, often is (Tashelhiyt, Central Moroccan Berber) or ma (Tarifiyt, 
Lesser Kabylia), but other variants exist. Senhadja ka (Lafkioui 2007:240) 
and Ghomara ka (Mourigh p.c.) are remarkable, as they clearly come from 
the term k(a)ra ‘thing’. Tarifiyt and Lesser Kabylia ma have the same form 
as one of the reconstructible shapes of the ancient ‘who/what’ interroga-
tive. This makes ka and ma similar to Moroccan and Algerian Arabic waš, 
which originally (and in many dialects up till the present day) means 
‘what’ (corresponding to Classical (wa) ʔayyu šayʔin), but which is widely 
used as a yes/no question marker. The Arabic use does not seem to be due 
to Berber influence, as it also occurs in Levantine dialects (Singer 1958). 
On the other hand, the use of ma and ka in Berber could be a calque from 
Arabic.

Phrase-initial Arabic forms have been borrowed in Sud oranais (Figuig, 
Igli waš) and in some Kabyle varieties (Irjen ǝɛni). Probably all Berber lan-
guages allow to some extent for yes/no questions without a lexical inter-
rogation marker, the job being done by intonation only. Some languages 
have no yes/no marker at all (At Iraten Kabyle, Chaker 1983:244).

In Berber east of Algeria, phrase-initial markers seem to be absent. 
Published texts from Djebel Nefusa, El-Fogaha, Sokna and Awdjila sug-
gest that these languages have no dedicated interrogation marker, while 
Siwa has final vowel lengthening (Souag 2010:452). Zuwara and Ghadames 
have phrase-final markers, a (Zuwara), na (Ghadames), whose etymolo-
gies are unclear. Their phrase-final position corresponds to the phrase-
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final position of the markers in the regional varieties of Arabic. Tamezret 
(Tunisia) has a post-verbal (or phrase-final?) interrogative marker =š, e.g.

i-qam=ak=š
3sm-lift:pv=2sm:do=q
‘has he lifted you up?’ [http://atmazret.com/]

A similar use appears in the following sentence from Sened (Tunisia):

šǝk,	 a	 ḥmǝd,	 t-ǝs(s)ǝn-ǝt=š	 manǝt	 i-nɣa	  
you:m	 voc	 NP	 2-know:pv-2s=q	 who	 3sm-kill:pv
‘you, Ahmad, do you know who has killed?’ [Provotelle 1911:88]

This š corresponds to Tunisian Arabic ši (Singer 1984:722); however, it 
could also have a Berber source (< šra ‘thing’)—in that case, one should 
consider the construction a calque on Tunisian Arabic rather than a lexi-
cal borrowing.

9.3 Numerals

Northern Berber has undergone massive Arabic influence in its numeral 
system. As shown by Souag (2009b), numeral systems that exclusively use 
Berber materials are restricted to Tuareg and Zenaga. Other systems have 
substituted some terms by Arabic, or use Arabic numerals as alternatives 
to Berber forms.

9.3.1 Cardinal Numbers

High numerals (100, 1000) have been borrowed from Arabic everywhere 
in northern Berber with a couple of exceptions. The first exception is 
pre-modern Tashelhiyt, which occasionally used Berber forms (van den 
Boogert 1997:286–287):

18th C. Tashelhiyt	 timiḍi (p timaḍ)	 ‘hundred’
	 ifḍ (p afḍan)	 ‘thousand’

They function as nouns, e.g. timiḍi w wafḍan ‘hundred of thousands’ = 
100.000), sḍist tmaḍ n lbit ‘six hundreds (= 600) of verses’. In pre-modern 
Tashelhiyt they are used in variation with Arabic numerals, e.g. tsɛu-myya 
n lbit ‘nine hundred verses’, and can even be used together with Arabic 
numerals, e.g. xmsin n wafḍan ‘fitfy of thousands = 50.000), which has 
Arabic xmsin ‘fifty’ in combination with Berber afḍan ‘thousands’ (van 
den Boogert 1997:287). The medieval Ibadhi manuscript of Ibn Ghanim’s 
Mudawwana also provides examples of these two numerals, e.g. 
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Medieval Ibadhi	 ifǝḍ ǝn wulli 	 ‘1000 sheep’ [Brugnatelli 2011:38]

	 sǝnt	 ǝn	 tmaḍ	 ǝn	 yǝḏrimǝn	  
	 two	 of	 ea:hundreds	 of	 ea:dirhams
	 ‘200 dirhams’ [Brugnatelli 2011:38]

A further exception is El-Fogaha in Libya, which has a numeral tamíṭ 
‘hundred’ (Paradisi 1963:103). This is remarkable, because in the rest of its 
system, El-Fogaha seems to retain only the Berber numerals 1–3. Finally, 
the Tunisian variety of Tamezrett has amiḏ ‘humdred’ and žim ‘thousand’ 
(Paesano 2000:35).

These forms have good cognates in Tuareg and Zenaga: Mali Tuareg 
temeḍe (p timaḍ) ‘hundred’, efăḍ (p afăḍăn) ‘thousand’; Zenaga tmaḍ̱ih 
(p tmaḍ̱aʔn) ‘hundred’, ǝffaḍ̱ (p ǝffaḍan, avḍan) ‘thousand’.

While the Berber numerals 100 and 1000 have now been abandoned in 
most northern Berber varieties, the situation with numbers between 11 
and 99 is different. Tashelhiyt and Mzab have systems for the decades that 
do not replicate Arabic forms immediately. Mzab and Ouargla form the 
decades by means of an arythmetric (x * 10) description, e.g. Mzab sǝnnǝt 
tmǝrwin ‘two tens = 20; sat tmǝrwin ‘six tens = 60’. Digits in between the 
decades are added by means of the preposition d ‘and’, e.g. mraw d yiggǝn 
‘ten and one = 11’ (Delheure 1984:122). The basis of this system, timǝrwin 
‘tens’, is a plural form of the noun tamrǝwt (Mzab), tamrawt (Ouargla) 
‘ten (French: dixaine)’, which is related to the numeral mraw ‘ten (French: 
dix)’. This system is the same as in Tuareg (Heath 2005:251). In Ouargla, 
the Berber system is under strong competition from Arabic forms, which 
seems to go partly along lines of gender and confession (Souag 2009b:241). 
A similar system is attested in Ghadames. The main difference with Mzab 
and Tuareg is that the numeral maraw ‘ten (dix)’ is used, rather than a 
noun ‘dixaine’: e.g. sǝn m maraw ‘two of ten = 20’; kárǝḍ m maraw ‘three 
of ten = 30’. Note however kárǝḍ ǝnd-maraw ǝd yón ‘three tens and one’, 
which has the plural prefix ǝnd- and Motylinski’s notation <sinnet tem-
raouin> (Motylinski 1904:40) with a plural noun similar to that in Mzab 
and Ouargla. The description by Lanfry suggests that the Berber numerals 
are only rarely used, and that Arabic forms are more common (Lanfry 
1968:378).

In Tashelhiyt the situation is different. The numbers 11–19 consist of 
the digit followed by the preposition d ‘with, and’, followed by mraw 
(f mrawt) ‘ten (dix)’, e.g. ttam d mrawt n tmɣart ‘eight and ten of woman = 
eight women’. For numbers above 19, the Arabic numeral ɛašrin (f ɛašrint, 
mp id-ɛašrin; fp id-ɛašrint) ‘20’ functions as the basis. Digits and impair 
decades are added by means of the preposition d ‘with, and’ (Aspinion 
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1953:254ff.; Galand 1988:230), e.g. ɛašrin d mraw ‘twenty and ten = 30’; 
ɛašrin d yan d mraw ‘twenty and one and ten = 31’; sin id-ɛašrin ‘two 
twenties = 40’, kkuẓ id-ɛašrin d mraw ‘four twenties and ten = 90’ (exx. 
from Aspinion 1953:254). This vigesimal system is fundamentally different 
from the decimal system found in Arabic.

As noted by most sources on Tashelhiyt, the Berber number system is 
used alongside more Arabic-like systems. Thus, instead of ɛašrin d mraw 
‘twenty and ten = 30’, it is possible to use the Arabic loan tlatin ‘thirty’. 
This concerns not only the decimal numbers, but may also implicate the 
entire numeral (Galand 1988:230).

The other northern Berber languages consistently use the Arabic 
numerals for numbers above ten.

Even in the first decade (1–10), Arabic influence is pervasive in most 
Berber varieties. There is a remarkable lack of geographical and numerical 
continuity in the number of Berber numerals preserved. On the one hand 
there are languages that preserve the full decade (Ghadames, Ouargla, 
Mzab, Tashelhiyt); Arabic numerals are not unknown in these languages, 
but where they are used, Arabic and Berber forms coexist side by side. 
The other languages only have systems with three Berber numerals or less. 
There are no systems with 1–5 in Berber and >5 in Arabic or the like. There 
may be cognitive explanations for this (Souag 2009b:240), but is remains 
a remarkable distribution, especially when dialects which have the full 
Berber decade and such that have only 1–3 form a linguistic continuum 
otherwise, e.g. in the case of Tashelhiyt and Central Moroccan Berber.

Berber languages that do not retain the full decade have gender differ-
entiation with Berber numerals, but no gender differentiation with Arabic 
numerals.9 Languages that do not retain the full Berber decade fall into 
three groups. The first group has retained the Berber numerals 1–3, and 
uses Arabic numerals for numbers above 3. This is found in most Central 
Moroccan dialects, e.g. Ayt Ndhir (Bisson 1940:166ff.):

Central Mor.	 1.	 m yun	 f yuṯ
	 2.	 m sin	 f snaṯ
	 3.	 m šraḍ̱	 f šraṭ
	 4.	 rbɛa 	 (< Ar.)
	 5.	 xǝmsa	 (< Ar.)
	 6.	 sǝtta	 (< Ar.)
	 7.	 sǝbɛa	 (< Ar.)

9 In Ayt Seghrushen (Eastern Middle Atlas), only the numeral ‘one’ has gender differen-
tiation. The Berber numeral ‘two’ is invariable for gender, snat (Bentolila 1981:63).
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	 8.	 ṯmanya	 (< Ar.) (Taïfi 1991: tmǝnya)
	 9.	 tsaɛa	 (< Ar.) (Taïfi 1991: ttǝsɛa)
	 10.	 ɛǝšra	 (< Ar.)	

Not surprisingly, all numerals above ten are also direct loans from Ara-
bic, e.g.

Central Mor.	 11.	 ḥaḍ̱ɛaš	 (< Ar.)
	 22.	 ṯnayn-u-ɛǝšrin	 (< Ar.)
	 30.	 ṯlaṯin	 (< Ar.)

Outside Central Morocco, this system is attested in Gourara and in the 
Libyan oases of Sokna and El-Fogaha. Boudot-Lamotte (1964), Provotelle 
(1924–25) and Paradisi (1963) only provide the numerals 1–3 (and 100 in 
the case of El-Fogaha) in their wordlists; in the Italian publications, other 
numerals, when given, are marked “gergo” (argot), and do not belong to 
the normal numerical system. The silence of these authors on numerals 
>3 strongly suggest that they are borrowings from Arabic, which were not 
considered interesting enough to be included in the publication.

The second group retains the Berber numerals ‘one’ and ‘two’, and uses 
Arabic numerals for ‘three’ and higher. This is found in a large territory 
stretching from Figuig and the Sud oranais to Metmata (western Algeria), 
Kabyle, Chaouia, Djebel Nefusa and Siwa.

Finally, a group restricted to northern Morocco and some adjacent 
Algerian varieties has only retained the numeral ‘one’. This is found in 
Ghomara, Senhadja, Tarifiyt, Iznasen and Beni Snous. The same system is 
probably present in Awdjila, where Paradisi remains silent on this numeral 
in his word list (1960a), and where the Arabic form itnen is attested in the 
texts, e.g.

Awdjila	 uša-n=íz=d	 itnén	 ǝn	 qǝṭṭáɛǝn 	  
	 come:pv=3s:io=come	 two	 of	 thieves
	 ‘two thieves came to him’ [Paradisi 1960b:82, text VII, l. 2]

As remarked by Souag (2009b), the retention of ‘one’ in all Berber varieties 
was facilitated by its corrolary use as a marker of indefiniteness (similar to 
Maghribian Arabic and French); as such it is less of a dedicated numeral 
than the others. 

The forms of the borrowed numerals do not always correspond exactly 
to those used in neighboring Maghribian Arabic varieties. For Siwa, Souag 
(2009a) has pointed to the form sǝtti ‘six’ instead of general Maghribian 
and Egyptian Arabic sǝtta. The form with raising of final a corresponds 
to forms found in Arabic oasis dialects of the region and belongs to the 
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first Arabic stratum in Siwa (Souag 2009a). In some Tarifiyt varieties, 
‘eleven’ is ḥiṭaš rather than surrounding Arabic ḥǝḍɛaš ~ ḥḍaš. This may 
well represent a borrowing from an Arabic variety with ḍ > ṭ (see 5.3.2.2). 
Arabic varieties of this type are found to the west of the Rif, in the Jbala 
region of northwestern Morocco. The geographical distribution of ḥiṭaš in 
Tarifiyt greatly surpasses the region where such Arabic influence would 
be expected, and one may assume that the form spread from one Berber 
variety to the other.

More problematic than these phonetic irregularities is the form ṯnayǝn 
of the numeral ‘two’, found in Tarifiyt, Iznasen and Beni Snous. This form 
corresponds to eastern Arabic forms such as Cairo itnēn, Classical Ara-
bic iṯnāni (oblique case: iṯnayni). However, it hardly occurs in Maghrib-
ian Arabic, which has forms related to Classical Arabic zawǧ ‘one of a 
pair’, such as Moroccan Arabic žuž. The correspondent of Classical iṯnayni 
occurs in compounds such as Moroccan Arabic ṭnaš ‘twelve’, tnayǝn-u-
tlatin ‘two and thirty = 32’ and in the ordinal tani ‘second’. As a normal 
numeral, correspondents of iṯnayni are restricted to Hassaniya Arabic (cf. 
Heath 2002:464) and varieties east of Tunisia. Thus there is a discrepancy 
between the use of the ancient Arabic form in northern Moroccan Ber-
ber, and its substitution by another form in local Arabic. The solution 
of the problem may lie in Andalusian Arabic, which had iṯnayn (Corri-
ente 1977:88; Corriente 1997:86). Apparently, Tarifiyt took over the term 
from Andalusian immigrants, or the Andalusian form once also existed 
as a variant in some of the northern Moroccan cities, but was gradually 
ousted by the common Moroccan variant žuž. The Andalusian connection 
is irrelevant to the Awdjila form itnén. In this case, it is simply a loan from 
eastern Libyan Arabic iṯnēn (Owens 1984:52).

A number of Berber languages have a difference between non-bor-
rowed numerals used in a syntactic context, and borrowed numerals used 
in listing, e.g. when one counts ‘one, two, three, four . . . ’. Cf. (Kossmann 
1997:210; Kossmann 2000a:160–161; Dallet 1982):

Figuig	 1.	 normal:	 idžǝn	 in counting:	 waḥǝd
	 2.		  sǝnn		  zuž

Kabyle	 1.	 normal:	 yiwǝn		  waḥǝḏ, waḥǝd
	 2.		  sin		  žuǧ, zuǧ

Iznasen	 1.	 normal:	 iǧǧǝn		  waḥǝḏ

Borrowed Arabic numerals normally have their “feminine” form, i.e. with 
numerals below 11 the form ending in -a. In certain fixed borrowed phrases, 
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“masculine” forms appear, which constitute a second series of numeral 
forms. Such borrowed phrases mainly concern indications of time and 
numeral expressions with ‘hundred’ and ‘thousand’. It is typical for these 
expressions that ‘2 x’s’ uses the Arabic dual form.

The forms of this second series are the same as their Arabic models. 
They mostly consist of simply the “feminine” form without the suffix -a. 
In some cases, however, concomitant changes take place, e.g. Iznasen 
ṯmǝnya ‘eight’ but ṯmǝn šhuṛ ‘eight months’.

This doubling of the numeral series may exist in all northern Berber 
languages. It is attested, among others, in Medieval Tashelhiyt (van den 
Boogert 1997:286), in Central Moroccan Berber (Bisson 1940:170), in Tari-
fiyt, in Iznasen, in Figuig, in Kabyle, in Djebel Nefusa and in Siwa (Souag 
2010:182). Examples (Kossmann 1997:210):

Figuig	 2.	 normal:	 sǝnn	 with ‘day’	 yumayǝn	 (Arabic dual form)
	 3.		  tlata		  tǝlt ǝyyam
	 4.		  ṛǝbɛa		  ṛǝbɛ ǝyyam
	 5.		  xǝmsa		  xǝms ǝyyam
	 6.		  sǝtta		  sǝtt ǝyyam
	 7.		  sǝbɛa		  sǝbɛ ǝyyam
	 8.		  tmǝnya		  tmǝn ǝyyam
	 9.		  tǝsɛa		  tsǝɛ ǝyyam
	 10.		  ɛǝšṛa		  ɛšǝṛ ǝyyam

9.3.2 Fractions

Fractions are taken over from Arabic together with the Arabic article. Only 
for ‘half ’, there are often Berber terms. This is also true for varieties with 
intact Berber number systems, such as Tashelhiyt (Aspinion 1953:257):

Tashelhiyt	 1/2	 nnṣṣ	 
	 1/3	 ttlt
	 1/4	 rrba
	 1/5	 lxʷms
	 1/6	 ssudus

There exist alternative constructions, e.g. in Kabyle by means of the 
noun amur ‘part, portion’ followed by an ordinal construction, e.g. amur 
wis rḇɛa ‘quarter’. Alongside, Arabic fractions are also used (cf. Basset &  
Picard 1948:54). Unfortunately, fractions are only reported for a small 
number of Berber varieties, so the extent of this phenomenon is difficult 
to establish.
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9.3.3 Ordinal Numbers

In most northern Berber languages, ordinal numbers are formed by means 
of a regular Berber-based derivation with a pronominal element, e.g. 

Kabyle	 m	 wis sin	 f	 ṯis sin	 ‘second’	  
	 m	 wis ṯlaṯa	 f	 ṯis ṯlaṯa	 ‘third’

In eastern Berber varieties, ordinal numbers are taken from Arabic 
together with the Arabic article (see p. 221 for questions of morphology). 
This is found in Djebel Nefusa (Beguinot 21942:129):

Nefusa	 ǝttáni	 ‘second’
	 ǝttálǝt	 ‘third’
	 ǝrrábǝɛ	 ‘fourth’
	 ǝlxámǝs	 ‘fifth’

In Siwa the same is found; however sources differ as to the presence of 
the Arabic article. Vycichl (2005:215) cites forms without the article (e.g. 
xámsa ‘five’), while Souag (2010) provides an example with the article:

Siwa	 lxamsa	 t-əswa,	 ssatta	 g	 aqəsri	  
	 fifth:f	 3sf-drink:pv	 sixth:f	 in	 container
	 ‘the fifth drank, the sixth is in the container.’	 [Souag 2010:148]

Because of the lack of documentation on other eastern Berber varieties it 
is impossible to assess the extent of this phenomenon.

9.4 Universal Quantifiers

In the following, two types of universal quantifier will be distinguished. 
The first type is called general quantifier or collective quantifier; it marks 
the entirety of an entity or a group of entities; English “all” is an instance 
of this. The second type is distributive; it marks each single instance 
within a group of entities. As argued by Gil (1994), collective quantifiers 
tend to be used in a broader sense, sometimes overlapping with distribu-
tive quantifiers; therefore the term “general universal quantifier” may be 
more fitting.

Within Maghribian Arabic, there are important differences in the 
expression of these two relations. On the one hand, the distributive quan-
tifier is expressed in the same way all over the Maghrib, using an element 
kŭll preceding a non-definite element (mostly a noun), e.g.
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ka=i-ži	 l=ǝhna	 kŭll	 žǝmɛa		  
ipfv=3sm:ipft-come	 to=here	 all	 week	
‘he comes here every week’ [Harrell 1966:66]

ɛṭi	 l=kŭll	 dǝrri	 waḥǝd		   
give:ipft:ipt:s	 to=all	 child	 one:m
‘give every child one’ [Harrell 1966:66]

On the other hand, the collective quantifier has many variants. In a large 
part of the Maghrib, it is based on the same element as the distributive, 
kŭll, but has different syntax. There are various syntactic constructions 
with this element, often more than one in a single variety:

X kŭll-PRON kŭll l-X l-X l-kŭll l-kŭll l-X

citadine  
Moroccan

+ – – –

Tlemcen + – + +
Jijel + + + –
Marazig + – + –
Eastern Libyan – + – –

Examples (Jijel):

kan	 mɣǝššǝš	 ǝɛl	 ǝd=drari	 kǝll-hum	  
be:3s:pt	 angry	 on	 def=children	 all-3p
‘he was angry at all the children’ [Jijel; Ph. Marçais 1956:473]

ḥǝwwǝs-t	 fi	 kǝll	 ǝb=blad	  
walk-1s:pt	 in	 all	 def=country
‘I have walked through the entire town’ [Jijel; Ph. Marçais 1956:472]

ǝd-drari	 l=kǝll	 i-xaf-u	 mn	 ǝl=lil	  
def-children	 def-all	 3:pt-be.afraid-p:pt	 from	 def-night
‘all children are afraid of the night’ [Jijel; Ph. Marçais 1956:473]

Tlemcen:

ǝn-nas	 kŭll-hum		  	
def=people	 all-3p	
‘all the people’ [W. Marçais 1902:172]

ǝl=bladat	 ǝl=kŭll			    
def=countries	 def=all	
‘all countries’ [W. Marçais 1902:172]
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ǝl=kŭll	 ǝn=nas	  
def=all	 def=people	
‘all (the) people’ [W. Marçais 1902:172]

In many other Arabic varieties, including rural varieties of western Morocco 
(and derived varieties such as Casablancan), the collective quantifier has a 
different base, gaɛ, e.g. Eastern Moroccan Arabic:

gaɛ	 ṣ=ṣaḥaba	 bqa-w	 sakt-in		   
all	 def=Companions	 remain-3p:pt	 be.silent:ptca-p
‘all the Companions remained silent’ [Eastern Morocco; Bezzazi 1993:110]

Historically, gaɛ derives from the noun qāɛ ‘bottom, plain’—apparently 
an expression such as “(until) the bottom (of the matter)” was reinter-
preted as a quantifier. Like elsewhere, prenominal kŭll is used for express-
ing distributive meaning, e.g.

w	 ddawi	 ɛla	 kŭll	 mǝrḍ		  
and	 cure:ptca:sm	 on	 all	 illness
‘and it cures every illness’ [Eastern Morocco; Bezzazi 1993:242]

The collective universal quantifiers, and gaɛ in particular, are fundamen-
tally adverbial, and take many places in the sentence; in negative sen-
tences they are best translated as “at all”; probably in general a translation 
“entirely” fits the syntactic status of these elements better than “all”. The 
distributive quantifier, on the other hand, always precedes the element it 
quantifies. There are some highly frequent collocations with distributive 
kŭll, such as kŭll waḥǝd “everybody, lit. every one”, kŭll (š=)ši “everything, 
lit. every thing”, as well as temporal expressions such as kŭll yum “every 
day”.

Berber languages all make a difference between collective and dis-
tributive quantification, either syntactically or lexically. There is only 
one reconstructible universal quantifier morpheme in Berber, akkʷ. This 
functions as a collective universal quantifier in Kabyle and in Central 
Moroccan Berber (akʷ),10 where it can precede or follow the quantified 
element, e.g.

dda-n=d	 akʷ	 s	 iɛggadin	  
come:pv-3pm=vent	 all	 with	 clubs
‘they all came with clubs’ [Middle Atlas; Taïfi 1991:321]

10 An element akʷ is also attested in Tashelhiyt (e.g. Stumme 1899:100); however its 
exact uses are not clear.
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lakin	 ismawn=agi	 yakʷ	 ţţuḇǝddǝl-ǝn	 si	 laṣǝl	 ǝn-sǝn	 
but	 names=prox	 all	 be.changed:pv-3pm	 from	 origin	 of-3pm
‘but all these names have been changed with respect to their origin’ [Kabyle, 
Irjen; Basset & Picard 1948:274]

In other Berber languages, akkʷ is a distributive universal quantifier, 
which always stands in front of the quantified element: Chaouia Ait Frah 
akk, Ouargla makk, Tuareg akk, Zenaga äkki, e.g.

akk	 isǝmš	 ttas-ǝn=dd	 waman	 dag-s	  
all	 turn	 come:ipv-3pm=vent	 ea:water	 in-3s
‘at every turn (for irrigation) the water comes into it’ [Chaouia; Penchoen 
1973a:21]

akkʷ is nowhere used for both collective and distributive quantification; 
there is always a different lexeme expressing the other quantifier of the 
pair.

Apart from akkʷ, there exists another Berber-based expression for dis-
tributive universal quantification. The basic construction is the element 
“something” followed by a copular construction. This is found in Figuig 
š(ṛ)a d

šṛa	 d	 lfǝlqǝt	 tuɣ	 t-ǝɛlǝm	 din	 tḥanǝtt	 nn-ǝs	  
some	 pred	 clan	 past	 3sf-have:pv	 there	 shop	 of-3s
‘every clan had its shop there’ [Figuig; Kossmann 1997:197]

Using a different choice of copula construction, the same is found in 
Tashelhiyt kraygatt, from kra i-ga=tt “something is it”,11 e.g. kraygatt ass 
‘every day’ (Stumme 1899:100). Neighboring Ntifa has the construction ka 
iga=t, which follows the same pattern (note however that “something” is 
normally kra in this variety), e.g. ka iga=t tamɣart ‘every woman’. In Ntifa, 
instead of ka, also ma ‘what’ can be used, e.g. g ma igga=t tigmmi ‘in every 
house’ (Laoust 1918:247).

It is possible that in an earlier stage Berber (or part of it) opposed col-
lective akkʷ to distributive “something is X”. However, in view of the well-
attested use of akkʷ as a distributive quantifier, this is far from certain.

Otherwise, universal quantifiers are borrowed from Arabic. As should 
be expected, depending on the local variety of Arabic, the collective uni-
versal quantifier can be taken over as gaɛ or in a form with kull. Quantifi-
ers based on gaɛ are found in the eastern varieties of Tarifiyt (qaɛ),12 Beni 

11 An alternative interpretation is suggested by Stumme (1899:100), involving the pred-
icative particle d, now obsolete in Tashelhiyt: kra i-ga=t d X.

12 As to the corresponence Arabic g, Berber q, see 5.3.2.3.
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Iznasen (qaɛ), Figuig (qaɛ), Ayt Seghrushen (qaḥ ~ kulši, see below), Cha-
ouia (qǝɛɛ), Mzab (gaɛ) and Ouargla (gaɛ). In these varieties, the reflex 
of gaɛ occurs before or after the quantified element, like in Arabic. In a 
number of varieties with q/gaɛ, the Arabic distributive quantifier kull also 
appears, among others in Iznasen and Mzab. In Tarifiyt a universal quan-
tifier marra is found (cf. Lafkioui 2007:223). This is a loan from Moroc-
can Arabic (mainly north-western Morocco, it seems), where mǝṛṛa ‘time 
(French: fois)’ can be used in the sense of ‘all together’, while b-mǝṛṛa  
‘at a time’ can be used for ‘entirely’ (Prémare 1993–1999/11: 168–169).13

Collective universal quantifiers borrowed from Arabic constructions 
with kŭll pose some more complications to integration, as they are obliga-
torily followed by a pronominal element in Arabic. Berber languages have 
different solutions to this problem. In the first place, some languages gen-
eralize a frozen pronominalized form, e.g. Tashelhiyt kullu (< Ar. kŭll=u 
all=3sm). In Tashelhiyt it is possible to have kullu followed by a Berber 
pronominal element, e.g. kullu=tn ‘they all’, showing the disappearance 
of all pronominal functions in the form kullu itself. Tashelhiyt kullu ‘all’ is 
opposed to distributive ku(l) ‘every’. Very similar constructions appear in 
Ntifa (southwestern Central Moroccan Berber):

kullu	 irgazn	 =	 irgazn	 kullu=tn	  
all	 men	 =	 men	 all=3pm:do
‘all the men’ [Ntifa; Laoust 1918:250]

ku ( y)	 argaz				 
every	 el:man
‘every man’ [Ntifa; Laoust 1918:247]

In Djebel Nefusa, the element kŭll lacks its Arabic pronouns, but there is 
an opposition between collective [ókkul] (/ǝkkul/ ?) and distributive kull. 
[ókkul] derives from the Arabic form with the article (*ăl-kŭll > ăk-kŭll) 
and kull from the form without the article. Moroever, there is a difference 
in position, collectives being possible in post-head and pre-head position, 
distributives being only pre-head. The absence of any traces of Arabic pro-
nouns in the Berber forms is expected, as Libyan Arabic does not use the 
pronominal strategy, e.g.

kull	 tǝrmúnt	 di-s	 ǝttǝmǝ́n	 n	 ǝlyaqút	  
all	 pomegranate	 in-3s	 eighth	 of	 rubin
‘in each pomegranate there is an eighth of a rubin’ [Beguinot 21942:169]

13 A less probable derivation would be from the verb rru ‘to be many’, still used in 
neighboring Beni Iznasen as a defective verb only appearing in the Perfective. 



	 other categories: pronouns and quantifiers	 317

dǝ	 ɣásru	 ókkul	 wí	 nn-ǝk	 šǝk	  
and	 castle	 all	 dem:sm	 of-2sm	 you:m	
‘and all the castle is yours’ [Beguinot 21942:166]

ókkul	 iwǝssárǝn=úha	 ilǝɛmáyǝn		   
all	 old.men=prox	 blind
‘all these blind old men’ [Beguinot 21942:180]

i-kkǝ́r	 i-ssíwǝl	 ǝlḥǝywanát	 ókkul		   
3sm-rise:pv	 3sm-speak:pv	 animals	 all
‘he stood up and called all the animals [Provasi 1973:508]

In Awdjila, the same is found. The distributive quantifier is always kull; 
Paradisi’s notations of the collective quantifier vaccillate between kkull 
and kull (possibly due to a certain lack of precision in the notations), e.g.

u	 y-uɣ=ítǝt	 kull	 iwinán	 s-ɣar-sín		   
and	 3sm-take:pv=3sf:do	 all	 one:m	 from-at-3pm	
‘and every one of them took it’ [Paradisi 1960b:79/I-2]

u	 y-ǝqqím	 i-ddǝhwár	 ašál-i	 kkúll		   
and	 3sm-stay:pv	 3sm-tour:ipv	 country-loc	 all
‘and he started to tour in the entire country’ [Paradisi 1960b:82/VIII-1] 

ufá-n	 ámẓa	 id	 amẓíwǝn	 ǝrwil-ín=a	 kkull	  
find:pv	 ogre	 and	 ogres	 flee-3pm=result	 all
‘they found that the ogre and the ogres had all fled’ [Paradisi 1960b:85/XV-49]

Middle Atlas varieties use two variants based on kŭll in different mean-
ings. The examples provided by Taïfi (1991:329–330, cf. also Laoust 31939) 
suggest that (pre-nominal) ḵu is used for distributive meanings, and float-
ing ḵul for collective meanings, cf.

ku	 tigǝmmi	 s	 tǝmzgida	 n-s	  
every	 el:camp	 with	 ea:mosque	 of-3s
‘every camp has its mosque’ [Taïfi 1991:329]

kul	 tiɛyyalin	  
all	 el:women
‘all the women’ [Taïfi 1991:330]

ixamn	 kul	 =	 ixamn	 kul	 n-sǝn	  
tents	 all	 =	 tents	 all	 of-3pm
‘all the tents’ [Taïfi 1991:330]

Only the element kulši ‘everything’ falls outside this order; it is best con-
sidered a direct loan from Arabic kŭll-ši.

In Ayt Seghrushen, the element kulši ‘everything’ functions as a collec-
tive universal quantifier, e.g.
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lla	 ttqn-n=as	 x	 kulši	 lžwayh	  
ipfv	 close:ipv-3pm=3s:io	 on	 everything	 sides
‘they close it from all sides’ [Bentolila 1981:60]

kks-n=ax	 kulši	 azzar	  
take.away:pv-3pm=1p:io	 everything	 el:hair
‘they have shaved off all our hair’ [Bentolila 1981:60]

In a number of varieties, Arabic distributive complexes with kŭll, meaning 
‘everybody’ and ‘everyone’, have been taken over as a whole, e.g. Mzab 
mkull-ḥǝdd ‘everyone’. ‘Everything’ has been taken over as a whole in 
many languages, e.g. Tashelhiyt (kullši), Ouargla (kullǝš, kullši), Beni Izna-
sen (kulši), and, as shown above, Middle Atlas Berber (kullši). 

In Figuig, which normally has distributives with the “something is X” 
construction, ‘everybody’, ‘everyone’ and ‘everything’ are expressed by 
Arabic forms: kul-ha (lit. ‘all of her’), kul-ḥǝdd and kul-ši, respectively. 
Moreover, there is a series of distributive expressions with kul followed 
by an Arabic noun, e.g. kul mǝṛṛa ‘every time’ and kul yum ‘every day’ 
(Kossmann 1997:295–296). While kul-ha and kul-ši represent the only way 
of expressing these concepts, Berber alternatives exist for other colloca-
tions, such as š(ṛ)a d ass ‘every day’ and š(ṛ)a d idžǝn ‘everyone’.

Gil (1996) proposes a number of universal relations as to borrowing of 
quantifiers: 

Universal 2 states that simple universal quantifiers are more likely to be 
native, while their distributive-key counterparts are more likely to be loan. 
In doing so, it allows for three types of languages: with native simple and 
distributive-key universal quantifiers (. . .); with native simple universal 
quantifiers but loan distributive-key universal quantifiers (. . .); and with 
loan simple and distributive-key universal quantifiers (hitherto unattested) 
[Gil 1996:109]. 

It is interesting to set these expectations against the Berber sample. 
Among the three expected systems, the system with only native elements 
is relatively rare. This is the case in some Kabyle varieties: Irjen akʷ ‘all’, 
ḵra n ‘every’ (~ borrowed kul etc., Basset & Picard 1948:271). Similarly 
southwestern Central Moroccan varieties (Ntifa): akʷ ‘all’, ka iga=t ‘every’, 
and maybe also Tashelhiyt.

The opposite situation, where both the general and the distributive 
quantifier are loans is widely attested, among others in Beni Iznasen 
(qaɛ ‘all’, kull ‘every’),14 Zemmour (ḵul ‘all’, ku ‘every’), Mzab (qaɛ ‘all’, kull 

14 Gil (1996:109, note 5) is wrong in considering qaɛ a native word.
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‘every’), Djebel Nefusa (<ókkul> ‘all’, kull ‘every’) and Awdjila (kkull ‘all’, 
kull ‘every’). 

The situation with a native element for the general (collective) univer-
sal quantifier and a loan for the distributive quantifier is only found in Ayt 
Seghrushen: akk ‘all’ (also the loans kulši and qaḥ) vs. kull ‘every’.

The fourth logical possibility, which is excluded according to Gil’s pre-
diction, is that the general (collective) universal quantifier is a loan, while 
the distributive quantifier is native. In fact, Berber provides quite a num-
ber of examples of this situation, thus counter to Gil’s expectation, which 
will be enumerated below:

	 general (collective) universal	 distributive universal
Zenaga	 kull (< Ar.)	 äkki
Tuareg	 kǝllu (< Ar.)	 akk
Ouargla	 gaɛ (< Ar.)	 makk (~ kull < Ar.)
Chaouia	 qǝɛɛ (< Ar.)	 akk
Figuig	 qaɛ (< Ar.)	 šṛa d

Thus Gil’s prediction is invalidated; in Berber, one of the predicted dis-
tributions is not very well attested, while its logical counterpart, which is 
excluded by Gil, is quite common.





chapter ten

Syntax: Simple clause

Arabic influence on Berber syntax is more difficult to point down than 
phonological, morphological, and lexical influence. Generally speaking, 
syntactic patterns are less arbitrary than morphological and lexical forms; 
the number of possible forms is far smaller than, for instance for lexemes. 
Especially in the case of languages that share many basic syntactic pat-
terns, one can easily have independent syntactic innovations leading to 
similar structures. Another problem in establishing syntactic influence, 
which is much less acute in morphology or lexicon, is the Berber influence 
on Maghribian Arabic, and the possibility of related innovations. In the 
case of Berber influence, the resulting similarity in structure is not due to 
Arabic, and thus falls outside the scope of this study. In the case of related 
parallel innovations, it is mostly impossible to determine the language 
where the innovation originated.

Therefore, Arabic influence on Berber syntax can only be identified 
when (1) the original Arabic and Berber structures were quite different  
and (2) the existing Maghribian Arabic structures have not too much 
evolved from the original. Even then, the possibility of an indepen-
dent innovation in Berber remains, and has to be studied for each case 
individually.

As a result, the following chapter is a patchwork of different elements 
of syntax, which happen to lend themselves to our purposes.

10.1 Deixis

Berber and Arabic have different ways of constructing nominal deixis. 
In Maghribian Arabic, nominal deixis is achieved by means of preposed 
determiners, which distinguish between proximal and distal. These deter-
miners are similar in shape to pronominal deictic elements:

		P  roximal	 Distal	P roximal Pronoun	 Distal Pronoun
Moroccan Ar.	 sm	 had	 dak	 hada	 hadak
	 sf	 had	 dik	 hadi	 hadik
	 p	 had	 duk	 hadu	 haduk
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The determiner is always followed by a definite noun, which bears the 
article, e.g.

Moroccan Ar.	 had l=ktab	 ‘this book (lit. this the book)’
	 duk l=ktub	 ‘those books (lit. those the books)’

Northern Berber, on the other hand, uses post-nominal clitics for deixis.1 
The number of deictic categories expressed by such clitics differs from 
language to language, but most have a system with at least three catego-
ries: proximal, distal, and anaphoric (referring to something already men-
tioned, or inferrable from context), e.g.

Tarifiyt	 ṯamǝṭṭuṯ=a	 ‘this woman (here)’
	 ṯamǝṭṭuṯ=in	 ‘that woman (over there)’
	 ṯamǝṭṭuṯ=ǝnni	 ‘the woman (just mentioned)’

Figuig and Zuwara2 have only two degrees, one for proximal deixis 
(=u) and one for distal and anaphoric reference (=ǝnn in Figuig, =din in 
Zuwara). This reduction of the system may be due to Arabic influence, 
especially since these two varieties have also undergone changes in their 
deictic syntax (see below).

A number of Berber varieties use an innovative construction (cf. already 
Loubignac 1924:118–119; Galand 2005:191), which consists of a neutral pro-
noun a(y) followed by a deictic clitic, followed by a genitival phrase, e.g.

Zayan3	 ay=a usǝlʸham	 ‘this gown, lit. this (of ) gown’ [Loubignac 1924:118]
	 ay=n uřyaz	 ‘that man, lit. that (of ) man’ [Loubignac 1924:118]
Figuig	 ay=u n urgaz	 ‘this man, lit. this of man’
	 ay=ǝnn n urgaz	 ‘the man, lit. that of man’
Zuwara	 ay=u n tǝ́fṛuxt	 ‘this girl, lit. this of girl’ [Mitchell 2009:200]
	 a=din n tbuširin	 ‘the girls, lit. that of girls’ [Mitchell 2009:202]

1  Lionel Galand (e.g. 2010:155–6) considers these clitics pronominal forms (“supports de 
détermination”) followed by a deictic element, e.g. Tashelhiyt a=d ‘prox’ and a=nn (‘dist’). 
It is not clear how this should explain synchronically or diachronically cases such as Figuig 
=u ‘prox’ and =ǝnn ‘anp’.

2 In Zuwara, there are different forms according to gender and number: prox:s =uh  
(~ =u), prox:p =ih; dist:sm =ǝddin, dist:sf =ǝddint, dist:pm =idin dist:pf =idinat (Mitchell 
1953:376–7).

3 A variety of Central Moroccan Berber spoken on the western slopes of the Middle 
Atlas range. A similar usage is attested in the neighboring Zemmour dialect, where it 
expresses an explicitly positive attitude to the referent of the noun, while the post-posed 
deictics are more neutral (Fatima Boukhris, p.c.).
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Gourara and Mzab Berber have similar constructions which lack the deic-
tic element:4

Mzab	 ay n ǝssǝǧrǝt	 ‘the (aforementioned) tree’ [Delheure 1986:309]
Gourara	 ay ǝn uɣam	 ‘the (aforementioned) village’ [Bellil 2000:107]

The construction is also attested in Djerba (A. Basset 1952:35). In Zayan 
and Figuig the construction is used alongside the old construction; in 
Figuig the two constructions can be combined, e.g.

Figuig	 argaz=u	 ‘this man’
Figuig	 ay=u n urgaz=u	 ‘this man (lit. this one of this man)’

The construction with only ay=u n X or ay=ǝnn n X is far more frequent 
than the other constructions in this variety. In Mzab post-nominal deixis 
also exists and appears with and without pre-nominal deixis, e.g.

Mzab	 arǧaz=ǝn	 ‘that man’ [Delheure 1984:129]
	 arǧaz=ǝnni	 ‘this particular man’ [Delheure 1984:129]
	 ay n wǝrǧaz=ǝnni	 ‘this particular man’ [Delheure 1984:241]

In Gourara, ay n is also attested in combination with post-nominal  
deixis, e.g.

Gourara	 ay ǝn šṛaɛ=u=ihit	 ‘this very judgement here’ [Bellil 2000:103]

It is not clear which construction is most used in Mzab. In Zuwara, the 
construction with ay=u or a=din is the only one allowed.

The construction under consideration is similar to the Maghribian 
Arabic had / dak construction. Like in Arabic, a pronominal, or at least 
pronoun-like, element bears the deictic load. This pronoun is linked to the 
main noun in a construction which, at least formally, can be interpreted  
as a genitival construction. This is evident in the case of Berber, which uses 
the genitival preposition n, but only one out of several possible analyses 
for the Arabic construction. In Arabic, one could also reasonably interpret 
had (etc.) as an inherently definite element, which cannot bear the article; 
however, formally an interpretation as a genitive is equally possible, and, 
whatever the preferred analysis may be in the framework of Arabic, one 

4 Alternatively, one could consider ay n as ay followed by the anaphoric deictic clitic 
=ǝn. The absence of a genitival marker between ay=ǝn and the following noun is unex-
pected, but may have phonetic grounds. I here follow the analysis underlying Delheure’s 
notations, where n is the genitival preposition. The Gourara examples with a proximal 
deictic in combination with ay n (see below) clearly show that n is not deictic here.
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can very well understand an equation with a genitival construction from 
the side of Berber speakers.

Put otherwise, the Zayan/Figuig/Zuwara construction ay=ǝnn n urgaz 
looks like a calque on Arabic dak ṛ=ṛažǝl. In fact, there is not much rea-
son to assume it is not. The occasional presence of similar constructions 
in other Berber varieties does not invalidate such an analysis—in the first 
place, they could have a similar background; in the second place, they are 
much more marginal than in Figuig or Zuwara.5 In his short paragraph on 
this construction in Zuwara, Galand (2005:191) remarks: “il n’y a pas lieu 
de chercher là une influence étrangère. Par ce moyen sont associés un élé-
ment grammatical et un élément lexical qui ont tous deux le même référent 
extra-linguistique (. . .): on reconnaît là un type de relation syntaxique dont 
le complément explicatif (ou pseudo-sujet placé après le verbe et dévelop-
pant le contenu lexical de ce dernier) n’est qu’un cas particulier”. I do not 
see Galand’s point here: the fact that the construction is syntactically under-
standable in languages, and maybe has a (quite abstract) parallel in other 
constructions in Berber, does not prove its anciennity. If it is an innovation, 
it is strange to exclude influence from Arabic, which has a very similar con-
struction, and which has heavily influenced both Figuig and Zuwara Berber. 
If it is not an innovation, one must explain its quasi-absence elsewhere. One 
may add to this that—as remarked above—Figuig and Zuwara are the only 
Berber languages which have reduced the number of deictic categories to 
two; the resulting situation is therefore very close to Arabic.

In Siwa, a construction with post-nominal demonstratives is found, e.g.

uš=i	 akbər	 ə́nnəw	 aməllal	 da-w-ók
give:ao:ipt:s=1s:io	 robe	 of:1s	 white	 dem:sm-dem:sm-2sm:addr
‘give me that white robe of mine’ [Souag 2010:262]

This construction resembles (Nile) Egyptian post-nominal demonstratives 
to a large degree. This is probably accidental, and Souag (2010:261–267) pres-
ents a convincing argumentation in favor of an internal development.

10.2 Negation

Arabic and Berber have similar ways of expressing negation. Both lan-
guage families use preposed negators with verbs, strengthened dialectally 

5 In fact, the Ahaggar Tuareg construction wa n álǝs ‘this man’, cited in Galand (2005:191) 
seems to be very marginal and does not feature in Prasse’s Ahaggar syntax (2008).
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by means of post-verbal elements. Both language families use various 
ways of non-verbal negation, vaccillating between more and less verbal 
structures. In this chapter, the various means of negation in Berber will 
be contrasted with that of local Arabic, in order to pin down borrowings 
and parallel developments.

10.2.1 Verbal Negation

Verbal negation in Maghribian Arabic has the structure NEG1 Verb 
(NEG2). The first negative element is ma, irrespective of the aspect of the 
verb e.g.

ma	 ža	 š	 ɛla	 qăbl-ək
neg	 come:3sm:pt	 neg2	 at	 before-2s
‘he has not come for you’ [Casablanca, Adila 1996:103]

ma	 n-kdəb	 š	 ɛli-k
neg	 1s:ipft-lie	 neg2	 at-2s
‘I don’t lie to you’ [Casablanca, Adila 1996:103]

ma	 ta=n-gabəl	 š	 mɛa-h	 ət=tlivisio
neg	 ipfv=1s:ipft-guard	 neg2	 with-3sm	 def=television
‘I don’t watch television with him’ [Casablanca, Adila 1996:103]

An alternative element, la, is found in prohibitive contexts, as well as 
in some other strongly injunctive contexts, such as oaths and warnings 
(Caubet 1996:88–90). In addition to this it is regularly employed in coor-
dinated negations of the type ‘neither . . . nor’. In prohibitives, both la and 
ma appear, e.g.

la	 t-gul=li-h	 (š)	 aš	 dər-ti
proh	 2sm:ipft-say=to-3sm:o	 (neg2)	 what	 do-2s:pt
‘don’t tell him what you did!’ [Casablanca, Adila 1996:102]

ma	 t-əhḍər	 š	 mɛa	 əd=dṛaṛi
neg	 2sm:ipft-speak	 neg2	 with	 def=children
‘don’t speak with the children!’ [Casablanca, Adila 1996:103]

The use of a second element of the negation is typical for all Maghribian 
dialects, with the notable exception of Hassaniyya (Caubet 1996:85). The 
default element is, depending on the dialect, š, ši or šay, derived from the 
word ši ~ šay ‘thing, some’. Other elements also appear in order to convey 
specific meanings, such as ḥədd ‘anybody’, ɣiṛ ‘just’, walu ‘anything’ (Cau-
bet 1996:90) and other quantifiers (cf. the analysis of the situation in Tuni-
sian Arabic in Chaâbane 1996:128ff.). Depending on the variety, the second 
element of the negation must or may be absent in cases with objects of 
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indetermined quantity and when the negation is followed by a relative 
clause introduced by an interrogative element, as well as in a number of 
other contexts (cf. Caubet 1996:86–88), e.g.

ma	 ža	 ɣiṛ	 huwa
neg	 come:3sm:pt	 just	 he
‘only he came’ (cf. French ‘il n’est venu que lui’) [Casablanca, Adila 1996:107]

ma	 ɛănd-i	 b=aš	 n-əktəb
neg	 with-1s	 with=what	 1s:ipft-write
‘I don’t have (anything) to write with’ [Casablanca, Adila 1996:107]

ma	 šri-t	 xŭbz,	 šri-t	 əl=gaṭu
neg	 buy:1s:pt	 bread	 buy:1s:pt	 def-pastry
‘I did not buy bread, I bought pastry’ [Morocco, Caubet 1996:87]

Berber languages have a similar structure as Maghribian Arabic: NEG1 
VERB:NEG (NEG2) (cf. Mettouchi 2009).6 Under the influence of the first 
negator, the verb takes a negative verb stem. The first element of the nega-
tion is in most languages a form derived from something reconstructible 
as *wăr or *wər. According to some analyses, this element is originally a 
verbal form meaning ‘not to be’ (A. Basset 1940, Prasse 1972–74:III:11–12, 
for different views, Brugnatelli 2011b, Galand 2010:280), which grammati-
calized into a pre-verbal particle. Traces of this verbal nature would still 
be visible in some variants of the subject-relative form (“participle”, e.g. 
Kossmann 2003a). This grammaticalization of *wăr is found in all Berber 
languages, and no doubt pre-dates Arabic influence.

The element wăr / wər appears in many shapes in the different Berber 
languages: ur, ud, ul, un, etc. In many languages, the final consonant is 
lost before clitics, and in some languages before any consonant-initial fol-
lowing element.

In a few languages which make ample use of the second part of the 
negation, wəl is not obligatory. This is the case in some Senhadja dialects, 
where forms without preverbal negator are found next to forms with ud 
and la, e.g.

Senhadja	 ud i-ffəɣ š	 ‘he has not gone out’
	 = la i-ffəɣ š
	 = i-ffəɣ š	 [Lafkioui 2007:234]

6 This section is not meant to provide a full overview of all the intricacies of Berber 
negation and their deeper analysis. Recent publications elaborating on this include Lafki-
oui (1996); Lafkioui (2011:62ff.) for Tarifiyt and numerous works by Amina Mettouchi on 
Kabyle.
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Similarly in Awdjila, (w)ur ~ (w)ul is no more obligatory in verbal nega-
tion, and the main marker of the negation has become ka, the second 
part, e.g.

Awdjila	 ur	 n=ák=a	 ká?	
	 neg	 say:1s=2sm:io=result	 neg2
	 ‘didn’t I say to you?’ [Paradisi 1960a:170]

	 i-ɣǝlli	 ká	
	 3sm-want:pv	 neg2
	 ‘he does not want’ [Paradisi 1960a:170]

	 t-áni-t	 ká	
	 2-enter:ao-2s	 neg2
	 ‘do not enter!’ [Paradisi 1960a:170]

In Sened (Tunisia), the preverbal negation seems to be absent alltogether, 
and only š appears (note that it can also function as a marker of yes/
no interrogatives, see 9.2.4) (Provotelle 1911:73). The best studied case is 
Zuwara, where both negations with and without the negative element 
w are found. Mitchell (2009:100–103) provides some remarks about the 
distribution of these constructions, but his account is, in his own words, 
“somewhat inconclusive”, cf.

Zuwara	 ama	 xir	 a	 y-sǝɣ	 iziɣ	 w	 y-ssaɣ	 š ?
	 q	 better	 ad	 3sm-buy:ao	 or	 neg	 3sm-buy:ipv	 neg2
	� ‘is it better for him that he buys or that he doesn’t buy?’ [Mitchell 

2009:100]

	 ama	 xir	 a	 sɣ-ǝɣ	 iziɣ	 ssaɣ-ǝɣ	 š ?
	 q	 better	 ad	 buy:ao-1s	 or	 buy:ipv-1s	 neg2
	 ‘is it better for him that I buy or that I don’t buy?’ [Mitchell 2009:100]

Interestingly, although the postverbal negative marker š is very frequent 
in Zuwara discourse (see Mitchell 2009:103–110), it can be omitted. It is 
even possible to omit both the preverbal and the postverbal negation 
marker; in such cases only the use of the negative Perfective and the pre-
verbal position of the pronominal clitics mark negation. It is not clear 
from Mitchell’s account whether the omission of both markers is possible 
in situations where no other marking of negation is available. Examples:

Zuwara	 wṣíl-ǝɣ	 dǝhánit	 almmi	 mmút-ǝɣ	
	 arrive:npv-1s	 here	 until	 die:pv-1s
	� ‘I nearly died getting here (lit. I didn’t get here until I died)’ [Mitchell 

2009:105]
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	 ífla	 flí-ɣ	 lakǝn	 tt=ufí-ɣ	
	 going	 go:pv-1s	 but	 sm:do=find:npv7-1s
	 ‘I certainly went but did not find him’ [Mitchell 2009:104]

A number of Berber languages have special forms for the prohibitive. Most 
of these seem to be derived from wər. In Mzab, in addition to general wəl, 
wal is used in prohibitives, e.g.:

Mzab	 wəl ɣiss-əɣ	 ‘I don’t want’
	 wal qqar	 ‘don’t say!’ [Delheure 1984:226]

In some Zenatic dialects of the eastern Middle Atlas, there exists an oppo-
sition between a generally empoyed form ur and a prohibitive form il 
(Ighezran, Marmoucha) or ul (Ayt Alaham), e.g.

Ighezran	 ur tuṭa-n	 ‘they will not fall’
	 il tuṭṭa	 ‘don’t fall!’ [Roux 1935:61]

Something similar is found in Northwestern Algeria, e.g.:

Metmata	 ul i-ffiɣ əš	 ‘he has not gone out’
	 i tətt əš	 ‘don’t eat’ [Destaing 1914:240]

In Central Tarifiyt the general negator wa (< wər) is distinguished from the 
prohibitive wiř (< *wil), as in

Tarifiyt	 wiř ggua, wiř ẓəkkwa	� ‘don’t go, don’t cross (the sea)’ [Amazigh 
2009:36]

Similarly, in Chaouia, the general negator uḏ is opposed to la (see the next 
section), which is, amongst others, the only accepted negator in prohibi-
tives (Penchoen 1973a:56). Finally, outside the realm of our investigation, 
a dedicated prohibitive particle ma or bo is used in Ayer Tuareg (Koss-
mann 2011a:98).

In Arabic, the difference between general and prohibitive negators goes 
back to an old (but different) pattern, while it is quite erratic in Berber. 
Therefore, one cannot exclude Arabic as a factor in the development of 
special prohibitive particles in Berber. As the history of the Berber par-
ticles is obscure, this suggestion should be taken with caution.

In some eastern languages, the situation in negation is still more com-
plicated, and does not need to be treated here in detail; cf. for Ghadames 
Lanfry (1968:340ff., Kossmann fc.-d).

7 Note that formally ufi-ɣ can be both Perfective and Negative Perfective. In this exam-
ple only the preverbal position of tt marks it as negative.
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10.2.1.1 The Use of Arabic Pre-Verbal Negators in Berber
In a number of varieties, Arabic pre-verbal negators have been introduced. 
The clearest case is Ghomara, which has introduced the Moroccan Arabic 
preverbal particle ma. Verbal clitics remain in post-verbal position, e.g.

tamǝṭṭut	 illa	 ma	 h-ǝfk=ay	 ši	 flus	
el:woman	 rel	 neg	 3sf-give:pv=1s:io	 neg2	 money
‘the woman who didn’t give me the money’ [El Hannouche 2008:139]

The introduction of ma may have been facilitated by a period in which no 
preverbal negator was used, similar to the current situation in neighbor-
ing Senhadja. Thus, one can reconstruct the following history:

stage 0.	 wər X	 [reconstructible ancient Berber construction]
stage 1.	 wər X ši	 [general northern Moroccan Berber structure]
stage 2.	X  ši	 [situation found as a variant of stage 1 in Senhadja]
stage 3.	 ma X ši	 [introduction of the Arabic particle ma]

In this scenario, the introduction of ma was facilitated by the identity 
of the post-verbal negator ši with the post-verbal negator of Moroccan 
Arabic.

Ma was also introduced in Chaouia, where it constitutes an expressive 
alternative to uḏ (Penchoen 1973a:56ff.), e.g.

si	 lli-ɣ	 ma	 ẓṛi-ɣ	 ṯasžiṛṯ	 ṯ-ləqqəm	
since	 be:pv-1s	 neg	 see:pv-1s	 el:tree	 3sf-be.grafted:pv
‘since I was born, I haven’t seen a grafted tree’ [Penchoen 1973a:57]

In Djebel Nefusa, a similar form, mo (from Arabic ma-hu?)8 sometimes 
occurs in interrogative negatives, e.g.

mo	 mli-ɣ=ák?
q:neg	 say:pv-1s=2sm:io
‘didn’t I tell you?’ [Beguinot 21942:305]

In a number of Berber varieties, a preverbal particle la is found. This resem-
bles Classical Arabic lā, which is the default negator with the Imperfect (cf. 
Souag fc.). In Maghribian Arabic, la is restricted to prohibitive and injunc-
tive contexts. In Siwa, la is the default negator in verbal sentences, e.g.

8 An alternative explanation is a amalgam of ma (yes/no interrogative) + wǝl (negation) 
with loss of the final l. However, interrogative ma, which is well-known elsewhere, is not 
used in Djebel Nefusa. More importantly, as the example shows, mo does not trigger clitic 
fronting, while wǝl does.
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la	 ẓṛi-x	 ḥədd	 ssih	
neg	 see:pv-1s	 anyone	 there	
‘I didn’t see anyone there’ [Souag 2009a]

la	 ga	 n-usd=ak	
neg	 fut	 1p-come:ao=2s:io	
‘we won’t come to you’ [Souag 2009a]

la	 xəbbaṛ=asən	
neg	 tell:ipv=3p:io	
‘don’t tell them’ [Souag 2010:438]

In Sokna, it occurs once in Sarnelli’s texts instead of more common ingi:

lálla-s	 la	 t-ənăžžăm	 a	 t-əssə́mbi	 sən	
mother-3s	 neg	 3sf-be.able:ipv	 ad	 3sf-give.milk:ao	 two
‘his mother cannot give milk to two’ [Sarnelli 1924–5:34/IV:11]

In Chaouia, la regularly occurs in several different contexts. In the first 
place, it is the only accepted preverbal element in prohibitives (A. Basset 
1952:37):

la	 hən=dd=ttuɛa-ṯ
neg	 2pm:do=vent=take.back:ipv-ipt:p
‘do not take them back here’ [Penchoen 1973a:56]

La also occurs in other contexts, alongside uḏ and ma. Like ma, it is mainly 
attested in sentences with a general (rather than a punctual) negation, 
which explicitly or implicitly denote such concepts as ‘never’ or ‘nobody’, 
cf. the following parallel examples:

ḥədd	 u	 ɣən=i-səll	
somebody	 neg	 1p:io=3sm-hear:npv
‘nobody heard us’ (negation: uḏ) [Penchoen 1973a:51]

ḥədd	 ma	 i-ssən	 ma=ɣəf	
somebody	 neg	 3sm-know:pv	 what=on
‘nobody knows why’ (negation ma) [Penchoen 1973a:56]

ḥədd	 la	 i-xǝggḇ=iṯ	
somebody	 neg	 3sm-send.away:pv=3sm:do
‘he did not send away anybody’ (negation la) [Penchoen 1973a:56]

A similar general scope of the negation is found in the following 
examples:

la	 ṯ-furrm=as	 akt	 tišṯ	
neg	 3sf-be.chipped.off:pv=3s:io	 with	 one:f
‘not even one (of his teeth) was broken away’ [Penchoen 1973a:57]
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amnay=aya,	 si	 lli-ɣ	 lah	 zri-ɣ=ṯ	
el:horseman=prox	 since	 be:pv-1s	 neg	 see:pv-1s=3sm:do
‘this horseman, as long as I exist, I have not seen him’ [Lafkioui & Merolla 
2002:22]

In part of the Senhadja de Srair dialects of Northern Morocco (Taghzut), 
an element la or lah is used (Lafkioui 2007:234–235), alongside construc-
tions with the Berber negator u(d) or the absence of a preverbal negator. 
Lafkioui’s examples show that la(h) is possible in simple affirmative sen-
tences, e.g.

la	 (y)i-ffəɣ	 š(ay)	
neg	 3sm-go.out:pv	 neg2
‘he has not gone out’ [Lafkioui 2007:234]

Another variant, ula, is attested in another Senhadja dialect, Ayt Seddat. 
Lafkioui (2007:234) suggests that this variant represents a fusion of Berber 
u(d) and la.

In the take-over of la, there is an important difference between Cha-
ouia on the one hand and Siwa and (probably) Senhadja on the other. In 
Chaouia, la is mainly used in prohibitive contexts and in contexts with 
general negation. At this point it is not unlike the use of Maghribian Ara-
bic la; the extension to general contexts (where it is not the only possible 
variant) could be due to a stronger element of expressivity.

In Siwa and Senhadja, la is generally used, and does not imply any 
special expressivity. Souag (2009a), speaking about the situation in Siwa, 
points to the general problem that la has a much wider range of functions 
than it has in Maghribian Arabic. In fact, Siwa la is much more similar in 
its distribution to Classical Arabic than it is to any modern Arabic dialect. 
Therefore he suggests that Siwan la is a borrowing from a now-extinct 
Arabic dialect. This fits in well with his otherwise convincing argument 
that Siwa Berber has undergone important influence from a first-stratum 
Arabic dialect of a kind that is no more used around Siwa. However, 
while the other features which he adduces are attested elsewhere in first-
stratum Arabic, the use of la as a general negator is not. This casts some 
doubt on the analysis, the more because the take-over of la as a general 
negator is not restricted to Siwa, but also occurs—clearly independent of 
it—in Senhadja.

This opens the way to a gradual scenario, in which la was initially taken 
over as a strong, categorical negation, which constituted an expressive 
variant of the Berber negation. This would be the stage found nowadays in 
Chaouia. Later on, the borrowed negator lost its expressive character and 
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became a general negator, eventually ousting the Berber form in Siwa and 
Senhadja. It is not impossible that in Siwa the phonetic similarity between 
Berber wəl 9 and Arabic la facilitated the take-over.

10.2.1.2 The Second Part of the Negation
All Berber languages allow for negative expressions in which the negated 
verb is followed by a quantifier which falls under the scope of the nega-
tion. This is comparable to forms like English ‘anybody’ in sentences such 
as ‘I did not see anybody’. This is illustrated for Tashelhiyt below:

ur	 i-skir	 yat
neg	 3sm-do:npv	 one:f
‘he hasn’t done a thing’ [Aspinion 1953:234]

nkki	 ur	 ssin-ɣ	 walu	
I	 neg	 know:npv-1s	 nothing
‘I don’t know anything’ [Aspinion 1953:234]

In many Berber languages, a second element of the negation has become 
common in contexts without quantification, or even where there is a direct 
object. This seems to be the case in all Berber varieties under consider-
ation in this study with the exception of Tashelhiyt, Mzab, Ouargla, Gha-
dames, El-Fogaha and Siwa. Like in Maghribian Arabic, the second part of 
the negation is absent when the object is a quantifier under the scope of 
the negation, or in similar constructions. On more subtle grounds, it may 
also be absent in other contexts. The exact conditions for its presence or 
absence have only be studied in detail for a few languages (Lafkioui 1996 
for Tarifiyt and Penchoen 1973a for Chaouia), and may well be different 
from variety to variety.

Like in Maghribian Arabic, the second part of the negation may have 
several forms. In the following, only those forms which have an unmarked 
meaning (similar to French pas) will be treated.

There exist quite a number of different elements. Among the elements 
of Berber origin, most are abbreviation of the proto-Berber forms *kʸăra ~ 
(h)ăra(t) ‘thing’. In part of Lesser Kabylia, ani is used as a second part of 
the negation, which is derived from ani ‘where’ (Rabhi 1992).

9 It is probable that earlier Siwan had an l-final form of the pre-verbal negation, ul or 
wəl. Siwa still has al ‘until’, instead of ar. Most varieties which have l-final forms in al ‘until’ 
also have l-final forms in wəl. Negators with final l are found in other eastern Berber variet-
ies, such as Djebel Nefusa and—in variation with wur—in Awdjila. 
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< Berber < Ar. šayʔ ambiguous 

Central Moroccan ša
Central Moroccan: Ayt Youssi [Galand 
1988:222]

ḵa

Ghomara ši
Senhadja šay, š
Tarifiyt (Boqqoya) ši, šiy, šay
Tarifiyt (Waryaghel) ši
Tarifiyt (Q) ša
Tarifiyt (Metalsa) šay š
Beni Iznasen šay š
Figuig šay
Sud oranais: Tiout10 šay iš
Sud oranais: Bousemghoun iš
Sud oranais: Igli ša
Western Algeria: Beni Snous š
Western Algeria: Chenoua š
Western Algeria: Beni Salah ḵ
Western Algeria: Metmata š
Western Algeria: Beni Menacer š
Western Algeria: Beni Messaoud ḵ
Greater Kabylia ara
Lesser Kabylia (general) ani
Lesser Kabylia: Aokas ula
Lesser Kabylia: Ziana əḵ, ḵra
Chaouia ša š
Douiret / Tamezret / Guellala š
Nefusa š
Zuwara š
Awdjila ka11

In addition to this, quite a number of languages have a negator which is 
derived from Arabic šayʔ ‘thing’, which dialectally becomes šay, ši or š. 
The following table lists the different second negators attested and their 
etymology. As in many Berber varieties single š could go back to Berber 
*kʸăra (> šra > ša > š) but also to Arabic šayʔ (> šay > ši > š), the origin of 
these forms can often not be established.

10 Tiout, Bousemghoun and Igli according to the manuscript notes by André Basset 
presented in Kossmann (2010b:94–95). In Tiout, iš is used after consonant-final verb forms, 
and šay after vowel-final verb forms.

11 In older sources, also kra or kíra (Brugnatelli 1987:54).
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Unambiguous Arabic loans (such ši and šay)12 are restricted to Northern 
Moroccan and Sud oranais dialects. All other dialects either have unam-
biguously Berber forms, or have (i)š, which is ambiguous to its origin.

While in many cases the etymology of the second element of the nega-
tion is clear, the origin of the construction is more difficult to determine. 
The geographical distribution of the unmarked use of a second part  
of the negation in Berber—a large continuous block stretching from 
central Morocco to eastern Libya, but not attaining more southerly dia-
lects (Tashelhiyt, Mzab, Tuareg, Zenaga) and Siwa—strongly suggests an 
innovation within Berber. As the same construction is found in Maghrib-
ian Arabic—where it has a wider geographical distribution—the Berber 
construction could very well constitute a calque on the dialectal Arabic 
construction. On the other hand, the double negation is an innovation in 
Maghribian Arabic too, and therefore the inverse direction of borrowing 
could also be defended (Brugnatelli 1987). Lucas (2009) is to date the most 
extensive discussion of the problem. He argues that the double negation 
in northern African Arabic was introduced from Coptic, and that it spread 
from Arabic into Berber. His work provides good evidence placing the 
introduction of the second part of the negation in Arabic between the 8th 
and the 11th century CE (Lucas 2009:56). His argumentation that Berber 
did not have this type of negation around this time is less compelling. It 
mainly comes from Medieval materials, which show negative forms with-
out the second part of the negation (Lucas 2009:63). This shows that, in 
the 12th century, in some Berber varieties the second part of the negation 
was not that common. As there are still Berber varieties that do not have 
bipartite negation, this is hardly a convincing argument. The best argu-
ment for an Arabic origin is that in Arabic bipartite negation is found in 
a continuous region stretching from the Atlantic Ocean into Egypt and 
parts of Levantine Arabic. While all Berber varieties with bipartite nega-
tion are in immediate contact with Arabic, many Arabic varieties with 
bipartite negation are not in contact with Berber. Thus, Berber influence 
on Arabic could very well explain bipartite negation in Algerian Arabic, 
but cannot be adduced for the same construction in Egyptian Arabic.

12 One anonymous reviewer suggests that forms such as ši and šay do not necessarily 
betray an Arabic origin. It is not clear to me how the final i and ay should be interpreted 
in a Berber fashion, however.
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10.2.2 Negation of Non-Verbal Predicates

In addition to verbal predicates, Berber languages, as well as Arabic, 
have non-verbal predicates, i.e. predicates consisting of nouns, adjectives  
(cf. 8.1), prepositional phrases, or adverbs. Positive non-verbal predicates 
with a nominal head have a particle d preceding this head in many lan-
guages, e.g.

Tarifiyt	 nǝšš	 ḏ	 āyaz	 nn-ǝm	
	I	  pred	 el:man	 of-2sf
	 ‘I am your husband’

In some languages, such as Tashelhiyt and Tuareg, d is absent (cf. Galand 
2009). In addition, all Berber languages have at least one copular verb, ili 
‘to be’. In some languages, there is a second copular verb, g ‘make, do, be’ 
(Galand 1965). The difference is often one between qualitative and loca-
tive sentences, g being used with qualitatives and ili with locatives, but 
there is important dialectal variation at this point.

In Maghribian Arabic, non-verbal predicates are found in the same 
types of sentences as in Berber. There is no specific marker of nominal 
predication such as d in Berber. There is a copular verb, kan, which is used 
in non-present contexts—a present state is always expressed without a 
copular verb.

In most Berber languages, the negation of non-verbal predicates basi-
cally makes use of similar negation markers as found with verbal predi-
cates, although syntax is not the same. In some languages the marker wǝr 
(etc.) can be combined with the predicative particle (sometimes even in 
languages that have lost the particle in most positive contexts), e.g. Figuig 
u d šay, Tashelhiyt ur d. In other languages, and in other constructions, the 
negation triggers a verbal sentence with a form of the verb ili ‘to be’.

In turn, this verbal construction often loses its verbal characteristics—
especially subject agreement—and functions as an invariable particle, e.g. 
Tarifiyt uddži ša (< *ulli ša < ur illi ša ‘he is not’).

In Maghribian Arabic, negation of a non-verbal sentence is also 
achieved using similar negative elements as with verbal predicates, but, 
again, with different syntax. In Moroccan and Algerian Arabic varieties, 
predicates with a noun (whether the head, or as part of a prepositional 
phrase) are negated by a particle ma=ši, consisting of the first and the 
second element of the negation without anything in between. Predicates 
with pronouns allow for two structures: either the same particle ma=ši 
is put before the pronominal element, or the pronoun (or the complex 
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preposition+pronoun) is put between the two elements of the negation, 
e.g. Moroccan Arabic:

ṛ=ṛažǝl	 ma=ši	 fi-h	
def=man	 neg=neg2	 in-3sm

ṛ=ṛažǝl	 ma	 fi-h=š
def=man	 neg	 in-3sm=neg2
‘the man is not in it’

In pragmatically marked contexts, ma=ši is also possible with verbal pred-
icates, while on the other hand the bracketing ma- . . . =š also occurs with 
adjectives in polemic situations (Caubet 1996).

In Algeria, Tunisia and in Libya, non-verbal predicates with nouns are 
most often negated using an element ma=PRONOUN=š, e.g. Tunisian 
m=ū=š.

In a number of Berber languages, the Arabic negative elements have 
been taken over tel quel, especially in contexts with nouns, and are used 
alongside with or instead of Berber-based expressions. This is the case of 
Beni Iznasen maši (Lafkioui 2007:236), Senhadja maši (Lafkioui 2007:236), 
Djebel Nefusa muš (Beguinot 21942:65) and Siwa qačči ~ ʔačči (Souag 2009, 
2010:436).

Beni Iznasen
nǝtš	 maši	 ḏ	 amǝẓẓyan
1s	 neg	 pred	 el:small
‘I am not small’ [Kossmann 2000a:172]

Nefusa
nǝč	 muš	 mǝmnún
1s	 neg	 happy
‘I am not happy’ [Beguinot 21942:65]

A special case is presented by Kabyle mačči. The form does not have a 
clear basis in Berber, but is quite similar to Arabic ma=ši. However, the 
geminate čč cannot derive immediately from Arabic š. A possible etymol-
ogy of this element is a blend of Arabic and Berber lexical material: ma ḏ 
ši > mačči. In Algerian Arabic dialects, the basic structure of non-verbal 
negation is ma + PRONOUN + š(i)—apparently in Kabyle the Arabic forms 
were taken over, but the Berber element ḏ was inserted in the position of 
the pronoun.
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Syntax: complex sentences

In the study of complex sentences, one has evidently to focus on construc-
tions where the original Arabic and Berber systems were clearly different. 
Therefore a number of subjects were chosen. In the first place, coordina-
tion strategies are contrasted. While Arabic has a western European-type 
of coordination, putting NP coordination and sentence coordination on 
a par, and distinguishing it from comitative functions, most Berber lan-
guages have a different system, in which NP coordination and comitatives 
are expressed in the same way, while sentence coordination is achieved 
without segmental marking. In a number of languages, Arabic-inspired 
innovations have changed the system, even though only rarely the Berber 
system is a full calque on Arabic. The introduction of lexical borrowings 
to mark additive, disjunctive and adversative coordination is studied and 
compared to the cross-linguistic generalizations made by Matras (1998).

The second part of the chapter deals with subordination. It is shown 
that the basic system of subordination in Berber is different from Arabic, 
and that Arabic influence on the system is extremely rare. On the other 
hand, lexical substitution of Berber conjunctions is shown to be quite 
common.

11.1 Coordination

Unmarked, or additive, conjunction (‘and’), is different in Berber and in 
dialectal Maghribian Arabic. Dialectal Maghribian Arabic has inherited 
the ancient Arabic conjunction w ~ u (< *wa), which is used both in NP 
coordination and in clausal coordination, e.g.

ɛănd-u	 wŭld	 u	 bǝnt
with-3sm	 boy	 and	 girl
‘he has a son and a daughter’ [Morocco; Caubet 1993: I/223]

hiya	 ṭalɛ-a	 f=ǝl=bir	 u	 hiya	 ka=t-šuf	
she	 go.up:ptca-sf	 in=def=well	 and	 she	 ipfv-3sf:ipft-see	
waḥǝd	 ǝd=daṛ
one	 def=house
‘(while) she was going up in the well she saw a house’	� [Morocco; Caubet 

1993:I/223]	
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u	 hiya	 ka=t-rfǝd	 dik	 ǝl=beḍa	
and	 she	 ipfv=3sf:ipft-take.up	 this:f	 def=egg	
u	 ka=t-ḍṛǝb	 bi-ha	 dak	 ǝ . . . 
and	 ipfv=3sf:ipft-beat	 with-3sf	 this:m
‘and she takes up this egg and beats with it this ehhh’	� [Morocco; Caubet 

1993:I/223]

Maghribian Arabic also has a comitative preposition, mɛa ‘with’, e.g.

ža	 mɛa	 mrat-u
come:3sm:pt	 with	 wife:cs-3sm
‘he has come with his wife’		  [Morocco; Caubet 1993:I/209]

11.1.1 NP Coordination

Most Berber languages only allow for one type of unmarked conjunction, 
which is used for NP coordination. To this end, the comitative preposition 
d (followed by the Etat d’Annexion) is used, e.g.

Tashelhiyt	 atay d uɣrum	 ‘tea and bread’	 [Galand 1988:219]
Mali Tuareg	 năkk d ǝmidi nin	 ‘me and my friend’	 [Heath 2005:702]

The use of the comitative preposition d for NP coordination exists in the 
great majority of Berber languages (A. Basset 1952:40). NP d NP construc-
tions may have singular as well as plural agreement. Kossmann (1997:339) 
takes this as a test for differentiating comitative from coordinating con-
structions, but it may be better to consider it a difference between formal 
(singular) and semantic (plural) agreement.

A few languages have a difference between the comitative and the NP 
coordination. In Ouargla and Mzab, the Arabic preposition mɛa has been 
introduced as a marker of the comitative, while d only functions as a coor-
dinator, e.g. Ouargla:

bbi-n	 illi-tsǝn	 mɛa-sǝn
take:pv-3pm	 daughter-3pm	 with-3pm
‘they took their daughter with them’ [Delheure 1989a:158]

t-ǝssǝrs=as	 i	 ukšiš=u	 taxriṭ	 n	 tǝmẓin	
3sf-put:pv=3s:io	 to	 ea:boy=prox	 bag	 of	 ea:barley	
d	 ṭṭǝbsi	 n	 tḥǝmzin	 d	 uždu	 n	 tlustu	
and	 plate	 of	 ea:couscous	 and	 ea:jar	 of	 cream
‘she presented this boy with a bag of barley, a plate of couscous, a jar of cream . . .’ 
[Delheure 1989a:160]

More subtly, Beni Iznasen, as well as some Tarifiyt varieties, have a dif-
ferentiation between akǝḏ ‘comitative’ and ḏ ‘coordinator’ (Kossmann 
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2000a:103, 104). Elsewhere in the region, akǝd (also agǝd, aɣǝd) functions 
as a more emphatic variant of d in both functions, cf. Figuig:

Comitative use
t-ǝlha	 day	 d	 uwǝzwǝz	 nn-ǝs
3sf-be.occupied:pv	 only	 with	 ea:pain	 of-3sm
‘she was only occupied with her pain’ [Kossmann 2000b: 119]

i-mmlaqa	 agǝd	 u=nn	 n	 tḥǝṛḍant
3sm-meet:pv	 with	 ea.dem=dist	 of	 ea:slave.girl
‘he met the slave girl’ [Kossmann n.p.]

NP-Coordination
tuɣ	 t-isi	 agid-ǝs	 lkurdǝt	 aɣǝd	 uxǝdmi
past	 3sf-take:pv	 with-3s	 rope	 with	 ea:knife
‘she had taken with her a rope as well as a knife’ [Kossmann n.p.]

In Beni Iznasen, the two forms are functionally different, and can no more 
be used in the same contexts, e.g.

aɛǝlɛul	 ḏ	 wǝqzin	 qqim-ǝn	 tlaɣa-n
el:rooster	 and	 ea:dog	 stay:pv-3pm	 cry:ipv-3pm
‘the rooster and the dog kept on shouting’ [Bezzazi & Kossmann 1997:14]

lǝɣzal=ǝnni	 i-ṭarǝḥ	 akǝḏ	 wǝlma-s
gazelle=anp	 3sm-stay:pv	 with	 sister-3s
‘the gazelle stayed with his sister’ [Bezzazi & Kossmann 1997:32]

The specialization of d as a coordinator clearly represents an innovation. 
It is reasonable to posit Arabic influence here. In the case of Ouargla and 
Mzab, this analysis is strengthened by the fact that the innovated com-
itative preposition is a loan from Arabic. The Beni Iznasen case is less 
obviously calqued on Arabic. It can also be understood as a specialization 
of an emphatic form to comitative function, while the semantically less 
salient coordinative function is expressed by the non-emphatic form.

11.1.2 Clause Coordination

In most Berber varieties, there is no special marker for the coordination 
of parallel and consecutive clauses like Arabic w or English and. Instead, 
parataxis is the rule, and coherence is expressed by intonation and the use 
of special sequential verb aspects (Galand 2002a [1987]:259–272). This is 
stated emphatically in the literature: “le chleuh n’a pas de conjonction de 
coordination « et » (. . .). Le moyen le plus simple d’établir un lien entre des 
propositions est de les énoncer à la suite, en les séparant par des pauses 
devant lesquelles l’intonation ne tombe pas” (Galand 1988:224); “There is 
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no clausal ‘and’ conjunction” (Heath 2005:706), “(d) ne relie jamais deux 
propositions” (Laoust 1918:296); “l’absence totale de la marque de conjonc-
tion” (Sadiqi 1997:207), etc.

There is no reason to doubt that the absence of a clausal conjunction 
marker is a very old phenomenon in Berber. According to Galand (2002a 
[1996]:18), the restriction of d to NP coordination, and the absence of a 
clause coordinator would have been present already in Libyco-Berber. It 
is still in vigor in many Berber varieties, including Tuareg, Tashelhiyt and 
Kabyle. In a number of varieties, some means of additive clausal conjunc-
tion are found, however. These can be classified in three types:

1.	T he conjunction w ~ u has been borrowed from Arabic.
2.	�C lause coordination is achieved by means of the element d, irrespec-

tive of the structure of the second clause.
3.	�C lause coordination is achieved by means of the preposition d, but 

only so when the first element of the second clause is an NP

11.1.2.1 Borrowing of the Arabic Conjunction w ~ u
Borrowing of the Arabic conjunction is attested in Awdjila and in Sokna, 
as well as in Tunisian dialects and Ghomara, cf.

Awdjila
marra	 gan	 amǝ́dǝn	 amǝqqǝrán	 u	 qǝríb	 a	 y-ǝmmút	
time	 there	 man	 big	 and	 near	 ad	 3sm-die:ft	
w	 iwín	 n	 išf	 i-llúm	 amǝẓẓí	 nn-ǝs	
and	 one:m	 of	 day	 3sm-gather:pv	 offspring	 of-3s	
w	 ifk=ísin	 ǝlḥǝ́zmǝt	 n	 tǝɣariwín	 w	 i-n=isín . . . 	
and	 give:pv=3pm:io	 faggot	 of	 sticks	 and	 3sm-say:pv=3pm:io
‘once upon a time there was an old man and he was on the verge of dying and 
one day he gathered his children and gave them a faggot of sticks and said to 
them . . . ’ [Paradisi 1960b:79/I-1]

Sokna
y-ǝssǝḥǝḍǝr=t	 ǝṣṣǝ́lṭan	 wu	 y-ǝstáɛdr=as
3sm-make.appear:pv=3sm:do	 Sultan	 and	 3sm-apologize:pv=3s:io	
wu	 y-ĕnn=âs
and	 3sm-say:pv=3s:io
‘the Sultan made him come and he apologized and he said to him’ [Sarnelli 1924–
25:31/I-8]

In these languages, w ‘clause coordinator’ is opposed to (i)d ‘NP coordina-
tor / comitative’, e.g.
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Awdjila
a	 fk-á=k	 aẓíṭ	 id	 tǝlába
ad	 give:ft-1s=2sm:io	 donkey	 with	 gown
‘I shall give you a donkey and a gown’ [Paradisi 1960b:81/V:14]

Sokna
i-ṣár	 sǝ	 ɣúr-sǝn	 žǝmíɛa	 ǝssudán	 dǝ	 lǝḥbáš
3sm-come:pv	 from	 at-3pm	 all	 Sudanese	 with	A byssinians
‘and from them stem all the Sudanese and Abyssinians’ [Sarnelli 1924–25:35/V-15]

The Arabic conjunction also occurs in the Tunisian dialects of Tamezret 
and Sened, e.g.

Tamezret
ǝffǝ́ɣ-ǝn	 u	 wǝl	 raḥ-ǝ́n	 š
go.out:pv-3pm	 and	 neg	 get.lost:npv-3pm	 neg2
‘they have gone out and have not gone lost’ [http://atmazret.com/]

Sened
i-ɣǝrṣ=as	 u	 i-ṭǝyyǝb=ǝt1
3sm-slaughter:pv=3s:io	 and	 3sm-cook:pv=3sf:do
‘he slaughtered her and cooked her’ [Provotelle 1911:91]

One notes however its absence in the Tamezret texts collected by Hans 
Stumme in the late 19th century (Stumme 1900). The conjunction u is also 
found in Lesser Kabylia, where it is a less common alternative to juxtapo-
sition (Rabhi 1994:177, Rabdi 2004:121–2), e.g.

i-kǝr	 u	 y-ǝmmǝḍhǝr
3sm-steal:pv	 and	 3sm-be.discovered:pv
‘he stole and was discovered’ [Aokas; Rabhi 1994:177]

Finally, u is frequently used in Ghomara for the expression of clausal coor-
dination. The Berber comitative preposition i(ḏ) is used for the coordina-
tion of noun phrases and prepositional phrases (Mourigh fc.):

n-ɛǝllm=ahǝn	 u	 n-šǝḵšm=ahǝn
1p-teach:pv=3p:do	 and	 1p-make.enter:pv=3p:do
‘we taught them and got them in’ [Mourigh fc.]

lǝgrana	 i	 ukfer	 mǝlḵǝn
toad	 with	 ea:turtle	 marry:pv-3p
‘The toad and the turtle married’ [Mourigh fc.]

tsawal-ǝn	 s	 ǝlɛarbiyya	 i	 s	 ššǝlḥa	
speak:ipv	 by	A rabic	 with	 by	 Berber
‘They speak Arabic and Berber’ [Mourigh fc.]

1 In the original text: <ir’erç-es ou it’ayyeb-et>.
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11.1.2.2 Clause Coordination by Means of d
Clause coordination by means of the comitative preposition is found in 
a number of languages. In El-Fogaha,2 in Zuwara (Galand 2005:190) and 
in Djebel Nefusa, this is very common, and it is easy to find examples in 
texts, e.g.

El-Fogaha
ǝsk=í=ttǝt	 d	 a	 t-úɣ-ǝt	 imǝllálǝn
make:ao:ipt:s=1s:io=3sf:do	 and	 ad	 2-get:ft-2s	 money
‘make it and you will get money’ [Paradisi 1963:93/I-5]

y-ǝslá	 si-s	 ǝṣṣǝlṭán	 d	 y-ǝllǝ́f=tǝt	
3sm-hear:pv	 from-3s	 Sultan	 and	 3sm-divorce:pv=3sf:do	
d	 y-uɣá	 íggǝt	 t-ayǝ́ṭ
and	 3sm-get	 one:f	 fs-other
‘the Sultan heard about it and divorced her and took another’ [Paradisi 1963:94/
III-2]

Zuwara
n-ǝɣs=ak	 a	 t-qqim-ǝd	 dǝhanit	
1p-want:pv=2sm:io	 ad	 2-stay:ao-2s	 here	
d	 a	 t-ǝrr-ǝd	 mǝmmi-k	 l	 tmǝzgida
and	 ad	 2-bring.back:ao-2s	 son-2sm	 to	 school
‘we want that you to stay here and bring your son back to school’ [Galand 
2005:190, citing Mitchell]

y-ǝffǝɣ	 aḍbib	 d	 y-ǝfla
3sm-go.out:pv	 doctor	 and	 3sm-go:pv
‘the doctor went out and went’ [Galand 2005:190, citing Mitchell]

Djebel Nefusa
ssǝnz-ǝ́ɣ=tǝnt	 dǝd	 kǝsb-ǝ́ɣ	 sí-sǝnt
sell:pv-1s=3pf:do	 and	 gain:pv-1s	 from-3pf
‘I sold them and gained from them’ [Beguinot 21942:174]

žǝččá	 úgur	 si-s	 in	 ǝssúq	 dǝd	
tomorrow	 go:ao:ipt:s	 with-3s	 to	 market	 and	
ṣǝrrǝ́f=tǝt	
change.money:ao:ipt:s=3sf:do	
d	 áwi=d	 si-s	 in	 ará	 nn-ǝm
and	 bring=vent	 with-3s	 to	 children	 of-2sf
‘tomorrow, go to the market and change it (for money) and bring by that to your 
children (something to eat)’ [Beguinot 21942:176]

2 There is one case of u ‘and’ in the small El-Fogaha corpus: taqqîm zämân u teffóġ̨ már-
rat tayǻḍ ‘she stayed some time and went out an other time’ [Paradisi 1963:95/V-7]
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lǝḥkáyǝt	 n	 tǝbušílt	 dǝd	 bušíl,	 dǝd	 níyǝt	 ism	 ǝ́nn-ǝs	 Bíha
story	 of	 girl	 and	 boy	 and	 she	 name	 of-3s	PN
‘the story of a girl and a girl, and she, her name was Biha’ [Beguinot 21942:186]

di-s	 atǝrrás	 ism	 ǝ́nn-ǝs	 Šišíw	 d	 aɣr-ǝ́s	 tmǝṭṭút	 ism	 ǝ́nn-ǝs	 Taffá
in-3s	 man	 name	 of-3s	PN	  and	 with-3s	 woman	 name	 of-3s	PN
‘there was a man whose name was Shishiu, and he had a wife whose name was 
Taffa’ [Beguinot 21942:197]

In Siwa, clause coordination with d is a marked option, often implying 
strong contrast (Souag 2010:468). Outside these eastern dialects, d some-
times occurs as a coordinator, but only in a very marginal way. It is pos-
sible to have long stretches of text without additive coordinator at all. 
Some examples:

Ouargla
biha	 nǝtta	 day	 drus	 d	 u	 t-ǝttǝṭṭǝf	 akkat-ǝs
because	 he	 only	 few	 and	 neg	 3sf-take:nipv	 el:place-3s
‘because it is only little and it does not take its place (i.e. it does not occur regu-
larly)’ [Delheure 1988:188]

Figuig
sat	 t-ǝlqi-d	 aydi	 (. . .).	 akidd	 sat	 t-ǝlqi-d	 idžǝn	 n	 urgaz	 (. . .)
fut	 2-meet:ao-2s	 el:dog	 (. . .)	 and	 fut	 2-meet:ao-2s	 one:m	 of	 ea:man
‘you will meet a dog (. . .) and you will meet a man (. . .)’ [Kossmann 1997:340]

Zayan
i-qim=as	 suḍan	 uř	 ɣif-sǝn	 i-ḥḵim	
3s-stay:pv=3s:io	 Sudan	 neg	 on-3pm	 3sm-reign:npv	
ḏ	 uř	 i-ḥḵim	 xǝf	 ǝlyḥabaš
and	 neg	 3s-reign:npv	 on	A byssinia
‘remained for him only Sudan over which he did not reign and he did not reign 
over Abyssinia’ [Loubignac 1924:254]

No doubt we are dealing in these cases with an extension of the comita-
tive preposition. The prepositional nature of the element d is shown when 
the second clause starts with a noun, as in such cases the Etat d’Annexion 
appears.

11.1.2.3 d as a Clause Coordinator Only before NPs
A more restricted use of d is found in some other languages. Galand 
(2005:190) remarks that in Berber (but maybe his remark is best inter-
preted as describing Tashelhiyt) “la préposition ne peut relier deux propo-
sitions, bien qu’à l’occasion (c’est relativement peu courant) on puisse la 
trouver devant un nominal appartenant à la seconde proposition”, e.g.
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ar	 ssflad-ɣ	 i	 zzhrat	 d	 taqqurt,	 d	 ugḍṛuṛ	 i-kka	 ignna
ipfv	 hear:ipv-1s	 to	 growling	 and	 noise,	 with	 ea.dust	 3sg-pass:pv	 sky
‘I heared growling and noise, and dust went to the sky’ [Galand 2002a 
[1972]:365]

He adds that similar constructions are possible before morphemes with a 
nominal background, such as the particle ad ‘non-real’ (Galand 2005:190). 
The same is described for southwestern Central Moroccan Berber by 
Ennaji (1985:261), who also points to the (marginal) possibility of clause 
linking by d provided the second clause starts with a noun. He notes that 
this seems to be easiest in clauses with elision of the verb in the second 
clause, e.g.

ar	 i-tsxir	 Karim	 ttinis	 d	 Samira	 lvuli
ipfv	 3sm-play:ipv	PN	  tennis	 with	PN	  volleyball
‘Karim plays tennis and Samira volleyball’ [Demnat region, Sadiqi 1997:209 fol-
lowing Ennaji 1985:259]

In most dialects, this is marginal, and very infrequent in texts. In the north-
ern borderland of Algeria and Morocco, it seems to have gained impor-
tance. In Beni Snous, ḏ is regularly attested as a coordinator. The second 
clause normally starts with a noun, which has the Etat d’Annexion, but a 
few examples with verb phrases are found too, e.g.

i-susǝm	 aɣyul	 i-qqim	 i-ggur;	
3sm-be.silent:pv	 el(!):donkey	 3sm-stay:pv	 3sm-go:ipv	
ḏ	 wuššǝn,	 si	 i-sǝmda	 g	 utšu	 i-nna=yas . . . 
and	 ea:jackal	 when	 3sm-finish:pv	 in	 food	 3sm-say:pv=3s:io
‘the donkey shut up and walked on; and the jackal, when he had finished the 
food, said . . . ’ [Destaing 1907:253]

nǝčnin	 aḏ	 n-ǝṛṛuḥ	 ɣǝr	 (t)tǝmẓin	 ḏ	 a	 n-ǝmsama	
we	 ad	 1p-go:ao	 to	 ea:barley	 and	 ad	 1p-be.together:ao
ḏ	 a	 n-asǝḏ	 n-tazzǝl
and	 ad	 1p-come:ao	 1p-run:ipv
‘we shall go to the barley and go together and come running’ [Destaing 
1907:246]

The construction is regularly found between parallel clauses, as in the fol-
lowing example:

uššǝn	 y-ǝkkal	 i-sǝrwat,	
el:jackal	 3sm-spend.day:ipv	 3sm-thresh:ipv	
ḏ	 yǝnsi	 y-ǝkkal	 y-ǝṭṭǝṣ 
and	 ea.hedgehog	 3sm-spend.day:ipv	 3sm-sleep:pv
‘jackal spent the day threshing, and hedgehog spent the day sleeping’ [Destaing 
1907:241]
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While not marginal in the language, the use of ḏ as a clause-coordinator is 
far from the default option. It is easy to find long stretches of Beni Snous 
text in which only paratactic coordination is found.

This is different from neighboring Beni Iznasen, in which the coor-
dinative construction is a fully grammaticalized, frequent option.3 Two 
clauses of which the second clause starts with a noun may be linked by 
means of the NP-linking preposition ḏ. The noun following ḏ has the Etat 
d’Annexion. When this construction appears in a sequence of events, 
the aspect of the second clause is NON-REAL + Aorist;4 otherwise, the 
expected aspectual form is used. Examples:

nǝttaṯ	 ɛaḏ	 ur	 ṯ-kǝmmǝl	 awal	
she	 still	 neg	 3sf-finish:npv	 el:word	
ḏ	 wuššǝn	 a	 ss-ǝnni	 y-ǝkk	
and	 ea:jackal	 ad	 over.there=anp	 3sm-pass:ao
‘she had hardly finished her words and a jackal passed’ [Bezzazi & Kossmann 
1997:12]

qqim-ǝn	 twǝqqr-ǝn=t	 ḏ	 bbwa-s	 a	 ṯ=y-ǝgg
stay:pv-3pm	 leave.in.peace:ipv-3pm=3sm:do	 and	 father-3s	 ad	 3sm:do=make:ao
nǝtta	 ḏ	 lǝmxiyǝṛ	 ḏi	 waṛṛaw	 nn-ǝs	
he	 pred	 favorite	 in	 ea:children	 of-3s
‘they left him in peace and his father made him his favorite among his children’ 
[Bezzazi & Kossmann 1997:98]

nǝttaṯ	 a	 t-ǝssiwǝl	 ḏ	 wawal	 nn-ǝs	 y-ǝḏwǝl	 ḏ	 llwiz
she	 ad	 3sf-speak:ao	 and	 ea:word	 of-3s	 3sm-become:pv	 pred	 gold.coin
‘she would speak and her words became gold pieces’ [Bezzazi & Kossmann 
1997:68]

Of course, Berber being basically a Verb-initial language, the presence of 
a preverbal noun is not without meaning. In fact, the ḏ + Clause con-
struction is mainly used in cases where the subject of the second clause 
is different from the subject of the first clause. The informational content 
of this preverbal element may be old or new. Thus, one may argue that ḏ 
is used as an explicit marker of coherence in constructions where there 
is syntactic discontinuity. In cases with subject continuity, coherence is 
pragmatically inferred (in the sense of a communicative implicature) and 
no explicit marking of coherence is needed.

3 The usage described below is also found in the texts in Renisio (1932). It is not attested 
in texts I recorded from the neighboring dialect to the northwest, Kebdana. Cf. Kossmann 
2000a:104.

4 One wonders whether this is a remnant of the sequential use of the Aorist (without 
non-real particle), which has been lost in Beni Iznasen.
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11.1.3 Conjunction of Subordinate Clauses

In the conjunction of two subordinate clauses, some languages tend to be 
more explicit than in the conjunction of two main clauses. Thus Penchoen 
(1973a:191) notes the exceptional use of d in Chaouia in this context, while 
the coordination of two main clauses is not allowed (cf. also Kossmann 
2000:192 for Beni Iznasen), e.g.

xǝddǝm-ǝn	 di	 tmura	 ɣirat	 t-ili	 lǝxdǝmt	
work:ipv-3pm	 in	 ea:countries	 while	 3sf-be:ao	 work	
d	 ɣira	 ud	 i-ḥli	 š	 usuggwas	
and	 while	 neg	 3sm-be.good:npv	 neg2	 ea:year
‘they work in other places when there is work and when the year is not good’ 
[Penchoen 1973a:191]

The conjunction is not always d. In Ayt Ndhir, y is used in order to coordi-
nate two clauses which are subordinated by the same element, e.g.

adday	 fǝḍḍa-nṯ	 y	 ra-nṯ	 aḏ	 ɛayḏ-ǝnṯ
when	 be.ready:pv-3pf	 and	 want:pv-3pf	 ad	 go.back:ao-3pf
‘when they are ready and want to go back’ [Bisson 1940:182]

In Figuig, the conjunction is anna in this context, a form which has no 
other uses, e.g.

mikk	 qa	 i-ttwaṭṭǝf	 kulši	 anna	 i-qqim=dd	 day	 idžǝn
when	 all	 3sm-be.taken:pv	 all	 and	 3sm-stay:pv=vent	 only	 one:m
‘when all have been taken and only one remains . . .’ [Kossmann 1997:346]

There is no reason to posit Arabic influence in these cases.	

11.1.4 Conclusions on Coordination

The syntax of coordination is one of the structures where Berber and Ara-
bic present essential differences. While Berber has a comitative prepo-
sition that also functions as an NP coordinator, Arabic has a dedicated 
coordinative particle, which is different from the comitative preposition. 
In fact, at this point the Arabic and the Berber grammar of text coherence 
are entirely different. Instead of the overt marking by means of a particle 
found in Arabic, many Berber varieties use specialized verb forms (the 
sequential Aorist) for this sake. Still, in a number of Berber languages, 
mainly in Libya, coordinative constructions are common. The different 
systems are summarized below:
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comitative NP coordination Clause coordination

Mor. Arabic mɛa w w
Tashelhiyt d d no linker
Awdjila d d w
Djebel Nefusa d, dǝd d, dǝd d, dǝd
Beni Iznasen akǝḏ ḏ ḏ (only before NP)

One remarks that, while there are Berber varieties that allow for fre-
quent explicit coordination of clauses, none of them is an exact copy of 
the Maghribian Arabic system. The Awdjila/Sokna type has introduced 
a difference between NP and Clause coordination, which is quite unlike  
the Arabic system. In Djebel Nefusa, El-Fogaha and Zuwara, comitative 
and coordinator are the same. Finally, while Beni Iznasen has the same 
distinction between comitative and coordinator as Arabic, the clause 
coordinator is restricted to NP-initial clauses.

The most common Berber pattern—the same element for the comita-
tive and NP coordination, and no neutral additive clause coordinator—is 
clearly the old pattern. Arabic influence is obvious in the Awdjila/Sokna 
type, where the Arabic form has been introduced together with the Ara-
bic construction. The role of Arabic is less obvious in the Djebel Nefusa/
El-Fogaha/Zuwara system and in Beni Iznasen. Galand (2005:190) consid-
ers the Zuwara system an internal development in Berber. Based on the 
marginal use of d as a coordinator with NP-initial second clauses, this 
structure would have spread to include eventually coordination of any 
type of clause. While this is not an unreasonable reconstruction in itself, 
influence of Arabic—which is very prominent in other areas of the syntax 
of these varieties too—must have been at least a strengthening factor. In 
the region, there are no varieties that would constitute the intermediate 
stage in Galand’s scenario, with a bipartite clause coordination system, in 
which one has robust use of d in coordination with an NP-initial clause 
and no coordinator when the clause is verb-initial. A simple calque from 
Arabic seems to be a much simpler solution.

The case of Beni Iznasen and Beni Snous is different. In these variet-
ies, the NP–initial constraint of Galand seems to hold to a large extent. 
Thus, while the scope of its coordinative function has widened, ḏ remains 
faithful to its prepositional nature. While inspiration by Arabic structures 
may have been a factor, the new structure clearly continues earlier Berber 
structures. Moreover, due to its restriction to coordinating preverbal NP’s, 
there is an essential difference with Arabic in the effect on text coherence. 
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While Arabic has a general marker of text coherence, in Beni Iznasen it is 
only used in cases where coherence is syntactically disrupted because of 
a change in grammatical subject.

11.1.5 Disjunction

Almost all Berber language express disjunction (‘or’) mainly by a marker 
of Berber origin. With few exceptions (e.g. Zuwara iziɣ), this marker has 
the basic shape nǝɣ ~ (i)niɣ, which may undergo local reformations and 
phonetic changes. It is clearly related to Tuareg meɣ, although the origin 
of initial m in Tuareg is not clear. This marker is used in all kinds of dis-
junction, such as NP disjunction, PP disjunction and clause disjunction 
(for an exhaustive overview of the syntactic possibilities in Chaouia, see 
Penchoen 1973a:175ff.). Central Moroccan varieties allow for other forms, 
which occur more or less parallel to nǝɣ (or a cognate form).5 Thus in 
Ayt Hassan (Demnat region), mad is used instead of nɣd in questions and 
other circumstances of doubt (Sadiqi 1997:211), e.g.

Faṭima	 nɣd	 Ḥmad	 Faṭima	 mad	 Ḥmad
PN	 or	PN	PN	   or	PN
‘Fatima or Hmad.’		  ‘Fatima or Hmad?’ [Sadiqi 1997:211]

A similar distribution is found in other Central Moroccan varieties, such 
as Ayt Ndhir, Zemmour, Ayt Seghrushen mad, mad (Penchoen 1973b:84, 
Laoust 31939:230), Ayt Bouzid mid (Ennaji 1985:282) and probably Zayan 
ma (Loubignac 1924:279). The historical origin of the interrogative disjunc-
tive particle is probably the yes/no interrogative ma followed (or not) by 
the predicative marker d. In the present languages, however, mad and ma 
d are syntactically kept apart (Bentolila 1981:190–1).

With the exception of Ghomara (see below), Arabic influence on clause 
disjunction is very restricted. In Zayan the Arabic loan ulya is one more 
alternative, apparently mainly in questions and dubitatives, e.g.

ur	 ǝssin-ǝɣ	 is	 i-dda	 ulya	 uř	 i-ddi
neg	 know:npv-1s	 whether	 3sm-go:pv	 or	 neg	 3sm-go:npv
‘I don’t know whether he has gone or not gone’ [Loubignac 1924:280]

5 Note the difference with neighboring Tashelhiyt, where nɣd is also used in interroga-
tives, e.g. izd lḥram=lli illan ɣ uzddar nɣd lḥlal=lli illan ɣ uflla ‘(what do you want,) the 
forbidden (part) that is below or the allowed (part) that is on top?’ [Stroomer 2003:26].
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In Ayt Seghrushen, the Arabic loan wala ‘rather than’ is used meaning ‘or’ 
in interrogative and negative clauses (Bentolila 1981:372).6 The contexts 
described by Bentolila have some overlap with mad, used in interroga-
tives (Bentolila 1981:190–2). From Bentolila’s examples, it seems that mad 
is mainly found in yes/no interrogatives, while other kinds of interroga-
tion prefer wala, e.g.

ma-s	 ɣa	 t-isin-d	 lɛql	 nn-s	 wala	 t-isin	 wi	 nn-š?
what-with	 ad	 2-know:ao-2s	 mind	 of-3s	 rather	 3sf-know:ao	 dem:sm	 of-2sm
‘how will you know her mind, or will she know your mind?’ [Bentolila 1981:372]

ulli	 t-tqdda	 at	 t-iẓiṛ	 lahl	 nn-s,	 wala	 t-iẓiṛ=t	 ntta
neg	 3sf-can:ipv	 ad	 3sf-see:ao	 family	 of-3s	 rather	 3sf-see:ao=3sm:do	 he
‘she cannot see his family and does not see him either’ [Bentolila 1981:372]

ma	 nna-n=aš	 ša	 mad	 ur	 aš=t=nni-n?
q	 say:pv-3pm=2sm:io	 thing	 or	 neg	 2sm:io=3sm:do=say:npv-3pm
‘did they tell you something or didn’t they tell it to you?’ [Bentolila 1981:191]

The same situation is found in Figuig, where wala (otherwise ‘also, even, 
nor’) is used in negative and dubitative contexts,7 e.g.

ul	 ssin-ǝx	 i-mmut	 wala	 i-ddǝr
neg	 know:npv	 3sm-die:pv	 or	 3sm-live:pv
‘I don’t know whether he has died or is still alive’ (Kossmann 1997:345)

Similarly, in Chaouia-Ait Frah, Arabic-derived la is used instead of nǝɣ in  
sentences depending on the particle innǝss ‘who knows, nobody knows’, e.g.

innǝss	 ma	 ɣar-š	 ša	 di	 lǝɛmǝr	 nn-ǝs	 n	 ḥdaɛš	 la	 tnaɛš
who.knows	 if	 with-3s	 thing	 in	 age	 of-3s	 of	 eleven	 or	 twelve
‘it is unknown whether he was eleven or twelve years old’ [Penchoen 1973a:186]

Ghomara Berber stands apart, as all disjunctive conjunctions come from 
Arabic: (a)wǝlla, aw (Mourigh fc.), e.g.

i-zzǝnz=at	 s	 tkemmišt	 n	 ǝlḥebb	 wǝlla	 s	 ǝlxuḇza
3sm-sell:pv=3sm:do	 with	 ea:handful	 of	 wheat	 or	 with	 bread
‘He sold it for a handful of wheat or for one bread’ [Mourigh fc.]

ḍḍḇaɛ	 š	 a	 ṯ=i-šš	 awella	 aḡḏi
hyena	 fut	 ad	 3sm:do=3sm-eat:ao	 or	 el:jackal
‘the hyena will eat me or the jackal’ [Mourigh fc.]

6 In addition, there is one example of ula in this use in Bentolila’s corpus (Bentolila 
1981:224).

7 This point was missed in Kossmann (1997:344–5).
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11.1.6 Adversative Conjunctions

Adversative conjunctions in Maghribian Arabic and Berber are relatively 
rare in texts; thus in the entire Eastern Moroccan Berber and Arabic 
corpus of traditional narratives in Bezzazi (1993), only five instances of 
adversative conjunctions occur (4× lakin in Arabic texts, once ḥaša in a 
Berber text). Still, both Arabic and Berber have conjunctions which are 
mainly or exclusively used as adversatives. The most common adversa-
tive conjunctions in Maghribian Arabic are ultimately related to Classical 
Arabic lākin(na) ‘but’. This conjunction appears in a number of variants, 
many of which cooccur in one and the same dialect. Thus William Mar-
çais (1902:194) cites for Tlemcen Arabic lakǝnni, laynni, lǝmkǝn, lǝmkǝnni, 
and lǝmkaynni. According to this author, laynni “s’explique peut-être par 
une chute du k”, while the other forms would be blended with other fre-
quent (but not adversative) particles. The final syllable of lakǝnni, laynni 
goes back to the 1s pronominal suffix; in some dialects, the conjunction is 
still conjugated (cf. Ph. Marçais 1977:229).

Most Berber dialects have taken over Arabic forms. More often than 
not, the Berber variants of lakǝnni and laynni start with a syllable wa, 
which reflects the Arabic conjunction w ‘and’. A few varieties have dif-
ferent adversative markers, most of which seem to derive from (or be 
instances of) topic markers (e.g. Mzab ammwa, Ayt Atta atta, ntta, Willms 
1972:232). Only one among these—without a clear etymology—has more 
than a narrow regional distribution: maša ~ maḵa8 ‘but’. It is attested in 
the eastern part of Central Moroccan Berber: Ayt Sadden (A. Basset 1963); 
Ayt Ndhir (Laoust 31939); Ayt Youssi of Enjil (Galand 2011:89); Ayt Izdeg 
(Willms 1972:232); Ayt Ayache, (Abdel-Massih 1971:142); Ayt Seghrushen 
(Abdel-Massih 1971:144); and all over Tarifiyt (Lafkioui 2007:227). Tashel-
hiyt has mišš (Aspinion 1953:193). It is similar to Niger Tuareg măšan, 
mišan (also băšan) (Prasse, Ghabdouane & Mohamed 2003:562), Mali 
Tuareg măššan, mušan (Heath 2006:444), Ahaggar bǝššan, but a link is 
difficult to establish, as Tuareg š(š) does normally not correspond to š in 
northern Berber, and even less so to k. Prasse, Ghabdouane & Mohamed 
(2003:562) derive the Tuareg form from (Classical) Arabic bi-šaʔni-hi / min 
šaʔni-hi ʔan ‘but’, which, if accepted, would render the comparison with 

8 Taïfi (1991:414) gives maka; In most Central Moroccan varieties that have the etymon, 
the actual form is maša. In Ayt Ndhir this can be the regular outcome of *k, but Ayt Sad-
den, Ayt Izdeg and Ayt Ayache also have forms with š, even though the regular outcome 
of *k is k in these dialects. The form maḵa occurs in Ayt Youssi.
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northern Berber invalid (cf. Kossmann 1999:224). There is no reason to 
assume a similar background for the Moroccan forms, as min šaʔni-hi ʔan 
has not lived on in Maghribian Arabic and as the form maša is not very 
similar to it. One should rater think of a blend of the question marker ma 
with the element ša ~ ḵa ‘(some)thing’, although the exact path of seman-
tic development remains unclear.

Other adversative conjunctions of Berber origin are not very common. 
Instances are imil (Zemmour, Laoust 31939:281, Taïfi 1991:416), and iziɣ 
(Zayan, Loubignac 1924:281). The form imil is used in neighboring dialects 
(Ntifa) for ‘then’ (Laoust 1918:295). Kabyle wan(n)ag (Dallet 1982:867, Bas-
set & Picard 1948:307, Chaker 1984:181 etc.) also looks like a Berber form. 
One remarks however the variant wamma(g), and the form may ultimately 
go back to Arabic amma ‘concerning’.

Most Berber languages exclusively use adversative conjunctions of  
Arabic origin.

11.1.7 General Assessment on Types of Coordination

A number of sources have established universal borrowing hierarchies of 
conjunctions. Most important amongthese are Matras (1998) and Matras 
(2009:194), which establish a cross-linguistic hierarchy: ‘but’ > ‘or’ > ‘and’, 
i.e., adversative conjunctions are more easily borrowed than disjunctive 
conjunctions, which are more easily borrowed than coordinative con-
junctions. The Berber materials only partly corroborate this hierarchy. 
The adversative conjunction ‘but’ is widely borrowed in Berber, and fits 
perfectly into the Matras hierarchy. However, in its basic usage, the dis-
junctive conjunction ‘or’ is hardly ever borrowed in Berber. This contrasts 
with the coordinative conjunction ‘and’, which is borrowed in a number 
of languages when used for clause coordination. It is never borrowed for 
NP coordination. All in all, one remarks that the take-over of the Arabic 
form of the coordinative conjunction is restricted to some eastern Ber-
ber varieties and Ghomara. On the other hand the introduction of the 
syntactic pattern of clause coordination by means of a conjunction is 
wide-spread, and constitutes one of the most tangible results of contact-
induced change in Berber syntax.

11.2 Subordinating Conjunctions

In their basic typological structure, Arabic and Berber have similar con-
structions for clausal subordination. In both language families, clausal 
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subordination is either attained by juxtaposition (the so-called Arabic 
ḥāl sentences), or by means of subordinating particles. It depends on the 
language, and no doubt also on received style, genre, and personal pref-
erences, whether subordinated clauses are frequent in texts, or whether 
other types of text organization are dominant.

In the framework of Arabic influence on Berber, conjunctions are highly 
interesting. On the one hand, there is large-scale lexical influence from 
Arabic in the system of conjunctions. On the other hand, it seems that 
syntactic influence of Arabic is rather restricted in the system of subordi-
nation. In order to show this, Berber and Maghribian Arabic systems will 
be compared on two levels. In the first part, we shall focus on one subfield 
of subordination, the organization of temporal and hypothetical subor-
dination. There exist only few adequate descriptions of these systems in 
Berber, so at points a more detailed analysis based on text evidence will 
be given. This part is mainly meant to show the lack of impact of Arabic. 
In the second part, the lexical impact of Arabic on the Berber system of 
subordination will be studied, an impact which in some varieties concerns 
the great majority of subordinators.

11.2.1 The System of Temporal and Conditional Subordination

In this section we will look at five different meanings associated with tem-
poral and hypothetical subordination: temporal anteriority to the speech 
act (‘when’), temporal posteriority to the speech act (‘when’), habitual-
ity (‘when’), factual conditional (‘if ’) and counterfactual conditional (‘if ’). 
The following four examples from English and German illustrate these 
four types of subordination:

Anteriority:
	E nglish:	 when he came back, they had already eaten
	 German:	 als er zurückkam hatten sie schon gegessen

Posteriority:
	E nglish:	 when he will come back, they will eat
	 German:	 wenn er zurückkommt werden sie essen

Habituality:
	E nglish:	 when people eat couscous they become happy
	 German:	 wenn man Kuskus isst wird man glücklich

Factual conditional:	
	E nglish:	 if you come back, you may eat as much as you like
	 German:	 wenn Du zurückkommst kannst Du essen soviel Du möchtest
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Counterfactual conditional:
	E nglish:	� if you would have come back, you could have eaten as much as you 

like
	 German:	� wenn Du zurückgekommen wärest, hättest Du soviel essen können, 

wie Du möchtest

Of course, this five-term distinction does not cover all possible shades of 
temporal and hypothetical meaning (one may think of meanings such as 
‘until’), but the distinction is fitting for our purposes here.

In most Berber varieties, the choice of the subordinating particle deter-
mines the interpretation of the clause. Different from many European 
languages, where such differences are to a large extent expressed in the 
tense/aspect of the subordinated verb, the aspect of the subordinated 
verb (mostly the perfective) only plays a minor role in the expression of 
the major distinctions.

The situation is more complicated in Arabic than in Berber. Classical 
Arabic had a relatively clear-cut four-member system of conjunctions, 
making a distinction between two temporal relations: past event versus 
non-past event, and two hypothetical relations: hypothesis versus coun-
terfactual.9 The use of the aspects is to a large degree ruled by the subor-
dination marker, although there exists some freedom:

1.	 ‘when’ relating to a non-past event	 ʔiḏā (also ḥayṯu and mā)
2.	 ‘when’ relating to a past event	 lammā, ʔiḏ
3.	 ‘if ’ factual	 ʔin
4.	 ‘if ’ counterfactual	 law

Arabic dialects have sometimes fundamentally different systems. In the 
first place, in some dialects there are only two sets of subordinators: tem-
poral subordinators and conditionals. The difference between temporal 
subordination referring to past events and subordination referring to 
non-past events is expressed by using different aspectual forms (e.g. the 
Cairo set (l)ammā, sāɛit ma, yōm ma, etc., Woidich 2006:383). In a similar 
fashion, the difference between factual and counterfactual conditionals 

9 The Modern Standard Arabic system is somewhat different, as ʔiḏā is mainly used as a 
conditional conjunction, but this is a post-Classical development. Temporal subordination 
with reference to a past event is mainly achieved by means of the conjunctions ɛinda-mā, 
ḥīna(-mā) and waqta ʔan (cf. Badawi, Carter & Gully 2004:623). The conditional conjunc-
tion ʔin has become marginal, except in some styles and functions (cf. Badawi, Carter & 
Gully 2004: 636ff.), while its place has been taken by ʔiḏā on the one hand, and law on the 
other. By this extension in meaning, law is no more a specialized counterfactual.
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is expressed in the verb form, not in the subordinator (e.g. the Cairo set 
iza, law, in, Woidich 2006:374ff.). In Maghribian Arabic, the restructur-
ing of the system has been less pervasive. Most dialects use the same 
subordinator(s) for temporal conjunctions referring to past and non-past 
events, expressing the difference by means of the aspectual form of the 
verb. The difference between factual and counterfactual conditionals is 
retained, although one remarks the intrusion of the counterfactual con-
ditional into the factual domain; on the other hand, factual conditionals 
cannot be used as counterfactuals, e.g.

temporal  
non-past

temporal past hypothetical counterfactual

Eastern Libyan wēnma, kēf wēnma, kēf kān, lōkān lōkān
Tunis kīf kīf īḏa, īla,  

(l)ūkān, 
(l)ūkān, ūkān

Jijel ɣir, mnayǝn, ki ɣir, mnayǝn, 
ki

ida lu, lukan

Oujda mnin mnin ila lukan
Tangier mǝlli mǝlli ida, ila ka, lawkan, 

lukan
Marrakech mǝlli, mnin, ila mǝlli, mnin ila kun, lukun

The most common system in Berber languages of Algeria and Morocco 
is similar to the Classical Arabic system. Thus, for example, Ayt Ayache 
(Central Moroccan Berber) has the following forms:

1.	 ‘when’ relating to a non-past event	 adday
2.	 ‘when’ relating to a past event	 lliy
3.	 ‘if ’ factual condition	 mš
4.	 ‘if ’ counterfactual condition	 mr

(1)
adday	 nwi-n	 waman	 ad	 ɛmr-ɣ	 atay
when	 boil:pv-3pm	 ea:water	 ad	 fill:ao-1s	 el:tea
‘when the water boils, I will make tea’ [Abdel-Massih 1971:141]

(2)
n-dda	 lliy	 d=i-dda
1p-go:pv	 when	 vent=3sm-go:pv
‘when he came we left’ [Abdel-Massih 1971:141]

lliy	 da	 ssara-ɣ	 žmɛ-ɣ	 d	 ɛli
when	 ipft	 walk:ipv-1s	 meet:pv-1s	 with	PN
‘while I was walking, I met Ali’ [Abdel-Massih 1971:141]
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(3)
mš	 dḥr-r	 isignaw	 ad	 i-wt	 unẓaṛ	 [original: adwit, sic]
if:hyp	 appear:pv-3pm	 clouds	 ad	 3sm-hit:ao	 ea:rain
‘if clouds appear, it rains’ [Abdel-Massih 1971:150]

(4)
mr	 ɣur-i	 lli-n	 lflus	 iḍlli,	 lla=sɣi-ɣ	 igran	 n	 ɛli
if:cou	 at-1s	 be:npv-3pm	 money	 yesterday	 pfv=buy:pv-1s	 fields	 of	PN
‘if I had had the money yesterday, I would have bought Ali’s fields’ [Abdel-Massih 
1971:150]

Similar systems are found in many other Berber languages, e.g.

temporal past temporal 
non-past

hypothetical counterfactual

Kabyle (At Abbas)10 mti mi, imi ma (a)mmǝr,  
(ll)ufan, lukan

Figuig mi(kk), imi(kk) i(kk),  
yud-ǝnn

mta(k) aɛlak, amǝlli, 
ammi

Djebel Nefusa11 lǝmmi si li, kan(a), 
liakan(a)

lukan

Ntifa mkan ku ig mr
Tarifiyt (Q) umi, wami mi, ami, 

xmi, řǝxmi
mařa mři, maɛlǝk

The use of the aspects in the subordinated clause is only superficially 
known. There is a general tendency to use the Perfective aspect in all four 
cases. This is expected, as most ‘when’ and ‘if ’ conjunctions imply that the 
real, potential or imagined event given in the protasis will be completed 
at the time that the real, potential or imagined event in the apodosis will 
occur (Galand 1988:226). Most (if not all) Berber languages also allow for 
other aspects, at least with some of the conjunctions studied here. In Tari-
fiyt, with the non-past ‘when’ conjunction, there is a difference between 
clauses with habitual and with future reference, e.g.

10 Based on the texts in Allain (1976). Taïfi (1993:216) is wrong when he states that 
Kabyle has no difference between counterfactual and hypothetical subordination. All 
Kabyle varieties seem to make this distinction: Irjen hyp ma, mayəlla, cou ləmmər, lukan 
(Basset & Picard 1948); Iraten, At Manguellat hyp ma cou ləmmər, limmər, mər, lukan 
(Chaker 1983:165; Vincennes & Dallet 1960:128ff.); Aokas hyp ma, mayəlla, cou lukan 
(Rabhi 1994:169).

11  Based on the texts in Beguinot (21942) and Provasi (1973).
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xmi	 d=i-tas	 a	 n-traḥ	 a	 n-tṣəyyəḏ	 isəřman
when	 vent=3sm-come:ipv	 ad	 1p-go:ipv	 ad	 1p-hunt:ipv	 fish
‘(always) when he comes we go fishing’ [Q; K. Mourigh p.c.]

xmi	 d	 ɣa	 ṯ-as-əḏ	 a	 n-āḥ	 a	 n-əymā
when	 vent	 ad	 2-come:ao-2s	 ad	 1p-go:ao	 ad	 1p:hunt:ao	
‘when you come we shall go fishing’ [Q; K. Mourigh p.c.]

Somewhat unexpectedly, in Tarifiyt, even the past ‘when’ conjunction umi 
is regularly combined with ad + Aorist,12 e.g.

umi	 nətta	 d	 ɣa	 y-əmɣā	 i-qəss=as	 ifassən
when	 he	 vent	 ad	 3sm-grow.up:ao	 3sm-cut:pv=3s:io	 hands
‘when he had grown up, he cut off her hands’ [Ayt Said, Kossmann 2003b:94]

An interesting situation is found with the counterfactual. In most  
Kabyle varieties and in Middle Atlas Berber, the counterfactual conjunc-
tion (ləm)mər is followed by a Negative Perfective rather than a positive 
form, e.g.

mǝr	 t=y-ufi	 i-nɣa=t
if:cou	 3sm:do=3sm-find:npv	 3sm-kill:pv=3sm:do
‘if he had found (Negative Perfective) him, he would have killed (Perfective) him’ 
[Middle Atlas; Taïfi 1991:426]

As convincingly argued by Taïfi (1993), the particle mər includes the pre-
verbal negation wər, which triggers the negative form of the verb.13 In a 
number of languages, the counterfactual conjunction is followed by the 
non-realized ad + Aorist construction, e.g. in in Lesser Kabylia (Aokas, 
Rabhi 1994) with lukan ‘if ’ (counterfactual), e.g.:

lukan	 d	 i-ɛləm	 da	 ay	 t-əlli-t,	 d	 ikk=əčč
if:cou	 ad	 3sm-learn:ao	 here	 dem	 2-be:pv-2s	 ad	 2sm:do=[3sm]-eat:ao
‘if he would have known that you were here, he would have eaten you’ [Aokas; 
Rabhi 1994:169]

The four-term system with two ‘when’s and two ‘if ’s is relatively stable in 
Berber. Occasionally there are unexpected usages in texts; thus, in Figuig 
texts, mi sometimes appears in contexts where it clearly refers to a single 
past occurrence and where one would have expected to find i.

12 In such contexts, both Perfective and Non-real aspect are allowed; there seems to be 
a semantic difference, but it is not clear what exactly (K. Mourigh p.c.). 

13 Picard (1957b) has a different explanation, which, in view of the history of mər, can 
be abandoned.
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In the Tafoghalt subdialect of Beni Iznasen, lukan is used both as a 
counterfactual and as a hypothetical conjunction (Kossmann 2000a:199). 
The distinction factual / counterfactual is still maintained, as the hypo-
thetical conjunction malla cannot be used for counterfactuals. This is 
similar to what is found in some Maghribian Arabic dialects.

There are a number of Berber varieties that have different systems. 
Among the western varieties, Tashelhiyt has a tripartite system, without a 
difference between habitual ‘when’ clauses and factual ‘if ’ clauses,14 i.e.:

1.	 ‘when’ relating to a past or future event: lliɣ
2.	 ‘when’ relating to a habitual event, or hypothetical: iɣ
3.	 counterfactual: mra

The Tashelhiyt system deviates in a number of ways from the systems 
found elsewhere in the western sphere of Northern Berber. In the ‘when’ 
conjunctions the scission lies between (i)lliɣ ‘past/future’ vs. iɣ ‘habitual’, 
rather than ‘past’ vs. ‘non-past’ elsewhere.15 The temporal interpretation 
of the clause with (i)lliɣ is conveyed by the choice of the aspect; with the 
Perfective the reference is to a past event, in reference to a future event a 
phrase using the Tashelhiyt-specific future particle ra(d) is used. Cf.

‘when’ (habitual)
iɣ	 i-swa	 wakal	 siggl-n	 mddn	 inṭṭafn
when	 3sm-drink:pv	 ea:earth	 search:ao-3pm	 people	 ploughmen
‘(always) when the earth has become humid, people look for ploughmen’ [Aspin-
ion 1953:195]

‘when’ (past)
lliɣ	 i-swa	 wakal	 siggl-n	 mddn	 inṭṭafn
when	 3sm-drink:pv	 ea:earth	 search:ao-3pm	 people	 ploughmen
‘when the earth had become humid, people looked for ploughmen’ [Aspinion 
1953:195]

‘when’ (future)
lliɣ	 ra	 t-ftu-t	 s	 lbiru	 rat	 t-mun-t	 d	 urgaz=ad
when	 fut	 2-go:ao-2s	 to	 office	 fut	 2-go.together:ao-2s	 with	 ea:man=prox
‘when you go to the office, you will go together with this man’ [Aspinion 
1953:195]

14 Note however that Galand (1988:226) gives a non-past ‘when’ form kudnna, which is 
only translated as ‘lorsque’ and not as ‘si’, while iɣ has both uses.

15 The system described by Galand (1988:226) for Ighchan Tashelhiyt suggests the more 
common non-past vs. past-scission.
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‘if ’ (hypothetical)
iɣ	 i-lla	 unẓar	 bahra	 ɣass-ad	 rad	 krz-n	 azkka
if:hyp	 3sm-be:pv	 ea:rain	 much	 today-prox	 fut	 plough:ao-3pm	 tomorrow
‘if there will be a lot of rain today, they will plough tomorrow’ [Aspinion 
1953:194]

‘if ’ (counterfactual)
mra	 ufi-ɣ	 iqaridn	 ikun	 sɣi-ɣ=t
if:cou	 find:pv-1s	 money	 then	 buy:pv-1s=3sm:do
‘if I had found money, I would have bought it’ [Aspinion 1953:303]

In Ghadames, a similar tripartite system is found, where one conjuction, 
nkud, is used both in habitual and in hypothetical clauses, e.g.

nkúd	 i-ḇro	 d	 i-wádǝɛ,	
when	 3sm-want:pv	 ad	 3sm-say.goodbye:ft	
asi-năt=ǝdd	 taltawén	 as=ăqrăb-nin
come:ao-3pf=vent	 women	 3s:io=be.close:pv-ptc:p
‘when he wants to say goodbye, the women that are close(ly related) to him come 
there’ [Lanfry 1968:20; Kossmann fc.-d]

išalla,	 nkúd	 ǝd=y-ăqqim	 aškar	 s	 ǝṣṣaḥăt	 ǝnnúk=in,
God.willing	 when	 vent=3sm-remain:pv	 nail	 from	 health	 of:1s=loc
kăm=i-xăyyăr!	
2sf:do=3sm-harm:ft
‘God willing, if (only) a nail from my body remains, it will harm you!’ [Lanfry 
1968:42, Kossmann fc.-d]

Past subordination is expressed by ǧǝd (also dǝǧ), which is also the comi-
tative preposition, while counterfactuals have ilam, e.g.:

ǧǝd	 as=ǝsló-n,	 nna-n=d
when	 3s:io=hear:pv-3pm	 say:pv-3pm=vent
‘when they heard him, they said . . .’ [Lanfry 1968:12, Kossmann fc.-d]

ilam	 da=i-krăz	 ilam	 ǝnteni	 d	 i-mžăr	
if:cou	 ad=3sm-sow:ft	 if:cou	 pred	 fut	 3sm-harvest:ft
‘if he would sow, if it were like that, he would harvest’ [Lanfry 1973:181; Kossmann 
fc.-d]

In Lesser Kabylia (Aokas, Ayt Embarek), the ‘when’ conjunction mi can be 
used in both past and non-past contexts, e.g.

‘when’ (future)
mi	 di	 wṭ-əɣ	 i	 dd=i-kf=iyi=dd
when	 ad	 arrive:ao-1s	 ad	 vent=3sm-give:ao=1s:io=vent
‘when I arrive, he will give me  . . . ’ [Aokas; Rabhi 1994:164]
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‘when’ (habitual)
mi	 ḏi	 lfu-n	 i	 wxxam	 m	 ḇaḇ	 əl	 lɛəṛs,	 kkaṯ-ən
when	 ad	 arrive:ao=3pm	 to	 ea:house	 of	 master	 of	 wedding	 hit:ipv-3pm
əlbaṛuḏ
shots
‘when they arrive at the house where the wedding is held, they fire shots’ [Ayt 
Embarek; Genevois 1955:13]

‘when’ (past)
mi	 mfaraq-ən	 i-kkr=ədd	 urgaz=ənn	 i-nn=as
when	 separate:pv-3pm	 3sm-stand.up:pv=vent	 ea:man=anp	 3sm-say:pv=3s:io
‘when they separated, the man said to him’ [Aokas; Rabhi 1994:164]

In Aokas it is possible to differentiate the two by using specialized con-
junctions: asmi (< ‘the day that’) for past reference and miqal for future 
reference.

In some eastern varieties, there seems to be no difference between fac-
tual and counterfactual conditionals, at least in the choice of the subordi-
nator. This is the case in Sokna (kan, inkan), El-Fogaha (kan, inkan), and 
Siwa:

‘if ’ (hypothetical)
inkan	 a	 t-ə́trək	 əṣṣənaɛat	 ə́nn-ək	 a	 k=sə́rrəḥ
if	 ad	 2s-leave:ft	 job	 of-2sm	 ad	 2sm:do=release:ft:1s
‘if you leave your job, I shall free you’ [Sokna; Sarnelli 1924-25:33/III-12]

kan	 t-ɣə́ss-ət	 a	 t-wéy-t	 šə́rṭ	 ə́nnu
if	 2-want:pv-2s	 ad	 2-take:ft-2s	 condition	 of:1s
‘if you want, you must accept my condition’ [El-Fogaha; Paradisi 1963:95/V-5]

kan	 la	 xsi-ṭ	 g	 usəd	 did-i	 ga	 ḥ-aɣ	 iman	 ənnəw
if	 neg	 want:pv-2s	 fut	 come:ao	 with-1s	 fut	 go:ao-1s	 self	 of:1s
‘if you don’t want to come, I shall go by myself ’ [Siwa; Laoust 1932:137]

‘if ’ (counterfactual)
ḥə́tta	 kan	 ɛə́zzəm-ən	 fəllá,	 a	 ma	 dí-x	 abadə́n
even	 if	 invite:pv-3pm	 on:1s	 ad	 neg	 go:ao-1s	 ever
‘even if they would invite me, I would never go (back)’ [Sokna; Sarnelli 1924-25:33/
III-13]

kan	 tiklí	 nnəm	 a	 ayə́ḍ	
if	 walking	 of-2sf	 like	 night	
əlqáɣəṭ	 a	 y-əṭṭə́f=šəm	 lə́l	 a	 t-əmmút-ət
paper	 ad	 3sm-hold:ft=2sf:do	 until	 ad	 2-die:ft-2s
‘if your walking would be like (the way you walked during) the night, the paper 
might hold you (the paper clothes will suffice) until you die’ [El-Fogaha; Paradisi 
1963:93/I-7]
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kan	 ɣur-i	 ləgruš	 g	 uɣ-aɣ	 agmar
if	 with-1s	 money	 fut	 buy:ao-1s	 horse
‘if I had money, I would buy a horse’ [Siwa; Laoust 1932:137]

In Siwa, hypothetical condition can also be expressed by the non-past 
temporal conjuction mak:

mak ‘when’ (non-past)
mak	 i-xəlṣ-ən	 g	 ašənšəl	 i-ɛəmmər-ən	 əlmuləd	 n	 Sidi	 Sliman
when	 3-end:pv-3p	 in	 threshing	 3-do:ipv?-3p	 birthday	 of	 Saint	PN
‘when they have ended the threshing, they celebrate the birthday of Sidi Sliman’ 
[Siwa; Laoust 1932:153/VII-1]

mak ‘hypothetical’
mak	 əxsi-ṭ	 talti	 g	 uzən-ṭ=asən	 i	 yarən	 ənn-əs
when	 want:pv-1s	 woman	 fut	 send:ao-2s=3p:io	 to	 parents	 of-3s
‘if you want a woman, you send a message to her parents’ [Siwa; Laoust 1932:153/
VIII-1]

In Siwa, there is a dedicated past temporal subordinator, afǝnni, e.g.

afənni	 i-dwl-ən	 y-if-ən	 agbən	 nn-sən	 i-nhədda
when	 3-come.back:pv-3p	 3-find:pv-3p	 house	 of-3s	 3sm-be.destroyed-pv
‘when they came back they found that their house was destroyed’ [Siwa; Leguil 
1986:28]

In Awdjila, hypothetical undu and counterfactual lukan, amur are kept 
apart, e.g.

‘if ’ (hypothetical)
undú	 y-ənqís=a	 iwínan	 a	 uɣ-áx=tənət	 ká
if:hyp	 3sm-lack=result	 one:m	 ad	 take:ft-1s=3pf:do	 neg2
‘if one is lacking, I shall not take them’ [Paradisi 1960b:81/V-2]

‘if ’ (counterfactual)
nək	 lukán	 wa	 a	 mmudá-n	 də́ffər-i	 a	 i-čč=ít	
I	 if:cou	 dem:sm	 ad	 pray:ft-ptc	 behind-1s	 ad	 3sm-eat:ft=3sm:do
afíw,	 ma-ɛád-š	 a	 mmud-áx	 s	 ḥiddan
fire,	 neg-already-neg2	 ad	 pray:ft-1s	 with	 anyone
‘Me, if the fire would eat the one who prays behind me, I would no more pray 
with anybody’ [Paradisi 1960b:80/II-11]

amúr	 d-žiží-t	 s	 əlúwəl	 axér-l-ək	 ká?
if	 2-sell:pv-2s	 with	 first	 better-to.2s:ara	 neg2	
‘if you would have sold it first, wouldn’t that have been better for you?’ [Paradisi 
1960b:80/III-12]

As shown above, in Siwa there exists a distinction between past and non-past 
(+ hypothetical) conjunctions. Unfortunately, the form of non-past temporal 
subordination is not attested in Sokna, El-Fogaha and Awdjila. Thus, we do 
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not know if the subordinator is different from that used in past reference 
(Sokna: mani or lamma, Awdjila wenma), or from the conditionals.

Finally, in Ouargla (Eastern Algeria), a unique system is found. Analysis 
of Ouargla texts shows that three different groups of ‘when’ conjunctions 
are used, distinguishing between past contexts, future contexts and habit-
ual/iterative contexts. The difference between factual and counterfactual 
conditionals is not expressed in positive clauses; in negative clauses, the 
opposition is maintained. This is summarized in the table below:

When (past) When 
(habitual)

When (future) Factual Counterfactual

Positive səgg, sagga, si makk mmi, maka(n) matta (ha) matta
Negative matta (ha) mmi

Examples:

‘when’ (past)
sagga	 fəṭr-ən,	 sw-ən	 latay,	
when	 take.lunch:pv-3pm	 drink:ao-3pm	 tea	
y-ənna=yas	 argaz=u	 i	 illi-s
3sm-say:pv=3s:io	 el:man=prox	 to	 daughter-3s
‘when they had taken lunch and tea, the man said to his daughter’ [Delheure 
1989a:22]

‘when’ (habitual/iterative)
makk	 i	 y-iwəḍ	 imi	 n	 nəḥtubat	 n	 iggət	 təddart,
whenever	 rel	 3sm-arrive:pv	 door	 of	 threshhold	 of	 one:f	 ea:house
ad	 y-əwət	 taylut	
ad	 3sm-hit:ao	 el:bag
‘every time he arrived at the entrance door of a house, he would beat the bag’ 
[Delheure 1989a:334]

‘when’ (future)
mmi	 t-duṛ	 ləbyaṣət=u,	 ad	 ssən-a	 t-ləwr-əd
when	 3sf-turn:pv	 coin=prox	 ad	 know:ao-1s	 2-flee:pv-2s
maka	 u	 t-duṛ,	 ad	 ssən-a	 t-əlli-d
when	 neg	 3sf-turn:npv	 ad	 know:ao-1s	 2-be:pv-2s
‘when this coin turns around, I shall know that you have fled, when it does not 
turn around, I shall know that you are (still there)’ [Delheure 1989a:124]

‘if ’ (hypothetical)
matta	 šəmmin	 n	 at	 užənna,	 ini=yi
if	 you:f	 of	 those.of	 ea:above	 say:ao:ipt:s=1s:io
‘if you are from the people from above (i.e. humans), tell me (so)’ [Delheure 
1989a:24]



362	 chapter eleven

matta	 w	 ayi=t-umin-əd	 s	 wawal=iw,	 at	 t-əẓr-əd
if	 neg	 1s:io=2-believe:npv-2s	 with	 ea:word=1s	 ad	 2-see:ao-2s
‘if you don’t believe my words, you will see’ [Delheure 1989a:22]

‘if ’ (counterfactual)
matta	 y-əgr=əd	 ṛəbbi,	 ad	 y-əšš	 ula	 d	 nanna-s
if	 3sm-throw:pv=vent	L ord	 ad	 3sm-eat:ao	 even	 pred	 mother-3s
‘if the Lord had brought it, he would have eaten even his mother’ [Delheure 
1989b:98]

ha	 mmi	 ul	 lli-ɣ	 ɛədl-əɣ	 ləflukət,	 ini	 u	 t-ttiwiḍə-m
see	 if	 neg	 be:npv-1s	 make:pv-1s	 boat	 then	 neg	 2-arrive:nipv-2pm
nəɣr-əs
to-3s
‘look, if I had not made the boat, you would not have arrived at his place’ [Del-
heure 1989a:198]

Structurally, the habitual element makk is different from the other con-
junctions, as it is followed by the relative marker i. This suggests that it is 
an innovation based on a nominal construction. In fact, makk obviously 
consists of two elements, the subordinating element m(i) and the quan-
tifier akk ‘all’. The counterfactual shows an unexpected distribution of 
morphemes also used for other purposes: the morpheme matta (counter
factual in positive sentences) is also used to convey factual conditional 
meanings (both in positive and in negative sentences), while mmi (coun-
terfactual in negative sentences) also functions as a temporal subordina-
tor with future clauses.

11.2.2 The Impact of Arabic

In spite of the presence of numerous borrowed subordinators (see below), 
the impact of Arabic on the Berber systems is rather restricted. As shown 
above, Maghribian Arabic systems typically have a merger of past and non-
past temporal subordinators, and often display hypothetical uses of the 
counterfactual subordinator, but not the other way round. A large number 
of Berber languages, among others Central Moroccan Berber, Tarifiyt and 
most dialects of Kabylia, have a four-term system that resembles Classical 
Arabic more than dialectal Arabic. I assume that this resemblance is not 
due to borrowing.

The Tashelhiyt system bears some similarities to Maghribian Arabic 
structures, and may have been inspired by these to some extent. Thus 
the existence of a temporal subordinator with both past and future refer-
ence, temporal reference being expressed by differences in verbal aspect, 
recalls the Maghribian Arabic system. However, the semantics of iɣ, which 
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expresses both temporal habitual reference as factual conditional, has 
no match in most Maghribian Arabic dialects. One notes that in some 
Moroccan Arabic dialects there seems to be a scission between past and 
non-past uses of the temporal conjunction (Heath 2002:497ff.); in such 
cases the non-past element is ila or ida, i.e. the same as the factual condi-
tional; in Muslim dialects this is especially found in the southern half of 
Morocco, but attestations have a larger geographical distribution in Jew-
ish dialects (Heath 2002:497). The link with Tashelhiyt is obvious. As the 
phenomenon is found in roughly the same region (the southern half of 
Morocco) in Berber and in Maghribian Arabic, it is impossible to deter-
mine the source of the innovation.

The situation in eastern Berber does not suggest Arabic influence 
either, although more data, both on Berber and on the surrounding Ara-
bic varieties, may shed a different light on this. In Ghadames, only the 
counterfactual has a unique subordinator; the other meanings can all be 
covered by nkud, even though there exist alternatives. In El-Fogaha, Sokna 
and Siwa, there seems to be only one conditional subordinator, which 
covers both hypothetical and counterfactual contexts. Siwa distinguishes 
between temporal subordinators with past and with non-past reference 
(the last one also possible in hypothetic conditionals). This system con-
stitutes almost a mirror image of what is found in Eastern Libyan Arabic, 
spoken close to Siwa. This variety of Arabic has a scission between hypo-
thetical and counterfactual conditionals, featuring a dedicated hypotheti-
cal subordinator kăn, as well as a good-for-all conditional lōkăn, while 
its temporal subordinators occur with both past and non-past reference 
(Owens 1984:175ff.).

Lexical influence of Arabic on Berber subordinating conjunctions, on 
the other hand, is relatively common. In most languages, at least some 
subordinating conjunctions have been taken over from Arabic. The status 
of these conjunctions is not everywhere the same. Some conjunctions are 
only rarely used—instead other syntactic constructions are preferred, or 
the relation is normally left unexpressed and established by pragmatic 
inference. Such conjunctions will be called “marked”. Other borrowed 
subordinating conjunctions constitute the preferred way of expressing a 
certain relation. Such conjunctions will be called “common”.

The difference between “marked” and “common” conjunctions appears 
very clearly in the temporal domain. “Common” conjunctions are the rela-
tively unspecific ‘when’ conjunctions treated above, as well as the ‘until’ 
conjunction. “Marked” conjunctions express anteriority and posteriority 
(‘before’ and ‘after’), as well as simultaneity (‘while’). There is certainly 
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dialectal variation as to the markedness of one or another conjunction. 
Thus a number of varieties have a “common” conjunction for simultane-
ity (e.g. Figuig al), while others prefer constructions without a conjunc-
tion. In many cases, our data do not allow us to distinguish “marked” from 
“common” conjunctions.

In addition to the ‘when’ and ‘until’ conjunctions, Maghribian Arabic 
has temporal conjunctions which allow speakers to express (and stress) 
anteriority, posteriority and simultaneity. Because of this, one could 
assume that the “marked” conjunctions in Berber are in fact calques on 
Maghribian Arabic usage. This is difficult to prove, as it is not at all evi-
dent that that Maghribian Arabic makes more use of these conjunctions 
than Berber.

Lexical influence of Arabic among the “common” temporal conjunc-
tions is relatively low. For the ‘when’ (past) conjunction, a number of east-
ern Berber dialect use a loan from Arabic:

Awdjila	 wenma (as well as unborrowed <mmog>)
Sokna	 lamma (as well as unborrowed mani)
Siwa	 fḥal (as well as unborrowed afǝnni and mak, L32)

For the ‘when’ (non-past) conjunction, only one possible loanword is 
found: southwestern Central Moroccan Berber (mainly Ntifa), mkan. If 
this is a loan, it could stem from Moroccan Arabic kan ‘if ’ (counterfactual). 
The semantic path from counterfactual to non-past ‘when’ is not evident, 
however, and it would be worthwhile considering a Berber-internal expla-
nation (probably featuring the element ku, which in some neighboring 
dialects can also be used for non-past ‘when’, e.g. Ayt Hasan, Ennaji 1985). 
The other “common” temporal conjunction, ‘until’ is normally expressed 
by the Berber preposition ar ~ al, sometimes followed by another particle. 
Arabic loans are found occasionally:

Beni Salah	 ḥǝttsa (Laoust 1912)
Senhadja	 ḥta, ḥǝtta (Lafkioui 2007:229, also as a variant in western Tarifiyt)
Ghomara	 ḥǝtta (Mourigh fc.)

Sometimes a blend of Berber and Arabic is found, as in the western Tari-
fiyt variant ḥtařmi, which is composed of Arabic ḥta ‘until’, Berber al ‘until’ 
and Berber mi ‘when’ (Lafkioui 2007:229).

In a few cases, the historical background of the conjunction cannot be 
identified, as in the Lesser Kabyle (Aokas) variant nɛilma (unidentified  
nɛi + (a)l + ma) and El-Fogaha lǝ́l. Otherwise, the ‘until’ conjunctions have 
a Berber background.
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Among the “marked” temporal conjunctions, loans from Arabic are 
frequently found. Most languages that have a conjunction ‘before’16  
use the loan qbǝl (or a variant). Similarly, ‘after’ is often expressed by  
Arabic bǝɛd.

Simultaneity presents different facts. In quite a number of Berber vari-
eties, there is a dedicated Berber marker of simultaneity or durativity, 
mostly based on ar ~ al (probably not related to the ‘until’ preposition/
conjunction) or ku. In these varieties, one can consider this a “common” 
rather than a “marked” conjunction. In other varieties, no simultaneity 
marker is attested. Only a few varieties have a loan from Arabic:

Iznasen:	 binǝmma (also maḥǝdd of unclear origin)
Mzab:	 madam (< Arabic madam ‘still’)

In some Moroccan varieties (Tarifiyt, Zayan), a conjunction maḥǝdd, 
maḥǝnd is attested, which looks Arabic because of the consonant ḥ, but 
which does not seem to have a basis in this language. Its origin remains 
therefore unclear.

While in temporal subordination Arabic lexical influence is mainly 
restricted to “marked” conjunctions, much more is found with condition-
als, especially counterfactuals:

Ghomara	 ka
Senhadja	 luk	 (< Arabic lukan)
Iznasen	 lukan, maɛlǝk (< Arabic ma ɛli-k ‘don’t mind’) (also unborrowed mǝlli)
Figuig	 aɛlak (< Arabic ma ɛli-k ‘don’t mind’) (also unborrowed ammi, amǝlli)
Kabyle	 lukan (also unborrowed lǝmmǝr)
Nefusa	 lukan
Awdjila	 lukan (also unborrowed amur)
Sokna	 kan (also used as a hypothetical conjunction)
Ouargla	 matta17 (also used as a hypothetical conjunction, see 11.2.1)

Among factual conditionals, the following Arabic loans are attested:

Figuig	 mta, mǝtta
Ghadames	 ilam, lam (also unborrowed nkud, see 11.2.1)
Nefusa	 li, lyakana, kan, kana
El-Fogaha	 kan

16 Alternative expressions do not have a genuine conjunction, it seems. Thus Tashelhiyt 
ur ta (Aspinion 1953) means simply ‘not yet’; sentences like ‘before he came, he washed his 
hands’ should be understood as ‘he had not yet come and washed his hands’.

17 Possibly this is not a loan from Arabic, but composed of the Berber marker ma fol-
lowed by the pronoun ntta ‘he’.
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Sokna	 kan (also used as a counterfactual conjunction)
Mzab	 batta, awkan, awakan
Ouargla	 matta (also used as a counterfactual conjunction, see 11.2.1)

As shown above, there is no reason to assume that the Berber system 
of conditionals has undergone much restructuring. Therefore we have 
to do with simple insertion of a lexical element. This is also shown by 
the aspectual implications of the counterfactual. As mentioned above, in 
most Kabyle varieties and in Middle Atlas Berber, the counterfactual con-
junction (ləm)mər is followed by a Negative Perfective, as it historically 
incorporates the negative particle wər. Apparently, the link with wər was 
forgotten, and the Negative Perfective became one of the markers of the 
counterfactual; as a result, in many Kabyle varieties the borrowing lukan 
is also followed by a Negative Perfective, e.g.

lukan	 y-ǝlhi	 lḥal,	 y-ili	 ṛuḥ-ǝɣ
if	 3sm-be.good:npv	 situation,	 3sm-be:ao	 go:pv-1s
‘if the weather had been good (Negative Perfective), I would have gone’ [Kabyle, 
At Manguellat, Dallet 1982:452)

Purposive constructions are easily expressed without a conjunction by the 
use of the non-realized mode with the pre-verbal particle ad. Dedicated 
conjunctions often stem from a phrase ‘like that’ (similar to English so 
that), e.g. Figuig amm-ǝnn ad. In a number of cases, loans from Arabic 
appear in this context:

Ghomara	 baš
Senhadja	 baš
Iznasen	 baš (also ḥima of unclear origin)
Seghrushen	 baš (also native ttafa) (Bentolila 1981:315–316)
Djebel Bissa	 baš
Kabyle	� baš (also blended baš-akkǝn and native akkǝn, iwakkǝn, Chaker 

1983)
Lesser Kab.	 baš
Ouargla	 baš, abaš (also blended (a)baš-akk and native amm-akk)
Mzab	 baš, maš (also blended baš-akk, maš-akk)

A number of languages in Northern Morocco have a conjunction ḥima, 
ḥuma. In spite of its featuring a loan consonant (ḥ), there is no clear Ara-
bic counterpart to this, and its origin remains unclear.

Causality is mostly pragmatically inferred in actual texts. When overtly 
expressed, most varieties use a loan from Arabic, either based on ɛlaḥǝqqaš 
or on ɛlaxaṭǝr. Berber expressions are rare, but cf. Ayt Seghrushen ani (lit. 
‘where’ in variation with ɛlaḥǝqq and ɛlaxaṭǝr) and Tashelhiyt ašku (prob-
ably related to Middle Atlas ku ‘when’ or ‘while’).
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Summarizing, the lexical impact of Arabic on the subordinating con-
junctions of Berber is quite unbalanced. As might be expected, “marked” 
conjunctions often stem from Arabic, but Arabic influence is also found 
with “common” conjunctions. Arabic borrowings are rare among the ‘when’ 
conjunctions, and restricted to eastern Berber. They are much more com-
mon among conditionals, both counterfactuals and hypotheticals.





chapter twelve

Syntax: Relative Clauses

Arabic and Berber originally had highly different constructions for rela-
tive clause (RC) formation. This makes relative clause formation a central 
topic in studying the Arabic influence on the development of the Berber 
constructions. The many different questions involved in this issue will be 
studied here in more depth than was the case with other syntactic struc-
tures. I think this focus is defensible for two reasons. In the first place, 
there are few structures where Arabic and Berber were so different at the 
outset. In the second place, relative clause formation being highly change-
able in Berber, it allows us to define both processes of convergence and 
processes of divergence. Put otherwise, while the rest of this study auto-
matically focusses on convergence (which elements were taken over from 
Arabic), this subject can also be used to detect processes that go the other 
way round, i.e. where Berber has developed in the opposite direction of 
the Arabic system. This presents highly relevant evidence for the assess-
ment of the Arabic influence on northern Berber in general. Is there a 
general process of convergence, that one could call a Maghribian “Sprach-
bund” (Maas 2001, 2002), or do the different languages show individual 
directions of change, that only converge to a limited extent?

12.1 General Overview of the Systems

In Classical Arabic and in eastern Arabic varieties (e.g. Cairo, Woidich 
2006:199), the main characteristics of relative clause formation are as 
follows:

1. Obligatory resumptive pronominal reference in verbal RCs. With sub-
ject relatives, this reference is automatic, as the subject markers consti-
tute an integral part of the verb; in other relative constructions, reference 
is made by means of bound pronouns.
2. Different constructions for RCs with a definite head and RCs with an 
indefinite head. Definite RCs are linked to their head by means of a relative 
marker, which, in Classical Arabic, marks number and gender of the head 
noun; case is only marked in the dual, and follows the case of the head noun,  
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irrespective of the function of the head in the RC. In eastern Arabic variet-
ies, the relative pronoun is normally invariable. RCs with indefinite heads 
have no relative marker, and follow an asyndetic pattern.

The Maghribian Arabic constructions are similar:

1. Resumptive pronouns are obligatory in the RC when the head functions 
as a prepositional complement; if it functions as a direct object, resump-
tive pronouns are facultative (Brustad 2000). Subject marking is part of 
verb morphology, so subjects are always marked.
2. The difference between definite RCs and indefinite RCs as found in 
Classical Arabic is basically the same in Maghribian dialectal Arabic (for 
more details and exceptional constructions, see Maas 2011:248). With defi-
nite RCs the relative marker is invariable lli or (d)di.

The “classic” Berber structure, as found in Tashelhiyt, Tuareg and (to some 
extent) Kabyle, is quite different:

1. Many Berber languages have different constructions for RCs with a def-
inite head and RCs with an indefinite head. RCs with an indefinite head 
have a kind of paratactic construction, in which the RC is fully identical to 
a normal clause. This construction has been baptized “relatives adjointes” 
by Lionel Galand (2002a:332).
2. There is no pronominal reference in the RC. Subject relatives have a 
special inflection, the so-called participle, which originally marked gender 
and number of the head, but which in many languages has lost one of 
these distinctions or both (cf. Drouin 1996, Kossmann 2003a). 
3. Clitical pronominal elements precede the verb, instead of following it. 
In prepositional RCs, the remaining bare prepositions—i.e. prepositional 
phrases from which the (pro)nominal element has been extracted—are 
also put in pre-verbal position.
4. There is no dedicated relative marker. Head nouns of RCs are mostly 
marked by a deictic clitic; in many varieties, this is most frequently the 
anaphoric clitic (which could be considered a cataphoric in this con-
text); constructions with other deictic clitics are also possible, but less 
frequent. 

In many Berber varieties, RC structure has undergone major changes. In 
some cases this is most easily explained as an internally driven innovation. 
In other cases, Arabic influence has probably been a major inspiration. 
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The following types of change have made Berber structures more akin to 
(dialectal) Arabic structures:

1. In some languages, resumptive pronouns are used in RCs. This is mainly 
the case in prepositional relatives; object relatives with resumptive pro-
nouns are only found regularly in the most eastern varieties of Berber.
2. In a few varieties, “normal” inflection has supplanted the participial 
construction in subject relatives; this is quite rare in fact, and the main 
tendency in northern Berber is towards invariabily of the participle in gen-
der and number—which is opposite to what is found in dialectal Arabic.
3. In many Berber varieties, a dedicated relative marker has been intro-
duced. The historical background, as well as the syntactic status of these 
markers vary between varieties.

In the following, the different loci of (possibly contact-induced) change 
will be studied one by one; after this a more general overview of the types 
of change as found in the different Berber languages will be provided.

12.2 The Difference between Relative Constructions with 
Definite Heads and Those with an Indefinite Head

In Arabic, as well as in many Berber languages, relative constructions with 
definite heads are different from those with indefinite heads.1 In Arabic, 
indefinite-head RCs lack the relative marker. As relative clauses are other
wise identical to normal clauses in Arabic, this means that there is no 
overt difference between a relative clause and simple juxtaposition with-
out subordination. In many Berber varieties, a similar situation is found. 
While definite-head RCs have very different syntax from normal clauses, 
indefinite-head RCs are formally just like main clauses, coherence rather 
being expressed by intonation.

In Berber, this means that there is neither “participial” inflection with 
indefinite subject RCs, nor is there clitic fronting (except if for reasons 
unrelated to RC formation), and that there are always resumptive pro-
nouns. The following examples from Beni Iznasen Berber illustrate this 

1 In some languages at least, only specific indefinite heads have the paratactic construc-
tion, while general (any . . . that) have the same construction as definite-head RCs, cf. for 
Ayt Seghrushen Bentolila (1981:286).
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(bold font indicates the head of the RC and the pronominal reference to 
it within the RC):

Subject RC
nətta	 aḏ	 i-ḥuf	 ḏəgg	 idž	 n	 uwəssar	 [y-ətras	 ifunasən]
he	 ad	 3sm-fall:ao	 in	 one:m	 of	 ea:old	 [3sm-herd:ipv	 cows]
�‘and he met (accidentally) an old man that was herding cows’ [Bezzazi & Koss-
mann 1997:50]

Direct Object RC
�y-əẓṛa	 išt	 n	 tɛəžžažṯ	 [y-əḍfər=təṯ	 wənẓar	 ḏ	
uṣəmmiḍ]
�3sm-see:pv	 one:f	 of	 ea:dust.storm	 3sm-follow:pv=3sf:do	 ea:rain	 and	
ea:wind
�‘he saw a sand storm, which was followed by rain and wind (lit. whom followed 
rain and wind)’ [Bezzazi & Kossmann 1997:121]

Indirect Object RC
idž		  umušṣ̌	̣ [qqaṛ-ənn=as	 Məsɛuḏ]
one:m	 (of)	 ea:cat	 say:ipv-3pm=3s:io	PN
�‘a cat called Mesâoud (lit. a cat to whom they say Mesâoud)’ [Bezzazi & Koss-
mann 1997:68]

Prepositional RC
�ɣr-i	 idž	 n	 wəzɛuq	 [y-ətnay=əyyi	 xx-əs	 yidž	 n	
wəḥram]
�at-1s	 one:m	 of	 ea:-donkey.foal	 3sm-mount:ipv=1s:io	 on-3s	 one:m	 of	
ea:boy
�‘I have a donkey foal, on which a boy is riding all the time’ [Bezzazi & Kossmann 
1997:42]

Genitival RC
al	 mi	 ḥuf-ənt	 ḏəgg	 idž	 n	 ufəddan	 [ibawən	 nn-əs	 lqədd
until	 when	 fall:pv-3sf	in	 one:m	 of	 ea:field	 [beans	 of-3s	 size	 (of )
uɛəkkwaz	 n	 wəryaz	 n-sənt]
ea:stick	 of	 ea:man	 of-3sf]
�‘until they found a field whose bean(stake)s were the size of their husband’s stick’ 
[Bezzazi & Kossmann 1997:10]

Indefinite-head RCs of this type are attested in a large number of Ber-
ber languages, among others Tashelhiyt (e.g. Stumme 1899:96, Galand 
1988:219, Leguil 1992:78), Demnat (Sadiqi 1997:162), Tarifiyt (n.p.), Beni 
Iznasen (Kossmann 2000a:156ff.), Figuig (Kossmann 1997:316), Djebel 
Bissa (Reesink 1979:375), Chaouia-Ain Beida (Reesink 1979:369ff.), Ouargla 
(Reesink 1979:363), Douiret (Reesink 1979:367), Djebel Nefusa (cf. Begui-
not 21942:136), Ghadames (Kossmann fc.-d), and apparently also in Lesser 
Kabylia (Rabhi 1994:160; both examples have an indefinite head). 
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One has to be careful in distinguishing languages where the use of 
the paratactic construction is obligatory with indefinite-head RCs, such 
as Beni Iznasen cited above, from those where it is optional (or maybe 
rather: where its use is not only determined by the indefiniteness of the 
head). Thus, for example, in Tashelhiyt one may find phrases such as the 
following, in which an indefinite head is followed by a subordinating con-
struction, in the same way as a definite head (cf. also Galand 2010:174):

i-ḍuwwṛ=as	 ufrag	 bahra	 i-mmnɛa-n
3sm-surround:pv=3s:io	 ea:fence	 very	 ptc:s-be.strong:pv-ptc:s
‘(and found) that an impenetrable fence surrounded it’ [Stroomer 2003:134]

i-ṣṛf=d	 yan	 uḥuli	 i-fulki-n	
3sm-send:pv=vent	 one:m	 ea:ram	 ptc:s-be.beautiful:pv-ptc:s
‘he sent a nice ram’ [Stroomer 2003:142]

Similarly, all Chaouia Ayt Frah examples of paratactic RCs provided by 
Penchoen (1973a:94–5) have an indefinite head, however the inverse is 
not true: there are examples of indefinite-head RCs with the participial 
construction.

In some regions, indefinite-head RCs have the same structure as other 
RCs. This has been reported for Zemmour (Middle Atlas) by Leguil 
(1992:78), and may also be the case in other Central Moroccan varieties. It 
is probably also true for Greater Kabylia, in view of the general silence on 
this subject in the abundant sources, cf. also phrases such as the following 
which show a participial construction after an indefinite head:

d	 tamɣart	 i-kṛh-n	 tislit
pred	 el:mother.in.law	 ptc-hate:pv-ptc	 el-bride
�‘it’s a mother-in-law, who hates the daughter-in-law’ [At Iraten; Chaker 1983:401]

Paratactic indefinite-head constructions are not entirely absent in Kabyle, 
however, e.g.

ṯamɛayṯ	 ɣəf	 yiwən	 wəmɣaṛ	 y-ənṭəḍ	 f	 ṯəḇlaṭ
el:story	 on	 one:m	 ea:old.man	 3sm-be.stuck:pv	 on	 ea:tile
‘the story of an old man who got stuck on the tiles’ [At Abbas, Allain 1976:47]

The paratactic construction is entirely absent in Tuareg.2
This leads us to the question of the historical background of the con-

structions. Galand (2002a:332), without making historical claims, suggests 

2 Note that Tuareg constructions with the relativizer (a)s—not relating to the definite-
ness of the head—all have clitic fronting, and therefore cannot be considered paratactic 
in the Northern Berber sense (Kossmann 2011a:161–163).
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that it is a general feature of Berber;3 however, as we saw above, it is 
absent from some of the major Berber-speaking areas. One also remarks 
that the Berber indefinite-head RC construction is very similar to Maghrib-
ian Arabic, where it constitutes a feature cognate with Classical and east-
ern Arabic.

I propose the following scenario explaining this similarity. Following 
Galand (2002a), one may consider the paratactic construction an old fea-
ture in Berber, which, just like similar French structures (Galand 2002a 
cites il a un chapeau tu ne trouverais pas un pareil !), used to be on the bor-
der between juxtaposition and subordination. It would have constituted 
a variant structure rather than a structure with a clear syntactic distribu-
tion—similar to the situation found nowadays in Tashelhiyt. However, 
the specialization of the Berber paratactic RC into the only way of mak-
ing an indefinite-head RC, i.e. in becoming a marker of the indefinite RC, 
rather than a corrolary of it, would be due to Arabic influence.

This analysis explains the similarity between the Berber and the Ara-
bic constructions. Moreover, it explains why in Berber definiteness would 
be obligatorily marked with RC heads, while with nouns (in)definiteness 
is not obligatorily marked, and otherwise does not play a major role in 
syntax. This did not evolve because of some internal functional needs, 
but simply as a calque on the construction in Arabic, a language in which 
definiteness is obligatorily expressed.

12.3 The Use of Resumptive Pronouns in Non-Paratactic RCs

Resumptive pronouns are obligatory in the paratactic RC-construction 
described above. In the other relative construction, which is either the 
general RC construction (e.g. Zemmour), or the construction used with 
definite heads, resumptive pronouns are not allowed,4 e.g. Figuig:

Subject
twašunt	 [y-iwy-ən	 argaz]	
girl	 ptc-bring:pv-ptc	 el:man
‘the girl that married the man’ [Kossmann 1997:160]

3 According to Galand (2010:173), this type of construction has been “généralement 
ignorée par les grammaires, sauf par Bentolila . . .”. This is not true for some grammars 
which deal with eastern Moroccan varieties, e.g. Kossmann 1997:315–316, Kossmann 
2000a:156.

4 Relativization of indirect objects (‘to whom’) and of genitival complements (‘whose’) 
pose difficulties in many Berber languages, and different solutions appear according to the 
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Direct Object
nnwi	 [dd=y-iwəy	 uməẓẓyan]
kernels	 vent=3sm-bring:pv	 ea:small
‘the kernels that the child has brought’ [Kossmann 1997:318]

Prepositional Phrase
argaz	 [xəf	 didd=t-əssiwl-əd]
el:man	 on	 1s:io=2-speak:pv-2s
‘the man about whom you spoke to me’ [Kossmann 1997:318]

In this relative construction, the only element with a kind of pronominal 
reference to the head is the participial form used with subject relatives. 
This is fully inflected for gender and number in Zenaga, Tuareg, Ghadames 
and in Medieval Tashelhiyt (Kossmann 2003a), but most modern North-
ern Berber varieties have more restricted systems. In modern Tashel-
hiyt, as well as in most Central Moroccan varieties (cf. Laoust 31939:70), 
there exists an opposition between singular and plural participles, but no  
gender distinction is made, e.g. Zemmour:

wa	 i-mmuṯ-ən,	 ṯa	 i-mmuṯ-ən
dem:sm	 ptc:s-die:pv-ptc:s,	 dem:sf	 ptc:s-die:pv-ptc:s
‘he that died’, ‘she that died’ [Laoust 31939:70]

wi	 mmuṯ-nin,	 ṯi	 mmuṯ-nin
dem:pm	 die:pv-ptc:p,	 dem:pf	 die:pv-ptc:p
‘they (m) that died’, ‘they (f) that died’ [Laoust 31939:70]

In other Northern Berber varieties, the participle is insensitive to gender 
and number of the head (Chaker 1983:383; this has been called anti-
agreement by Ouhalla 1993), e.g. Ayt Alaham (Zenatic block, eastern 
Middle Atlas):

s:m	 u-nn	 y-ušr-ən	 dem:sm-anp	 ptc-steal:pv-ptc
s:f	 ṯ-ənn	 y-ušr-ən	 dem:sf-anp	 ptc-steal:pv-ptc
p:m	 i-nn	 y-ušr-ən	 dem:pm-anp	 ptc-steal:pv-ptc
p:f	 ṯi-nn	 y-ušr-ən	 dem:pf-anp	 ptc-steal:pv-ptc
‘he / she / they (m) / they (f) that stole’ [Roux 1935:71]

This is the case in the Zenatic eastern Middle Atlas varieties, including 
Ayt Seghrushen (Roux 1935:70), in the northern and eastern Moroccan 
varieties (Tarifiyt, Beni Iznasen, Senhadja, Ghomara, Figuig), as well as  

variety. As these solutions all constitute clearly internal developments of Berber, and have 
no relationship with Arabic, they will not be treated here.
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in northern Algerian varieties (Djebel Bissa, Greater and Lesser Kabylia, 
Chaouia Ayt Frah, Penchoen 1973a:87) and Awdjila in Libya.

In a few varieties, a new distinction has been introduced. By analogy 
with the normal conjugation, where -ən marks 3pm and -ənt marks 3pf, 
a special pf form of the participle, -ənt, has been introduced in Iche (Sud 
oranais, Kossmann 2010b), in Ouargla (Delheure 1989c:59), as well as in 
Beni Iznasen and some Tarifiyt dialects, where it constitutes a free variant 
(Kossmann 2000a:59; Lafkioui 2007:165). In such varieties, one finds there-
fore -ən ‘participle sm, pm, sf’ as opposed to -ənt ‘participle pf’.

Summarizing, the main Berber varieties of Morocco and Algeria (as well 
as Ghadames) have a system of (definite) RCs, in which non-subject rela-
tives have no pronominal reference to the head, and, except for southern 
and central Morocco, no pronominal reference in subject relatives either. 
The historical development of the so-called participle is the inverse of a 
calque on the Arabic construction: instead of more pronominal reference, 
one gets less.

The situation is quite different Ghomara and in a number of oriental 
varieties of Berber, which have one or more of the following features:

1. �Resumptive pronouns are used in cases where the head is extracted 
from a prepositional phrase

2. Resumptive pronouns are used in object-relatives.
3. �The participle (i.e. subject-relative form of the verb) is lost, and a fully 

inflected verb is used instead

The varieties where these features are found will be treated one by one.

Ghomara
Mourigh (fc.) shows that Ghomara5 has pronominal reference in relative 
clauses where the head functions as the indirect and prepositional object 
of the clause. In subject relatives, the ancient participial construction is 
preserved, while direct object relatives do not have pronominal reference. 
Examples (RC heads and pronominal reference to the head within the RC 
are marked in bold font):

5 The discussion here only concerns RCs with verbs inflected according to Berber mor-
phology. On RCs with verbs infected according to Arabic patterns, see Mourigh (fc.).
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Subject relatives:
ǝlkwaṣǝt=ihǝn	 a	 y-tḍǝwwar-ǝn	 hamḵa
tapes=prox:p	 rel	 ptc-go.around:ipv-ptc	 like.this
‘the tapes that go around like this’ [Mourigh fc.]

Direct object relatives:
šškaṛa	 a	 y-uḵǝr	 aεǝyyal=aḏ	
bag	 rel	 3sm-steal:pv	 el:boy=prox:s
‘the bag that this boy stole’ [Mourigh fc.]

Indirect object relatives:
argaz	 a	 (a)s=nna-x	 lkǝlma=yahǝn,	 i-dda	 fḥal-u
el:man	 rel	 3s:io=say:pv-1s	 word=prox:s	 3sm-go:pv	 away-3sm:ara
‘the man to whom I said something went away’ [Mourigh fc.]

Prepositional relatives:
sstilu	 a	 y-ǝttara	 iḏ-ǝs
pen	 rel	 3sm-write:ipv	 with-3s
‘the pen he writes with’ [Mourigh fc.]

With the exception of the subject relatives, this structuring reflects local 
Moroccan Arabic patterns, where direct object reference is not necessary, 
while resumptive pronouns are obligatory in prepositional relatives.

Siwa
Leguil (1986:100ff.; also Souag 2010:256), shows that in Siwa, all relative 
clauses have pronominal reference to the head. However, he signals that 
in Laoust’s texts (1932), dating from about 50 years earlier, object rela-
tives did not yet have resumptive pronouns. There is no participial form; 
instead the normal conjugation is used. Examples (RC heads and pronom-
inal reference to the head within the RC are marked in bold font):

Subject relatives:
nəttatət	 talti	 tən	 t-usəd	
she	 woman	 rel:sf	 3sf-come:pv
‘she is the woman that came’ [Laoust 1932:119]

nəčni	 təltawin	 wən	 n-əẓṭa	 irdən	
we	 women	 rel:sm/p	 1p-grind:pv	 grain
‘we are the women that (we) have ground the grain’ [Leguil 1986:110]

Direct object relatives:
txuṣət	 tən	 t-uš=asən=tət,	 i-sədwəl-ən=as=tət
knife	 rel:sf	 3sf-give:pv=3p:io=3sf:do	 3p-make.return:pv-3p=3s:io=3sf:do
�‘the knife that she had given (it) to them, they have given it back to him’ [Leguil 
1986:111]
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Indirect object relatives:
wən	 y-uɣ=asən	 tɣətt	 ta-t-ok6	
rel:sm/p	 3sm-give:pv=3p:io	 goat	 dem:sf-dem:sf-2sm:addr	
l	 i-dwəl-ən
neg	 3p-return:pv-3p
�‘those to whom he has given (them) the goat have not returned’ [Leguil 
1986:112]

Prepositional relatives:
gardil	 wən	 i-ḥaṭṭ-ən	 əgd-əs	 aman	 y-ənfraq=a
pitcher	 rel:sm/p	 3p-put:pv-3p	 in-3s	 water	 3sm-be.torn=result
‘the pitcher in which they had put water had a leak’ [Leguil 1986:112]

Awdjila
In Awdjila, the participle is still used as an invariable form in -n. From 
the texts it appears that a non-participial construction is also possible. 
In object relatives, constructions with and without resumptive pronouns 
occur. The few unambiguous examples of prepositional relatives have 
resumptive pronouns. Examples:

Subject relative with participle:
təmígni	 ta	 ušá-n-d=a	 ṣǝ́bǝṭ	 d	 wə́rtna
woman	 rel:sf	 come-ptc-come=result	 yesterday	 pred	 sister
‘the woman that has come yesterday is my sister’ [Paradisi 1960a:162]

Subject relative without participle:
wa	 y-əfki=dík=a	 lɛálla	 a	 y-əfki=dík	 iwínan
rel:sm	 3sm-give:pv=1s:io=result	 lot	 ad	 3sm-give:ao=1s:io	 one:m
‘who has given me a lot, will give me one single’ [Paradisi 1960b:81/V-7]

Direct object relative without resumptive pronoun
amə́dən	 wa	 ššin-ḫ=a	 ṣǝbǝṭ	 ɣár-əs	 lúda
person	 rel:sm	 know-1s=result	 yesterday	 at-3s	 poverty
‘the man that I have learned to know yesterday is poor’ [Paradisi 1960a:162.]

u	 šummá-n	 ksúm	 wa	 y-ərfíɛ=a	
rel:sm	 cook:pv-ptc	 meat	 rel:sm	 3sm-carry=result
‘the one that cooked the meat that he had carried’ [Paradisi 1960b:79/II-4]

Direct object relative with resumptive pronoun:
u	 baɛadén	 y-ərfə́ɛ	 əlmizán	 n-əs	 wa	 y-əḥməl=t=íya
�and	 afterwards	 3sm-carry:pv	 scales	 of-3s	 rel:sm	 3sm-carry=3sm: 
do=result
�‘and then he took the scales that he had carried (it)’ [Paradisi 1960b:80/ 
III-13.]

6 tatuk in the original; corrected following Souag (2010:255).
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Prepositional relative:
w	 i-n=ís	 y	 əttážər	 wa	 y-uɣá=ya	 s-ɣár-əs	 aẓíṭ
�and	 3sm-say:pv=3s:io	 to	 merchant	 rel:ms	 3sm-take=result	 from-at-3s	
donkey
�‘and he said to the merchant from whom he had taken the donkey’ [Paradisi 
1960b:82/VII-5]

Sokna
Materials on Sokna are very limited, and some of the relevant sentences 
are difficult to interpret. They provide instances of the participial con-
struction, and of object relatives with resumptive pronouns:

ə́lli	 ayi=t=t-uɣí-m,	 báhi
rel	 1s:io=3sm:do=2-take:pv-2pm	 o.k.
‘the one that you brought me (him), is all right’ [Sarnelli 1924–25:32/II-10]

y-ənn=ás	 əllí	 y-ənn=ít	 dgi-s
3sm-say:pv=3s:io	 rel	 3sm-say:pv=3sm:do	 on-3s	
‘he told him what he had said (it) about him’ [Sarnelli 1924–25:34/IV-2]

Note that in the two preceding examples, the first one has clitic fronting, 
while the second does not. The following example has a participial con-
struction with an indefinite head:

�əssə́n	 imarríwǝn	 ə́nɣa-n	 iǧǧən	 n	 əmmar,	 suggar-ə́n=tən	 iy	
ələ́ḥbəs
�two:m	 men	 kill:ptc-3pm	 one:m	 of	 man	 lead:ipv-ptc=3pm:do	to	
prison
�‘two men who had killed a man who had (wanted to) bring them to prison’ [Sar-
nelli 1924–25:31/I-4]

El-Fogaha
In El-Fogaha, the participle does not exist. Instead, fully conjugated forms 
are used in subject relatives. In prepositional relatives resumptive pro-
nouns are used.

Subject:
aɣ	 šíra	 ə́lli	 i-mátar
take:ao:ipt:s	 thing	 rel	 3sm-be.beautiful:pv
‘take a beautiful thing’ [Paradisi 1963:95/V-26]

ə́lli	 y-us=ə́d	 s-ɣúr-sən	 a	 t-ənn=ás	
rel	 3sm-come=vent	 from-at-3pm	 ad	 3sf-say:ft=3s:io
‘and to whoever would come from there she would say’ [Paradisi 1963:95/V-15]

d	 y-uɣá	 íggət	 t-ayə́ṭ	 nk	 t-mátar
and	 3sm-take:pv	 one:f	 f-other	 neg	 3sf-be.beautiful:pv
‘and he took another woman that was not beautiful’ [Paradisi 1963:94/III-4]
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Preposition (only examples with non-verbal sentence)
t-əqqím	 tməṭṭúṭ	 əllí	 ɣúr-əs	 šárəṭ	 n	 amárən
3sf-stay:pv	 woman	 rel	 at-3s	 three:m	 of	 men	
�‘the woman that had (lit. to whom there were) three husbands remained . . . ’ 
[Paradisi 1963:95/V-32]

əlli	 a	 y-ús=ǝd	 idammǝ́n	 n-əs	 am	 idámmən	 n	 məẓẓáy
rel	 ad	 3sm-come:ft=vent	 blood	 of-3s	 like	 blood	 of	 child
�‘the one whose blood is like the blood of the child (is his father)’ [Paradisi 
1963:95/V-35]

Djebel Nefusa
In Djebel Nefusa of Fassato, subject-relatives with the participle only occur 
when the subject is an interrogative pronoun (Beguinot 21942:63),7 e.g.

mammó	 t=y-ǝmlú-n
who	 3sm:do=ptc-say:pv-ptc
‘who said it?’ [Beguinot 21942:63]

Otherwise, subject relatives have normal inflection, e.g.

in	 atərrás=íha	 ə́lli	 tt=y-əssalí	 s	 əlbír
to	 man=anp	 rel	 3sf:do=3sm-make.go.up:pv	 from	 well
‘to the man that had made him exit the well’ [Beguinot 21942:174]

nit	 ə́lli	 y-əwwí	 arəzg	 ǝ́nn-wən
he	 rel	 3sm-take	 riches	 of-2pm
‘he is it that took your riches’ [Beguinot 21942:181]

Object relatives have no resumptive pronouns, e.g.

əṣṣíd=íha	 ə́lli	 ssalí-ɣ
lion=anp	 rel	 make.go.up:pv-1s
‘the lion that I made exit (the well)’ [Beguinot 21942:174]

ləktáb	 ə́lli	 di=t-əfkí-d	 i-ráḥ	 sí-yəd
book	 rel	 1s:io=2-give:pv-2s	 3sm-go:pv	 from-1s
‘I have lost the book that you gave me’ [Beguinot 21942:151]

Prepositional relatives always have resumptive pronouns:

ad	 as=n-ǝ́g	 ḥáža	 ə́lli	 a	 y-əɛmá	 si-s
ad	 3s:io=1p-do:ao	 thing	 rel	 ad	 3sm-become.blind:ao	 from-3s
�‘we shall make something from which he will become blind’ [Beguinot 21942:171]

ə́hwa	 in	 əlɣə́ltət	 ə́lli	 ttəɛawə́m-nət	 di-s	
descend:ao:ipt:s	 to	 pond	 rel	 swim:ipv-3pf	 in-3s
‘go down into the pond in which they swim’ [Beguinot 21942:166]

7 The same is the case in the Tunisian dialect of Tamezrett (Paesano 2000:72).
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Tunisia
In Douiret, as decribed by Reesink (1979:364ff.), the participle does not 
exist. Instead fully inflected forms are used. Object relative clauses have 
resumptive pronouns when no other clitic elements are present in the 
verb; otherwise they are absent (Reesink 1979:366); in prepositional rela-
tives resumptive pronouns are obligatory. Examples:

Subject:
iḍnaṭ	 rədm-ən	 taməṭṭut	 i	 t-əmmət
yesterday	 bury:pv-3pm	 woman	 rel	 3sf-die:pv
‘yesterday they buried the woman that had died’ [Reesink 1979:364]

Direct Object:
aɣṛum	 i	 t=ɣəzz-a
bread	 rel	 3sm:do=eat:pv-1s
‘the bread that I ate (it)’ [Reesink 1979:366]

lyagmi	 i	 dd=əswi-ɣ	 y-əḥlaw
palm.milk	 rel	 vent=drink:pv-1s	 3sm-be.good:pv
‘the palm milk which I drank was good’ [Reesink 1979:366]

Preposition:
aɣyul	 i	 rəkb-əɣ	 fəlla-s
donkey	 rel	 mount:pv-1s	 on-3s
‘the donkey that I rode on (it)’ [Reesink 1979:366]

tamurt	 i	 t-lul-əd	 dy-əss
country	 rel	 2-be.born:pv-2s	 in-3s
‘the country you were born in’ [Reesink 1979:366]

The situation is less clear in other Tunisian dialects, for which our docu-
mentation is less abundant. Subject relatives have normally inflected 
forms:

Subject:
way	 argaz	 ǝlli	 y-ǝskǝr
dem:sm	 man	 rel	 3sm-do:pv	
‘here is the man who has done . . .’ [Sened; Provotelle 1911:53]

áryaz	 ǝlli	 y-ǝkkǝ́r
man	 rel	 3sm-rise:pv	
‘the man that has risen’ [Tamezret; http://atmazret.com/]

The few examples with Direct Object relatives have a resumptive pronoun 
in Sened, but lack it in Tamezret:

Direct Object:
aɣi	 ǝlli	 swi-ɣ=t	 asǝnnaṭ
milk	 rel	 drink:pv-1s=3sm:do	 yesterday	
‘the milk I drank yesterday’ [Sened; Provotelle 1911:53]
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ǝ́lkurḏ	 ǝlli	 ṯ-qám-ǝḏ
stone	 rel	 2-take.up:pv-2s
�‘the stone that you have taken up’ [Tamezret; http://atmazret.com/, typo 
corrected]

Prepositional relatives (not attested in Sened) have resumptive 
pronouns:

ǝ́rqǝb	 ámkan	 ǝlli	 i	 y-ǝqqím	 ḏi-s
look:ao:ipt:s	 place	 rel	 ?	 3sm-stay:pv	 in-3s	
‘look at the place where he sits’ [Tamezret; http://atmazret.com/]

Ouargla and Mzab
In Ouargla and Mzab, resumptive pronouns are found when the head of 
the RC is extracted from a prepositional phrase or an indirect object phrase 
(Reesink 1979:358ff.). Otherwise, Ouargla follows the normal Moroccan-
Algerian model, with participial forms in subject-relatives and absence of 
pronominal reference in object relatives. Examples:

Subject:
argaz	 i	 ul	 xəddəm-ən
el:man	 rel	 neg	 work:ipv-ptc
‘the man who will not work’ [Ouargla; Reesink 1979:358]

əggw-aman	 n	 təmdint	 i	 ḥəkkəm-ən	 di-s
that.of:m-water	 of	 ea:town	 rel	 command:ipv-ptc	 in-3s
‘the European of the town who commands over it’ [Mzab; Delheure 1986:23]

Direct Object:
lḥiyat	 i	 ttəgg-ən	 day	 Wargrən
things	 rel	 do:ipv	 in	 Ouargla
‘the things they do in Ouargla’ [Ouargla; Reesink 1979:359]

a-n	 i	 y-ənna	 ṛəbbi
dem-dist	 rel	 3sm-say:pv	L ord
‘that what the Lord has said’ [Mzab; Delheure 1986:19]

Indirect Object:
argaz	 (i)	 as=uši-ɣ
el:man	 (rel)	 3s:io=give:pv-1s
‘the man to whom I have given’ [Ouargla; Reesink 1979:358]

Prepositional Phrase:
aman	 i	 n-ətqaṣa	 fəlla-sən
water	 rel	 1p-toil:ipv	 on-3pm
‘the water on which we have toiled’ [Ouargla; Reesink 1979:359]
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i-xəddəm	 id-šṛa	 i	 nha-n	 ɣəf-sən	 imsəlmən
3sm-work:ipv	 p-thing	 rel	 advise:pv-3pm	 on-3pm	 muslims
�‘he does the things that Muslims have advised against’ [Mzab; Delheure 1986:38]

The situation in the above varieties is summarized in the following table 
(cf. Reesink 1979: 380):

Resumptive pronouns in eastern Berber varieties

Subject Direct Object PP

Siwa + + +
Awdjila - (PTC) +/- +
Sokna - (PTC) + ?
El-Fogaha + ? +
Djebel Nefusa + - +
Douiret + +/- +
Ouargla/Mzab - (PTC) - +

12.4 The Use of Special Elements Introducing RCs

Most Berber languages allow for RC constructions which have no dedi-
cated marker that links the RC to the head, cf. the Figuig examples in 
the beginning of section 12.3. In some languages, the construction without 
relator constitutes the only possible structure. This is, amongst others, the 
case in Chaouia Ayt Frah (Penchoen 1973a:87ff.) and Figuig. In Ghadames, 
relative marking is not allowed in subject and direct object relatives, but 
obligatory with prepositional relatives.

In a large number of languages, dedicated RC markers appear. There 
are three types:

1. The use of a pronominal element as a RC marker
2. �The specialisation of one specific deictic clitic to the head for only sig-

nalling the following RC
3. �The extension of interrogative markers to RC contexts.
4. �The introduction of a new dedicated relative marker through gram-

maticalization or otherwise
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12.4.1 Pronominal Elements as RC Markers

The use of pronominal8 elements that come in between the head and the 
RC is a well-known feature in Tuareg (Galand 1974). To a lesser degree, it is 
also found in Northern Berber languages. In Tuareg there are different pro-
nominal elements according to the definiteness of the head (“supports de 
détermination” in Galand’s terminology; Kossmann 2011a calls them Pre-
Modifyer-Pronominal Heads). Most northern Berber varieties have only 
a single element, mostly i. Only Siwa and Awdjila have gender/number  
marking in the relative element.

In these varieties, the pronoun is either similar to, or identical with 
certain neutral pronominal forms which are used when the head consists 
exclusively of the pronoun, e.g. in cleft structures.

Whatever the exact syntactic analysis of these elements—a major issue 
of debate in Berber linguistics (cf. among others Galand 2010:176), but 
irrelevant to the issues at stake in this study—their presence in relative 
constructions is well-attested in many Northern Berber languages. Note 
that the discussion below only concerns cases where the relative-signal-
ling element is not the (only) head9 of the relative clause. Therefore, cleft 
sentences are left out of consideration, as in virtually all Berber varieties10 
they have the structure:

(it is) NP PRONOUN [RELATIVE CLAUSE]

d	 nətta	 ay	 daxdd=i-nna-n
pred	 he	 dem	 1p:io=ptc-say:pv-ptc
‘it is he who told us’ [Figuig; Kossmann 1997:320]

This sentence could be paraphrased as ‘it is he, the one that told us’, in 
which ay is the only head of the following relative clause.

In the following the glossing “rel” has been used as a matter of conve-
nience; it does not imply that the element should be considered a “relative 
pronoun” in the strict sense of the word—rather it should be interpreted 
as “a pronominal element, which is commonly occurring between the 
(semantic) head of the relative clause, and the relative clause itself ”.  

 8 Whether in all adduced cases the elements are really pronominal in a synchronic 
sense is questionable. In any case, their origin seems to lie in pronominal elements.

 9 The theoretical question whether in constructions with a noun and a pronoun the 
pronominal element should be considered the “real” head, which would be in a kind of 
apposition to the noun or pronoun preceding it, need not concern us here.

10 Ghadames and Siwa are exceptions (Kossmann fc.-d; Souag 2010:457ff.).
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For similar practical reasons, the pronominal element that introduces a 
cleft sentence will be glossed “foc”.

In Kabyle there exists considerable variation as to the possibilities of 
pronominal RC linking. In many varieties, the element i is possible or 
even obligatory in non-subject relatives. Note that the same element is 
used in cleft constructions, where is constitutes the (only) head of the RC. 
This is the case in a number of central and central-eastern Kabyle dialects 
(a.o. At Manguellat, Reesink 1979:322ff.),11 cf. the following examples from 
the dialect of At Abbas:

atan	 irḏən=agi	 i	 ṯ-fəşşər-ḍ	 (use of i)
look	 grain=prox	 rel	 2s-spread.out:ipv-2s
‘see, the grain that you are spreading out’ [At Abbas; Allain 1976:7]

səksu=yagi	 ṯ-fəttəl-ḍ	 akk-a	 (no use of i)
couscous=prox	 2s-roll:ipv-2s	 thus-prox
‘the couscous that you are rolling this way’ [At Abbas; Allain 1976:7]

With prepositional phrases, mostly a construction is used in which i fol-
lows the clause-initial bare preposition:

ayən	 g	 i	 ṯ-əlli-ḍ	 aḏ	 ili-ɣ
dem	 in	 rel	 2-be:pv-2s	 ad	 be:ao-1s
�‘that (situation) in which you are, I will be (in it, too)’ [At Abbas; Allain 1976:83]

lwəqṯ	 g	 i	 qəddm-ən	 aḏ	 čč-ən	
time	 in	 rel	 approach:pv-3pm	 ad	 eat:ao-3pm
�‘when (lit. the moment in which) they approached in order to eat’ [At Abbas; 
Allain 1976:77]

In At Manguellat Kabyle, a similar distribution is found, but three types 
of prepositional relatives are distinguished, one like the At Abbas type 
(PREPOSITION i VERB), one without i, (PREPOSITION VERB), and one 
with i both preceding and following the preposition (i PREPOSITION i 
VERB):12

	 axxam	 ḏḡ	 ṯ-lul	
	 el:house	 in	 3sf-be.born:pv
=	 axxam	 i	 ḏəḡ	 ṯ-lul
	 el:house	 rel	 in	 3sf-be.born:pv

11 In Irjen (Basset & Picard 1948:319ff.), the use of pronominal RC linking seems to be 
absent.

12 This last type may also exist at At Abbas, cf. lwəqṯ i g i z=d=y-ənna ‘the time at which 
he told him’ (Allain 1976:59); however, as pre-verbal clitics are always preceded by an ele-
ment i (see below), the analysis of this phrase is not certain.
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=	 axxam	 i	 ḏəḡ	 i	 ṯ-lul
	 el:house	 rel	 in	 rel	 3sf-be.born:pv
	 ‘the house in which she was born’ [Reesink 1979:324]

With subject relatives, on the other hand, i is not used in Ayt Abbas and 
At Manguellat (Vincennes & Dallet 1960:94), e.g.

ṯ-əlla	 ḵra	 t	 tməllalṯ	 y-ənza-n	 s	 xəms	 məyya
3sf-be:pv	 some	 of	 ea:egg	 ptc-be.sold:pv-ptc	 with	 five	 hundred
‘is there an egg that would be sold for 500 franc?’ [At Abbas; Allain 1976:23]

When preverbal clitics appear in relative contexts, they are preceded by i 
(except in some specific environments). As this is also the case with sub-
ject relatives, it is difficult to decide whether this i constitutes a special 
instance of the relative element i, or whether it is part of the preverbal 
allomorph of the clitic elements.13 Examples:

	 win	 i	 d=i-ḥuǧ-n	 akk-ən
	 dem:sm	 rel	 vent=ptc-go.on.pilgrimage:pv-ptc	 thus-anp
or:	 win	 id=i-ḥuǧ-n	 akk-ən
	 dem:sm	 vent=ptc-go.on.pilgrimage:pv-ptc	 thus-anp
	� ‘the one who had gone to pilgrimage (and returned)’ [At Abbas; Allain 

1976:37]

	 ur	 y-ufi	 ḥədd	 i	 ṯ=i-qəḇl-ən
	 neg	 3sm-find:npv	 anybody	 rel	 3sm:do=ptc-accept:pv-ptc
or:	 ur	 y-ufi	 ḥədd	 iṯ=i-qəḇl-ən
	 neg	 3sm-find:npv	 anybody	 3sm:do=ptc-accept:pv-ptc
	 ‘he didn’t find anybody who accepted him’ [At Abbas; Allain 1976:69]

In other dialects of Greater Kabylia, i is also possible with subject rela-
tives, e.g. 

	 argaz	 i	 y-nɣa-n
	 el:man	 rel	 ptc-kill:pv-ptc	
=	 argaz	 y-nɣa-n
	 el:man	 ptc-kill:pv-ptc	
	 ‘the man that killed’ [At Iraten; Chaker 1983:384]

According to Laoust-Chantréaux (1957:68), in Ayt Hichem (Greater Kaby-
lia) the use of i in relative clauses (in whatever function) is far more fre-
quent than its absence, which is mainly found in formulaic speech. As 
she includes cleft constructions in her count, where the use of a relator 

13 In Kabyle dialects where i is also possible with subject relatives, this problem does 
not appear. In these dialects, one can simply state that the use of i is obligatory before 
clitics, but facultative in other contexts (Chaker 1983:404ff.).
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is obligatory in virtually all Berber languages, her figures may be skewed, 
however.

The use of i as a relative marker does not seem to extend to Lesser 
Kabylia (Rabhi 1994:156); however, according to Rabhi, the use of i before 
preverbal clitics also occurs in this part of Kabylia, e.g. 

tafunast	 idd=sɣi-ɣ
el:cow	 vent=buy:pv-1s
‘the cow I bought’ [Aokas; Rabhi 1994:156]

While the specific use of i in relative clauses with pre-verbal clitics is only 
found in Kabyle, relative clauses with i or a( y) are found in a large number of 
other Berber varieties, e.g. Chenoua, which, like Kabyle, seems to allow both 
relative clauses with and without i (identical to the cleft marker),14 e.g.

w-a	 əlli-ɣ	 ṯəţţ-əɣ
dem:sm-prox	 be:pv-1s	 eat:ipv-1s
‘the one I am eating’ [Laoust 1912:93]

iḏammən	 i	 ǧi-ɣ
blood	 rel	 let:pv-1s
‘the blood I have let’ [Laoust 1912:55]

h-ənni	 ig	 ǝlla-n	 žar	 n	 əţxubay
dem:sf-anp	 rel	 (ptc)-be:pv-ptc	 between	 of	 ea:jugs
‘the one that is between the jugs’ [Laoust 1912:85]

In Chaouia-Ain Beida (Reesink 1979:372), the relator a (identical to the cleft 
marker) is sometimes used in relatives; otherwise there is no relator or, 
more frequently, the grammaticalized form illan is found (see 12.4.4), e.g. 

argaz	 a	 d=y-usi-n	 yiḏ-i
el:man	 rel	 vent=ptc-come:pv-ptc	 with-1s
‘the man who has come with me’ [Reesink 1979:372]

�ləɛbad	 ukkwəl	 h-əɛžab=asən	 taksi	 a	 d=y-iwi	 si	
fransa
�people	 all	 3sf-please:pv=3pm:io	 car	 rel	 vent=3sm-bring:pv	 from	
France
‘everybody liked the car he had brought from France’ [Reesink 1979:372]

A similar situation is found in many Tarifiyt varieties, where subject and 
object relatives can be constructed either without a relator, or with i. In 

14 With prepositional relatives, interrogatives are used, see 12.4.3.
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Iqǝřɛiyǝn (Nador), i is facultative in subject relatives, but obligatory with 
other relative types, e.g.15

	 aryaz	 i	 d=y-usi-n	 iḍənnaṭ	
	 el:man	 rel	 vent=ptc-come:pv-ptc	 yesterday
=	 aryaz	 d=y-usi-n	 iḍənnaṭ
	 el:man	 vent=ptc-come:pv-ptc	 yesterday
	 ‘the man who has come yesterday’ [Q; K. Mourigh p.c.]

ttilifun	 i	 sɣi-ɣ	 iḍənnaṭ
telephone	 rel	 buy:pv-1s	 yesterday
‘the telephone I bought yesterday’ [Q; K. Mourigh p.c.]

missa	 i	 xəf	 ssās-əɣ	 řḥažṯ=a
table	 rel	 on	 put:pv-1s	 thing=prox
‘the table on which I put this thing’ [Q; K. Mourigh p.c.]

Similarly in Tarifiyt varieties more to the west, e.g.:

aḇriḏ=a	 i	 ḏ-əxs-əḏ	 a	 t-awi-ḏ	 šək
road=prox	 rel	 2-want:pv-2s	 ad	 2-bring:ao-2s	 you:m
‘this road you want to take’ [Ayt Wariaghel; El Ayoubi 2000:38]

In a number of varieties, constructions without a relator have become 
obsolete, and only constructions with i are found. This is the case, for 
example, in the Sud oranais dialect of Igli, where i is obligatory in all rela-
tive constructions. Interestingly, in this variety, the relative element i is 
synchronically different from the cleft element ay. Examples:

i-wət	 aɛəyyal=din	 i	 dak=i-ssəkn-ən	 tiddart	 ənn-əs
3sm-hit:pv	 el:child=anp	 rel	 2sm:io=ptc-show:pv-ptc	 house	 of-3s
�‘he has beaten that child who showed you his house’ [Kossmann 2010b:99, citing 
A. Basset]

x	 win	 i	 t-ǝlli-d	 t-ǝttru-d	
on	 dem:ms	 rel	 2-be:pv-2s	 2-cry:ipv-2s
�‘why (lit. on what is it that) are you crying?’ [Kossmann 2010b:99, citing  
A. Basset]

The same situation is found in Ghomara (relator a, Mourigh fc.) and in 
the northeastern varieties of Ayt Seghrushen (province of Taza), where i 
is the obligatory relative marker, while ay is the cleft marker (p.n.). The 
latter contrasts strongly with other Ayt Seghrushen varieties, such as that 

15 As the anaphoric clitic is nni, it is in many cases difficult to decide whether i is pres-
ent or not, however.
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described by Bentolila (1981), which do not use i as a relative marker  
at all. 

More to the east, i is obligatory in Douiret (Tunisia), e.g.

ašša	 sa	 n-ərdəm	 afrux	 i	 y-əmmət
tomorrow	 fut	 1p-bury:ao	 child	 rel	 3sm-die:pv
‘tomorrow we shall bury the child that died’ [Reesink 1979:364]

yundi	 i	 t=ḥəṣṣl-a
rat	 rel	 3sm:do=catch:pv-1s
‘the sand rat that I caught’ [Reesink 1979:366]

aɣyul	 i	 rəkb-əɣ	 fəlla-s
donkey	 rel	 mount:pv-1s	 on-3s
‘the donkey on which I ride’ [Reesink 1979:366]

In Ouargla and Mzab, the use of i (identical with the cleft marker) is also 
obligatory in all definite-head relatives (see Reesink 1979:358ff.). An inter-
esting feature of these two varieties is that the participle has lost its initial i.  
It is possible that historically i (rel) + i (ptc) resulted in i. As a conse-
quence, the second i (ptc) was no more audible, leading to a reanalysis 
where the participle has no initial i, i.e.

	 *afruɣ	 i	 i-šši-n	[afruɣiššin]	
	 el:oven	 rel	 ptc-eat:pv-ptc

>	 afruɣ	 i	 šši-n	 [afruɣiššin]	
	 el:oven	 rel	 eat:pv-ptc
	 ‘the oven that ate’ [Ouargla, cf. Delheure 1989a:299]

As a consequence of this reanalysis participial forms without i were 
introduced in contexts where i would otherwise have been preserved 
phonetically:16

	 **afruɣ	 i	 t=i-šši-n	 [afruɣitiššin]	
	 el:oven	 rel	 3sm:do=ptc-eat:pv-ptc

> 	 afruɣ	 i	 t=əšši-n	 [afruɣitəššin]	
	 el:oven	 rel	 3sm:do=eat:pv-ptc
	 ‘the oven that ate him’ [Ouargla; Delheure 1989a:299]

Examples (for prepositional relatives, see above):

16 In Mzab, the preverbal element of the participle is preserved in the fixed expres-
sion ma š=y-uɣ-ən (what 2sm:do=ptc-attain:pv-ptc) ‘what’s wrong with you’ (Delheure 
1986:23).
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argaz	 i	 ul	 xdim-ən
el:man	 rel	 neg	 work:npv-ptc
‘the man that has not worked’ [Ouargla; Reesink 1979:358]

azəɛluk	 ən-sən	 a	 n	 ǝlbəṛǧ	 n	 əššix	 Bəlḥaǧ	
el:big	 of-3sm	 dem	 of	 watchtower	 of	 chikh	PN	
i	 dd=usi-n	 ažənna	 n	 uwrir
rel	 vent=come:pv-ptc	 el:upper.side	 of	 ea:hill
�‘the largest among them is the watchtower of Shikh Belhadj which is on the top 
of the hill’ [Mzab; Delheure 1986:34]

tayẓiwt	 i	 y-əfrən	 baba
el:girl	 rel	 3sm-choose:pv	 father
‘the girl the father has chosen’ [Ouargla; Delheure 1988:56]

a-n	 i	 y-əxs	 baba-s	 ɣər-s
dem-dist	 rel	 3sm-want:pv	 father-3s	 at-3s
‘the thing her master wants from her’ [Mzab; Delheure 1986:22]

The element i is absent when the RC starts with the element ɣa(d) (Mzab), 
ala(d) (Ouargla),17 which is an allomorph of the particle ad, which marks 
that an event has not yet been realized. This is the case both with clefts 
and with normal relatives. Examples:

w-ən	 ala	 as=uš-a	 ayniw
dem:sm-dist	 ad	 3s:io=give:ao-1s	 el:date
‘the one to whom I will give a date’ [Ouargla; Delheure 1987:161]

ay-ən	 ɣad	 ini-nt
dem-dist	 ad	 say:ao-3pf
‘that what they will say’ [Mzab; Delheure 1986:40]

All examples adduced until now here concern the “neutral” or “indefinite” 
pronominal element i or a(y), which is also used in cleft constructions, 
and which has no gender and number marking. In Ghadames, a differ-
ent pronominal element is used. While subject and direct object relative 
clauses have no pronominal marker in the relative clause, prepositional 
relatives are made by means of the invariable pronoun ke ‘what’, preceded 
by the preposition, e.g.

17 In Ouargla, one could consider the absence of i a result of vowel assimilation i + a > a. 
This is not possible in Mzab, as the element in question has no initial vowel. The absence 
of the cleft marker before the allomorph of ad is also attested in some varieties of Beni 
Iznasen (Kossmann 2000a:159; Lafkioui 2007:233). 
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t-ăkf=ák	 aǧur	 ɛáf	 ke	 dá	 t-ăne	
3sf-give:ao=2sm:do	 goat	 on	 what	 ad	 2s-mount:ft
�‘and she will give you a goat on which you can ride’ [Lanfry 1968:46, Kossmann 
fc.-d]

In its relative use, ke is different from other contexts. While it normally 
only refers to things, as a relative marker, it can also be used to refer to 
humans, e.g.

amǝzwar	 n	 was	 i	 ke	 tăt=d=ǝkfó-n	
first	 of	 dem:rel	 to	 what	 3sf:do=vent=give:pv-3pm
ɛammi-s	 n	 tawažett=e
uncle-3s	 of	 girl=anp:s
�‘the first of those to whom they gave it was the uncle of the girl’ [Lanfry 1968:24, 
Kossmann fc.-d]

In two eastern varieties, definite pronouns with gender/number marking 
have developed into relative markers. In Siwa, the elements wən (sm), 
tən (sf) and wiyən (p) have been signalled by Laoust (1932:119). Leguil 
(1986:108) and Souag (2010:256) did not find the plural form wiyən; instead 
wən is also used to mark the plural. The gender/number of the pronomi-
nal element agrees with the head of the RC, e.g.

skən-ɣ=as	 agmar	 wən	 sɣi-ɣ	 s	 a	 n	 ɛali
show:pv-1s=3s:io	 horse	 rel:sm/p	 buy:pv-1s	 to	 dem	 of	PN
�‘I showed the horse that I bought to those of Ali’ [Laoust 1932:119, Souag 
2010:272]

talti	 tǝn	 dǝzz-ɣ=as	 žžǝwab
woman	 rel:sf	 send:pv-1s=3s:io	 letter
‘the woman to whom I sent the letter’ [Souag 2010:268]

niš	 xsi-ɣ	 a	 ẓərr-a	 iləɣman	 wən	 uɣ-əm=tin=a
I	 want:pv-1s	 ad	 see:ao-1s	 camels	 rel:sm/p	 buy-2p=3p:do=result
‘I want to see the camels that you have bought (them)’ [Leguil 1986:111]

The pronominal elements are identical to the elements used as unique 
pronominal heads of a RC, cf.

wən	 šɛaṛ	 ǝnn-ǝs	 aṭwil
rel:sm/p	 hair	 of-3s	 long
‘one whose hair is long’ [Souag 2010:287]

There is no relation whatsoever with cleft constructions, which, in Siwa, 
do not have a pronominal marker (Leguil 1986:115ff.; Souag 2010:457ff.).

In Awdjila, the same construction is found as in Siwa, using the pronomi-
nal elements wa (sm), ta (sf), wi (pm) and ti (pf) (Paradisi 1960a:162), e.g.
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u	 baɛadén	 y-əxzə́r	 af	 əlḥəməl	 ə́nn-əs	 wa	 ẓẓák-ən	 dəx
and	 then	 3sm-look:pv	 on	 load	 of-3s	 rel:sm	 be.heavy:pv-ptc	 then
a	 y-ərfə́ɛ=t
ao	 3sm-lift:ft=3sm:do
�‘and then he looked up on his load, which was heavy to lift’ [Paradisi 1960b:80/
III-10]

ssuwáni	 ta	 škí-ḫ=a	 zgan	 mə́šk-ət	
garden	 rel:sf	 exit-1s=result	 from	 be.small:pv-3sf
‘the garden which I went out from, is small’ [Paradisi 1960a:162]

ə́rrəfaq	 ə́nn-əs	 wi	 ižiná-n=a	 nǝttín	 id-sín	 ksúm
friends	 of-3s	 rel:pm	 share-3pm=result	 he	 with-3pm	 meat
‘his friends with whom he had shared the meat’ [Paradisi 1960b:79/II-5]

Like in Siwa, the pronouns used in relative clauses also appear as sole 
heads of relative clauses. It seems that in Awdjila, when heading the RC, 
wa etc. is only used for persons, while with inanimates an element ala is 
used. At this point, the marking of relative clauses with a nominal head 
is different from sole pronominal heads, as with a nominal head wa etc. 
also refers to inanimates, e.g.

wa	 y-əfki=dík=a	 lɛálla	 a	 y-əfki=dík	 iwínan
rel:sm	 3sm-give=1s:io=result	 lot	 ad	 3sm-give:ft=1s:io	 one:m
‘who has given me a lot, will give me one single’ [Paradisi 1960b:81/V-7]

i-šərw=íš	 ləhúdi	 s	 alá	 ṣará-n=a
3sm-speak:pv=3s:io	 Jew	 on	 rel:inanimate	 happen-ptc=result
‘the Jew spoke to him about what had happened’ [Paradisi 1960b:81/V-15]

12.4.2 The Specialisation of One Specific Deictic Clitic to the Head for 
Signalling the Following RC

Berber nouns can be followed by deictic clitics, which indicate their 
spatial and anaphoric setting. The same construction is used with pro-
nominal bases, some of which exclusively occur when accompanied by 
such a deictic clitic. Deictic systems vary considerably among Berber 
languages (Naumann 2001). Most commonly, they include at least three 
elements: a distal clitic, a proximal clitic and an anaphoric clitic. Deictic 
clitics are mostly insensitive to gender, and in the great majority of lan-
guages also insensitive to number; one notes however number marking 
on deictic clitics in Zenaga (Taine-Cheikh 2008), Lesser Kabylia (Rabhi 
1994:48ff.), Zuwara (Mitchell 1953), Ghadames (Lanfry 1968:354ff.) and 
in northwestern Morocco (Senhadja de Sraïr, Lafkioui 2007:154ff.; Gho-
mara, Mourigh fc.).
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In many languages, the anaphoric clitic is also used cataphorically. In 
this sense, it is highly frequent with heads of RCs. Thus, for example, in 
Beni Iznasen definite-head RCs the anaphoric clitic ənni is more often 
used on the noun than not, e.g.

abẓiẓ=ənni	 ẓri-ɣ
el:boy=anp	 see:pv-1s
‘the boy I saw’

Still there is no reason to consider ənni a dedicated relative marker in Beni 
Iznasen (cf. Galand 2002a:339–340). In the first place, it is also possible to 
have definite-head RCs without a deictic clitic, or with a different deictic 
clitic:

ṯ-ətša	 alɣəm	 las=ṯ-ənna
3sm-eat:pv	 el:camel	 3s:io=3sf-say:pv
‘she ate the camel he had indicated’ [Kossmann 2000a:158]

a	 t-ɛəṛḍ̱-əḏ	 ṯawəssarṯ=u	 y-əttili-n	 zzaṯ-nəɣ
ad	 2-invite:ao-2s	 el:old.woman=prox	 ptc-be:ipv-ptc	 next-1p
�‘you should invite this old woman, who lives next to us’ [Kossmann 2000a:158]

In the second place, ənni is also used with nouns that are not accompa-
nied by a relative clause, in order to convey anaphoric meaning, e.g.:

išt	 n	 tməṭṭuṯ	 ttuɣa	 ɣr-əs	 idž	 n	 wərba	 ḏ	 idž	 n	 wərbib.
one:f	 of	 ea:woman	 past	 at-3s	 one:m	 of	 ea:boy	 and	 one:m	 of	 ea:stepson
arbib=ənni	 ḏ	 aməqqwṛan	 x	 məmmi-s
el:stepson=anp	 pred	 el:big	 on	 son-3s
�‘a woman had a son and a stepson. The stepson was older than her son’ [Bezzazi 
& Kossmann 1997]

In this passage, ənni in arbib=ənni signals that the stepson has already 
been introduced in the story.

However, in a number of Berber languages, certain deictic clitics are 
exclusively used for introducing a relative clause. In this function they 
may be compatible with NPs which they would not be compatible with 
otherwise. In the following, two examples will be provided, one which has 
a subtle difference between relative and other uses of the anaphoric clitic 
(Ayt Seghrushen of Oum Jeniba), the other in which a special “relative” 
clitic has emerged (Ayt Wariaghel). 

Ayt Seghrushen of Oum Jeniba has a clitic din, which is used for near-
listener and anaphoric deixis. In these functions it is regularly found with-
out a following RC (Bentolila 1981:55ff.), e.g.
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mš	 d-žu	 ssžṛt=din	 asfar
if:hyp	 3sf-be:pv	 tree=anp	 el:medicine
‘if this tree (just mentioned) is a medicine’ [Bentolila 1981:55]

Like ənni in Beni Iznasen, din is regularly used with heads of RCs. Heads 
without a deictic element, or with a different clitic are possible but rare. 
As shown by the profound analysis in Bentolila (1981:354ff.), this is also the 
case in contexts where normal anaphoric/near-listener deixis is impos-
sible. Thus the following sentence where din is cliticized to the head of 
the RC is fully grammatical:

išt	 l	 lḥažt=din	 i-ɛdl-n
one:f	 of	 thing=anp	 ptc-be.good:pv-ptc
 ‘a good thing’ [Bentolila 1981:354]

Without the RC, a phrase such as išt l lḥažt=din ‘a certain thing in ques-
tion’ is not acceptable. It is very well possible that similar subtle differ-
ences between anaphoric / cataphoric and relative usage exist in other 
varieties of Berber, but most descriptions are not fine enough to show 
such a difference.

In the Ayt Wariaghel variety of Tarifiyt, specialization of this type has 
been carried further. In this variety, like elsewhere, there are three clitics 
which denote spatial and anaphoric deixis: a ‘proximal’; in ‘distal’; ənni 
‘anaphoric’. In addition, there is a fourth element, ən, which is used with 
nouns followed by an RC. It can also be combined with a pronominal 
base, where it has a slightly wider function, as it can also signal a follow-
ing genitival or adjectival construction. The element ən does not appear 
without a following modifying phrase. Its use is not obligatory, however, 
and there are no impediments to RCs which are not introduced by ən. 
Examples:

�x	 zzman	 isəmɣan	 i-ḏəwř-ən	 t	 tiḥuža=n	 tɛawaḏ-ən	
(i)  isəḡman
�on	 time	 slaves	 ptc-become:pv-ptc	 pred	 el:stories=rel	 tell:ipv-3pm	
(to)  babies
�‘about the time of the slaves, which has become stories that they tell to children’ 
[Essadki 1997:26]

wā	 ḵi-s	 ṯ-əḥḍā	 yəmma-s=n	 das=y-əggi-n	 lahəlla
neg	 with-3s	 3sf-be.present:npv	 mother-3s=rel	 3s:io=ptc-do:pv-tc	 lahella
�‘his mother is not with him, who did Lahella (lullaby) to him’ [Essadki 1997:24]

w-ən	 y-ənnuffā-n	 iḍənnat
dem:sm-rel	 ptc-hide:pv-ptc	 yesterday
‘the one who hid yesterday’ [Essadki 1997:56]
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nəš	 ḏ-əssīḏ=ay	 gi	 ṯ-ən	 n	 ḏsəmɣin
I	 3sf-wash:pv=1s:do	 in	 dem:sf-rel	 of	 ea:slave.girls
�‘me, she washed me in the one (i.e. the water hole) of the slave girls’ [El Ayoubi 
2000:136]

While there is no doubt about the bound status of ən in the case of pro-
nominal elements that cannot occur without a deictic element, its status 
with nominal heads is less clear. In writing, ən is often detached from the 
noun, and in written poetry it may even appear in the initial position of a 
line (which, probably, is preceded by a pause in recitation), as in the fol-
lowing fragment of a piece of political poetry by the poet Ahmed Essadki, 
as edited by Roel Otten:

tḥižža-n	 ɣā	 řḇit	 aḇarḵan=
go.on.pilgrimage:ipv-3pm	 to	 house	 el:black=
n	 d=y-usi-n	 ḏəggw	 Marikan
rel	 vent=ptc-come:pv-ptc	 in	 [ea:]America
‘they head their pilgrimage towards the black house
that stands in America’ [Essadki 1997:46]

Apparently, what was originally a deictic clitic is in the process of becom-
ing an independent marker of the RC. The origin of ən is unknown. It 
may constitute a reanalysis of the anaphoric deictic ənni in pre-RC posi-
tion as an element ən(n) followed by the pronominal relative element 
i, which also exists in Ayt Waryaghel. Due to this reanalysis, ən would 
have become possible in contexts where it is not followed by i. The main 
problem in this derivation is its use with pronominal bases, where ən also 
appears before adjectival and genitival determinations. As these are nor-
mally not followed by i, the faux découpage of ənni into ən(n) + i does not 
seem to apply to these constructions. This is the more problematic as the 
use of ən after pronominal bases with following relatives and adjectives 
is attested as far east as Beni Iznasen (Kossmann 2000a:90), while its use 
with nominal RC heads is much more restricted dialectally.

Specialization of deictic clitics in pre RC-position is typical of many 
Middle Atlas varieties; thus the anaphoric clitic nna is obligatory with 
relative clauses in Ayt Ndhir (Penchoen 1973b), while Zayan has an ele-
ment n, which is mainly used with nouns and pronouns in pre-RC posi-
tion (Loubignac 1924:122ff.; n is also used, but only rarely, as a variant of 
the distal marker in, p. 112).18

18 In order to show contexts where n can be absent, Loubignac (1924:123) contrasts 
a phrase ařyaz=aḏ i-zənzi-n axam=in (man=prox ptc:s-sell:pv-ptc:s tent=dist) ‘this man 
who has sold that tent’ to a similar phrase with n: ařyaz=aḏ n i-zənzi-n axam=in (man=prox 
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12.4.3 The Extension of Interrogative Markers to RC Contexts and other 
Pronominal Solutions

Another process of RC renewal is the extension of interrogative markers 
to their use in relative clauses. In many Berber languages, this is com-
monly found with prepositional relatives: instead of a construction with a 
bare preposition, an interrogative is used (which may contain the prepo-
sition or not). This is quite regular in western varieties of Tarifiyt and in 
many Kabyle dialects (cf. Reesink 1979:334; Chaker 1983:406ff.).

A different pronominal solution is found in some Central Moroccan 
Berber varieties. In these dialects, as in most other Berber varieties, rela-
tivization of an indirect object demands for a special allomorph of the 
preposition i ‘to’. In Zayan, this allomorph is mi, e.g.:

aḥuli=n	 mi	 ɣərs-əɣ
el:ram=rel	 to:rel	 cut.throat:pv-1s
‘the ram (to) whom I have cut the throat’ [Loubignac 1924:124]

In principle, mi can be considered a variant of the dative preposition i in 
pre-clausal independent position, on the same level as g ‘in’ in the follow-
ing sentence:

axḇu=n	 əg	 i-ḵšəm
el:hole=rel	 in	 3sm-enter:pv
‘the hole in which he entered’ [Loubignac 1924:124]

However, the element mi is quite similar formally to pronominal elements, 
esp. interrogatives, such as ma ‘what’. By reanalysis—or as a reminiscence 
of a possible pronominal origin—mi has taken pronominal features, and 
can also occur in combination with other prepositions, e.g.

axḇu=n	 əg	 mi	 i-ḵšəm
el:hole=rel	 in	 mi	 3sm-enter:pv
‘the hole in which he has entered’ [Loubignac 1924:124]

The complex əg mi is not identical with the interrogative, which is ma-g-
mi ‘in what’. It is rather a case of pronominalization, and constructions of 
this type have been considered the gestation of a relative pronoun (Leguil 
1990).

rel ptc:s-sell:pv-ptc:s tent=dist). If this second phrase is grammatical (this is not entirely 
clear from the formulation by Loubignac), this would mean that n can be used in com-
bination with spatial deictic clitics such as proximal =aḏ, thus showing its independence 
vis-à-vis the deictic clitic system.
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12.4.4 The Introduction of a Dedicated Relative Marker Through 
Grammaticalization or Otherwise

The last type of innovated relative construction that will be treated here 
has an independent element, which does not seem to have a pronominal 
background, standing between the head and the RC. The background of 
these elements is not always clear. Sometimes they are clearly grammati-
calizations of a participial construction with ili ‘to be’, in other cases the 
element may have been borrowed from Arabic.

The first case concerns an element whose etymological background 
is unclear: da in the southern Central Moroccan dialects of the Demnat 
region. In these dialects, the element da (Ayt Hassan; Sadiqi 1997:160ff; 
Ntifa, Laoust 1918:239ff.) or ida (Ayt Bouzid; Ennaji 1985:30ff.) is facultative 
for connecting the head to a relative clause, e.g.

argaz	 da	 y-ara-n	 lktab	 i-ffɣ
el:man	 rel	 ptc:s-write:pv-ptc:s	 book	 3sm-go.out:pv
‘the man who has written the book has left’ [Ayt Hassan; Sadiqi 1997:164]

lktab	 da	 y-ara	 urgaz	 i-ɣla
book	 rel	 3sm-write:pv	 ea:man	 3sm-be.expensive:pv
‘the book the man wrote is expensive’ [Ayt Hassan; Sadiqi 1997:164]

argaz	 da	 mi	 i-sɣa	 lktab	 i-lla
el:man	 rel	 to:rel	 3sm-buy:pv	 book	 3sm-be:pv
‘the man for whom he bought the book is there’ [Ayt Hassan; Sadiqi 1997:164]

i-dda	 urgaz	 da	 f	 i-sawl
3sm-go:pv	 ea:man	 rel	 on	 3sm-speak:pv
‘the man about whom he spoke has gone’ [Ayt Hassan; Sadiqi 1997:165]

The same particle occurs in pre-modern Tashelhiyt (van den Boogert 
1997:259), cf.

ar	 i-ttẓur	 imuslmn	 da	 lla-nin	 ɣ	 lqbur
ipfv	 3sm-visit:ipv	 muslims	 rel	 be:pv-ptc:p	 in	 graves
�‘he visits the Muslims who are in the graves’ [Awzal, van den Boogert 1997:296]

The origin of this particle is not known. Ennaji (1985:34) points to the 
formal similarity between (i)da and deictic clitics of the form idɣ ‘proxi-
mal’, idaɣ ‘anaphoric’, as found in his Ayt Bouzid variety. As these deictic 
elements are absent in the other varieties which have da (cf. Ayt Hassan: 
Sadiqi 1997:138ff; Ntifa: Laoust 1918 226ff.), this is far from certain.

A second innovation leading to an independent particle has to do with 
the use of the verb ‘to be’ as an auxiliary. In many Berber languages, this 
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auxiliary is found for the expression of certain aspectual distinctions (e.g. 
Figuig, Kossmann 1997:365ff.). In a number of languages, it has acquired a 
special function—in addition to its aspectual usage—as a marker of the 
relative clause. Thus Ouargla and Mzab have two constructions, one with 
the element i followed by a RC, the other with the element i followed by 
the perfective participle lla-n(t), which, then, is followed by the RC. The 
syntax of the clause following the element lla-n(t) is similar to that of a 
normal, non-relative construction, and normally does not have the parti-
cipial form (see however Reesink 1979:361) or clitic fronting. One typically 
finds resumptive pronouns in this construction, e.g.

	 argaz	 (i)	 as=uši-ɣ
	 el:man	 (rel)	 3s:io=give:pv-1s	

=	 argaz	 i	 lla-n	 uši-ɣ=as
	 el:man	 rel	 be:pv-ptc	 give:pv-1s=3s:io
	 ‘the man to whom I gave’ [Ouargla; Reesink 1979:362]

	 ɣi	 ddin	 n-sən	 i	 lla-n	 təbbəɛ-ən=t	 d	 awəḥdi
	 only	 religion	 of-3pm	 rel	 be:pv-ptc	 follow:ipv-3pm=3sm:do	 pred	 el:good
	� ‘only their religion, which they follow (it) is good’ [Mzab; Delheure 

1986:24]

A similar construction is found in Chaouia-Aïn Beida, where an element 
illan occurs in relative clauses, followed by a verb without clitic fronting 
and with resumptive pronouns. Although historically derived from the par-
ticiple of ili ‘to be’, synchronically this form is different, as the regular parti-
ciple of ‘to be’ would be y-əlla-n, rather than illan (Reesink 1979:369), e.g.

�aṣəbḥiṯ=aya,	 argaz	 illan	 ẓṛi-ɣ=iṯ	 iḍəlli,	 y-uṯlay	
yiḏ-i
�el:morning=prox	 el:man	 rel	 see:pv-1s=3sm:do	 yesterday	 3sm-speak:pv	
with-1s
‘this morning, the man I saw yesterday spoke with me’ [Reesink 1979:370]

This construction is very frequent in Douiret (Tunisia), where the element 
has the form llan (also: nnan, nan) (Reesink 1979:364), which probably 
originates in the same participial form of ili as in the varieties treated 
above. However, as in Diouret the participle no longer exists, it is clear 
that the form is now to be considered a relative particle. Examples:

aɣṛum	 i	 llan	 y-əddər
bread	 rel	 rel	 3sm-live:pv
‘bread that lives, i.e. unbaken bread’ [Reesink 1979:365]
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tyaẓiṭ	 i	 llan	 sa	 t-əɣrəs=t	 ašša
chicken	 rel	 rel	 fut	 3sf-slaughter:ao=3sf:do	 tomorrow
‘the chicken she is going to slaughter tomorrow’ [Reesink 1979:365]

aɣyul	 i	 llan	 rəkb-əɣ	 fəlla-s
donkey	 rel	 rel	 mount:pv-1s	 on-3s
‘the donkey I am riding on’ [Reesink 1979:365]

It is very well possible that the (apparently obligatory) relative particle la, 
which is attested in some Zuwara idiolects (others have the Arabic loan 
əlli, Galand 2005:193), has the same background, e.g.

wuh	 la	 y-əmmut
dem:sm	 rel	 3sm-die:pv
‘the one who has died’ [Galand 2005:192, citing Mitchell]

ay-u	 n	 tɣusa	 la	 hakən=tt=əml-əɣ
dem-prox	 of	 thing	 rel	 2pm:io=3sf:do=say:ao-1s
‘this thing that I have told you’ [Galand 2005:192, citing Mitchell]

a-din	 n	 ləḥyuḍ	 la	 t-nəẓẓm-əd	 a	 t-əẓṛ-əd	 di-sən	 udm-im
dem-anp	 of	 walls	 rel	 2-can:ipv-2s	 ad	 2-see:ao-2s	 in-3pm	 face-2sf
�‘these walls, in which you can see your face’ [Galand 2005:192, citing Mitchell]

This brings us to the last type of innovations in relative constructions, 
those which use a particle əlli. The use of əlli as a relative particle is limited 
to a number of Libyan and Tunisian dialects: Sened, Tamezret, Zuwara 
(idiolects, cf. Galand 2005:193), Djebel Nefusa (Beguinot 21942:136), Sokna 
and El-Fogaha. In Djebel Nefusa, the use of əlli does not prevent other ele-
ments of Berber relative syntax to appear: while the participle is mostly 
absent in this language, relative clauses still have clitic fronting, e.g.

taddárt	 ə́lli	 das=t-ə́rwəl	 təbušílt
house	 rel	 3s:io=3sf-flee:pv	 girl
‘the house from which the girl has fled’ [Beguinot 21942:136]

It is impossible to decide to what extent relative clause syntax is retained 
in El-Fogaha and Sened, as these varieties do not have systematic clitic 
fronting, e.g.

aɣi	 ǝlli	 swi-ɣ=t	 asǝnnaṭ
milk	 rel	 drink:pv-1s=3sm:do	 yesterday	
‘the milk I drank yesterday’ [Sened; Provotelle 1911:53]

imíddən	 ə́lli	 usá-n=d	 zz-əɣə́r	 matár-ən
people	 rel	 come:pv-3pm=vent	 from-outside	 be.good:pv-3pm
�‘the people that have come from outside are brave’ [El-Fogaha; Paradisi 
1963:104]



400	 chapter twelve

t-əqqím	 tməṭṭúṭ	 əllí	 ɣúr-əs	 šárəṭ	 n	 amárən
3sf-stay:pv	 woman	 rel	 at-3s	 three:m	 of	 men
�‘the woman that had three husbands remained . . .’ [El-Fogaha; Paradisi 1963:95/V-
32]

The situation in Tamezret (which has clitic fronting elsewhere) is unclear, 
because of a lack of examples with pronominal clitics in relative clauses, 
while it is unclear to what extent clitic fronting exists in Sokna, e.g.

lǝ́flus	 ǝ́lli	 ṯ-xǝ́mmǝm-ǝḏ	 fǝllá-sǝn
money	 rel	 2-think:pv-2s	 on-3pm	
‘the money about which you thought’ [Tamezret; http://atmazret.com/]

iy	 əlḥəbṭén	 n	 tuɣáw	 əllí	 twarə́f-nət
to	 two.grains	 of	 type.of.dish	 rel	 be.roasted:pv-3pf
�‘to two grains of roasted grains that were roasted’ [Sokna; Sarnelli 1924–25:32/
II-8]

There is one major difference between Djebel Nefusa on the one hand, 
and Tamezret, Sokna and El-Fogaha on the other hand. In Tunisia and 
Djebel Nefusa, əlli cannot constitute the sole head of an RC; in this posi-
tion it is necessarily suffixed to a pronominal base, e.g.

wé-lli	 a	 í-gg	 lxér
dem:sm-rel	 ad	 3sm-do:ao	 good
‘he who does good’ [Beguinot 21942:121]

In Tamezret, Sokna and El-Fogaha, əlli alone can constitute the head of a 
relative clause ‘he who’, ‘that which’, e.g.

ǝṛníyy=as	 ǝ́lli	 y-ǝ́xs
add:ao:ipt:s=3s:io	 rel	 3sm-want:pv	
‘add for him what he wants’ [http://atmazret.com]

ə́lli	 ayi=t=t-uɣí-m,	 báhi
rel	 1s:io=3sm:do=2-take:pv-2pm,	 o.k.
‘the one you brought to me, he is excellent’ [Sokna; Sarnelli 1924–25: 32/II-10]

ə́lli	 y-us=ə́d	 s-ɣúr-sən	 a	 t-ənn=ás
rel	 3sm-come:pv=vent	 from-at-3pm	 ad	 3sf-say:ft=3s:io
�‘the one among them who came, she said to him’ [El-Fogaha, Paradisi 1963: 95/ 
V-15]

The etymology of əlli in these Libyan varieties is problematic. At least three 
etymologies are possible. In the first place, a deictic lli appears in a num-
ber of Moroccan Berber languages, among others Tashelhiyt (Aspinion 
1953:95), as an anaphoric marker, which has specialized uses in introduc-
ing relative clauses (Galand 2002a [1988]:234, 2009:178). It may be cognate 
with an element əlli found in Kabyle iḍ̱əlli ‘yesterday’ (< *night=əlli), where 
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it seems to refer to something past (‘the former night’); for a tentative his-
tory, see Galand (2010:179). Therefore the Tashelhiyt marker is probably 
ancient in Berber and not a loan from Arabic.

In none of the eastern Berber varieties, ǝlli can synchronically be 
regarded a deictic clitic. In Tamezret, Sokna and El-Fogaha, əlli can con-
stitute the sole head of an RC, which automatically implies it has no clitic 
status. In Djebel Nefusa, ǝlli can be combined with a noun which has a 
clitic itself, e.g.

lɛǝrqúb	 n	 úššǝn=ih	 ǝ́lli	 t-ǝwwt-ǝ́d	 s	 ṭár	 ǝnn-ǝk
shank	 of	 jackal=anp	 rel	 2-hit:pv-2s	 with	 foot	 of-2sm
‘the shank of the jackal that you hit with your foot’ [Beguinot 21942:196, l. 12]

According to the second etymology, əlli comes from the Perfective parti-
ciple (y)əllan of the verb ili, a construction well-attested immediately west 
of the region where əlli is used. This derivation is strengthened by the fact 
that in Zuwara la and əlli coexist. The final i of əlli remains unexplained, 
however.

The third possible derivation is considering it a direct loan from dia-
lectal Arabic, where əlli is the most frequently attested relative marker. 
The main argument in favor of this solution lies in the fact that in Sokna 
and El-Fogaha, əlli can also function as the sole head of an RC, i.e., it has 
pronominal features which neither the Berber clitic lli, nor the (y)əllan 
relator have. The syntactic distribution of əlli in these varieties is identical 
to that of Maghribian Arabic əlli, which can both function as a RC marker 
standing between the head and the RC, and as the sole head of the RC.

However, the inverse of this argument is true for Djebel Nefusa: as  
əlli cannot function as a RC head by itself, it is less akin to the Arabic 
structures. 

12.5 Conclusions

In comparison with the “classical” Berber structure, the Arabic construc-
tion has a number of differences. In studying the possible influence of 
Arabic on the development of Berber relative constructions, it is useful 
to define these features, and then look at the way they are represented 
in the Berber innovations. In the following, I shall not go further into the 
question of the indefinite-head relatives, which has been treated in sec-
tion 12.2. In definite-head constructions, the following features distinguish 
Arabic from Berber structures; some of the features are scaled, others are 
parallel:
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A agreement
1. normal inflection with subject relatives
2. obligatory resumptive pronouns in prepositional relatives
3. (facultative) resumptive pronouns in object relatives 

B the linker
1. �the presence of a linking element, one of the main functions of which 

is signalling the relative clause
2. �the presence of a linking element, which is only used in relative and 

relative-like constructions (e.g. clefts)
3. �the presence of a linking element which can also function (without 

any preceding element) as the sole head of a RC in non-cleft relative 
constructions.

C the linker and RC types
1. the linker is found in non-subject RCs
2. the linker is found both in subject and non-subject RCs
3. the linker is obligatory in non-subject RC
4. the linker is obligatory both in subject and non-subject RCs

In a Berber language which has all these features, the syntactic construc-
tion can be considered entirely parallel to the Arabic construction. On the 
other hand, certain, apparently archaic, types of Berber RCs (e.g. in Figuig) 
do not have any of these features. In the following table, the results for a 
number of Berber languages which have undergone innovations will be 
enumerated:

Moroccan 
Arabic

Tarifiyt 
Iqǝřɛiyǝn

Kabyle-
Manguellat

A1 normal infl SJ-RC + - -
A2 resumpt pr PREP-RC + - -
A3 resumpt pr OBJ RC - / + - -
B1 linker present + + +
B2 linker only used with RCs + + +
B3 linker used as pronominal head + - - / +19
C1 linker in non-SJ RC + + +
C2 linker in all RCs + + -
C3 linker obligatory in non-SJ RCs + + -
C4 linker obligatory in all RCs + - -

19 Only in inverted clefts.
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Kabyle-Iraten Figuig Igli

A1 normal infl SJ-RC - - -
A2 resumpt pr PREP-RC - - -
A3 resumpt pr OBJ RC - - -
B1 linker present + - +
B2 linker only used with RCs + - +
B3 linker used as pronominal head - / +20 - -
C1 linker in non-SJ RC + - +
C2 linker in all RCs - - +
C3 linker obligatory in non-SJ RCs - - +
C4 linker obligatory in all RCs - - +

Ouargla i // 
illan

Douiret i = 
illan

Ghadames

A1 normal infl SJ-RC - // + + -
A2 resumpt pr PREP-RC + // + + -
A3 resumpt pr OBJ RC - // + + -
B1 linker present + // + + +
B2 linker only used with RCs + // + + +
B3 linker used as pronominal head - // - - +
C1 linker in non-SJ RC + // + + + (only prep.)
C2 linker in all RCs + // + + -
C3 linker obligatory in non-SJ RCs + // - + + (only prep.)
C4 linker obligatory in all RCs + // - + -

Djebel Nefusa Awdjila Siwa

A1 normal infl SJ-RC + + +
A2 resumpt pr PREP-RC + + +
A3 resumpt pr OBJ RC - + +
B1 linker present + + +
B2 linker only used with RCs + ? -
B3 linker used as pronominal head - + +
C1 linker in non-SJ RC + + +
C2 linker in all RCs + + +
C3 linker obligatory in non-SJ RCs + + +
C4 linker obligatory in all RCs + + +

20 Only in inverted clefts.
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El-Fogaha

A1 normal infl SJ-RC +
A2 resumpt pr PREP-RC +
A3 resumpt pr OBJ RC ?
B1 linker present +
B2 linker only used with RCs +
B3 linker used as pronominal head +
C1 linker in non-SJ RC +
C2 linker in all RCs +
C3 linker obligatory in non-SJ RCs ?
C4 linker obligatory in all RCs ?

From this overview, it appears that Berber varieties differ considerably in 
the degree to which they have innovated towards a structure more similar 
to Arabic. The only varieties which have acquired fully Arabic structures 
are the Libyan oasis dialects of El-Fogaha and Sokna (as far as our limited 
data allow us to know). Siwa and Awdjila also present strong similarities 
to the Arabic type—the main difference is that the relative marker wa 
(etc.) also functions as a demonstrative pronoun, which is not necessarily 
followed by a RC or a RC-like construction. None of the other languages 
that have a dedicated relative marker uses it as the sole head of a RC; they 
therefore lack some of the distinctively pronominal features of Arabic lli.

To what extent has Arabic influence been a factor in the innovation of 
the Berber RC structure?

It is reasonable to assume that the introduction of resumptive pro-
nouns in non-Subject RCs is a calque from Arabic; the fact that in most 
varieties where this is found it is obligatory with prepositional RCs and 
facultative with object RCs reflects the distribution in Maghribian Arabic. 
On the other hand, a large group of northern Berber varieties has under-
gone developments that go counter to the Arabic situation and make 
Berber more different rather than more similar structurally than Arabic. 
The Berber subject-relative marker (“participle”) originally had gender/
number agreement referring to the head of the RC. This is more similar 
to Arabic (which has regular gender/number inflection on verbs in subject 
relatives) than later developments, in which this distinction is obliterated, 
and the participle becomes an invariable marker of the subject relative 
clause, without any agreement to the head.

Arabic influence in the introduction of a relative clause marker is less 
easy to prove. The specialization of a deictic clitic into a relative marker 
probably constitutes an independent innovation: there is an easy path 
from frequent use of an anaphoric / cataphoric deictic with the head of 
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a relative clause into a specialized use of this deictic in this position as 
a signal for an upcoming relative clause (as found in Ayt Seghrushen of 
Oum Jeniba). The next step in this path is the restriction of the clitic to 
its relative clause signalling function, obliterating its other anaphoric / 
cataphoric functions. This is what may have happened in Zayan and in 
Ayt Waryaghel, and it may constitute the background of southern Middle 
Atlas da and Djebel Nefusa ǝlli. In this path, the only Arabic influence 
would be a vague sense of needing a segmental marker for an upcoming 
relative clause. In the same vein, there is no reason to assume contact 
influence in the introduction of interrogatives in RCs.

The RC construction with the element i can also easily be derived from 
Berber structures. There is no doubt about the anciennity of a pronominal 
element ay or i in constructions where it functions as the sole head of an 
RC, as i (or ay) are part of the almost pan-Berber cleft construction ‘it is 
NOUN, the one who VERBs’. In this construction, the part translated as 
‘the one who’ is rendered by means of i or ay. In those languages which 
allow for inverted clefts (‘the one who VERBs is NOUN’), i may occur 
phrase-initially, thus clearly showing its pronominal nature, e.g. Kabyle 
(Ayt Iraten):

d	 nkk	 i	 t=y-uwt-n
pred	I	  rel	 3sm:do=ptc-hit:pv-ptc
‘it is me who hit him’ [Chaker 1983:404]

i	 t=y-uwt-n,	 d	 nkk
rel	 3sm:do=ptc-hit:pv-ptc	 pred	I
‘who hit him, it is me’ [Chaker 1983:404]

In Tuareg, i regularly functions as an indefinite unique head of an RC or 
a genitival phrase (cf. Kossmann 2011a:113ff.). When the head is a noun, i 
sometimes occurs followed by an RC, but it is not allowed before a geniti-
val phrase. While it is therefore clear that the pronominal use of i / ay as 
the sole head of a RC is an ancient feature of Berber, its use in the posi-
tion between a nominal head and the RC (where it could be considered a 
secondary head) may be an innovation. In Tuareg, the relevant pronouns 
also appear in the position after a head noun. Some scholars consider this 
an archaism in Tuareg (Galand 1974). It could also constitute an innova-
tion: the main parallel in northern Berber is the use of i as a signal of the 
relative clause.21 This indefinite element is quite rare in post-head posi-
tion in Tuareg, the most common type found between head and modifier 

21 One should note, however, that Galand (1974) considers the possessive pronouns 
with initial i, as found, amongst others, in Kabyle, remnants of a more general use of i 
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being definite elements (Kossmann 2011a:116). With the exception of Siwa 
and Awdjila, there are no clear out-of-Tuareg parallels to this use of the 
definite pronouns.22

Therefore, I assume that the use of i as a marker of a relative clause 
standing in between the nominal head and the RC itself, is an innovation. 
One way of accounting for this innovation is considering it an analogy 
with the cleft constructions. In the “classic” Berber construction, clefts are 
structurally best interpreted as ‘it is X, the one that Ys’, i.e. constructions 
in which the focused element constitutes the main clause, and the follow-
ing relative construction constitutes a kind of apposition to the focused 
element, with a pronominal head of its own. However, an alternative 
interpretation (which may coexist mentally with the basic interpretation) 
would have the second clause as a direct determination of the focused 
element, i.e. ‘it is X that Ys’. In such an interpretation, i is no more be the 
sole head of the clause in apposition, but simply signals that the following 
clause is a relative clause.

Languages where i has become obligatory in all RC types (e.g. Ouargla) 
generalized this second interpretation, and in such languages, one can 
safely analyze the i in the cleft construction as the same element as rela-
tive i. In those languages where i is only found in part of the RC types, 
and is not obligatory, the two functions are still distinct. For example, in 
Ayt Manguellat Kabyle, i is obligatory in cleft constructions, facultative in 
non-subject RCs, and forbidden in subject RCs. Still, one may assume that 
the alternative interpretation of the cleft construction provided the model 
for the introduction of i as a signal of a following relative clause. The main 
problem in this scenario is that, at least in Kabyle, structurally the i of 
the cleft construction still functions as the head of the second clause, as 
witnessed by the inverted clefts illustrated above.

In this scenario, Arabic influence does not play a role; however, it is 
very well possible that the extension of the interpretation of the cleft con-
struction as a simple RC construction, rather than as a construction with 
adposition, is inspired by the situation in Maghribian Arabic, where clefts 
can be interpreted in both ways, e.g.

before a determination. In Tuareg, the use of the indefinite pronoun i is excluded in this 
context.

22 Note however the presence of such syntax in the Ghadames variety on which Moty-
linski (1904) is based (Kossmann fc.-d), and the isolated expression tǝrkǝ́ft ti n ǝrríš ‘the 
caravan of (ostrich) feathers’ in Djebel Nefusa (Beguinot 21942:121). In the latter case, it is 
not impossible that we are dealing with a direct loan from Tuareg, ostrich feathers mainly 
coming from the southern Sahara and the Sahel (Baier 1977).
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huwa	 lli	 ža
he 	 rel	 come:3sm:pt
‘it is he who came’ 

In Maghribian Arabic lli is used both as a relative marker and as the 
unique pronominal head of a RC, so the cleft construction can be inter-
preted either as ‘it is he, the one who came’ and ‘it is he who came’. In fact, 
Arabic influence would explain the generalization of a structural inter-
pretation which is not necessarily the most obvious interpretation from a 
Berber point of view. 

More direct Arabic influence is at stake in the grammaticalization of i 
llan ‘that is’ as a relative marker in Mzab, Ouargla and Douiret. In these 
languages it occurs as an alternative to a construction with only i. His-
torically, this is a grammaticalization of a construction where the verb ‘to 
be’ appears as an auxiliary. Originally, in the varieties in question subject 
relatives only had participial inflection on the auxiliary, and not on the 
following verb (cf. the situation in Figuig, Kossmann 1997:161). In Ouargla, 
Mzab and Douiret this auxiliary was reinterpreted as a relative marker 
which announces a clause which does not have the formal characteristics 
of relative clauses, and which contains resumptive pronouns. The result 
is a construction that is identical to the Arabic RC, which has a relative 
marker followed by an otherwise normal clause. Even though based on 
Berber material, the reinterpretation of i llan as a relative marker is clearly 
inspired by the presence of an Arabic construction of the same type. It is 
quite conceivable that the formal resemblance between the Arabic rela-
tive marker lli and the Berber participle i llan has been a factor in this 
equation.

As mentioned above, a stingy problem is posed by Libyan relatives with 
the relative marker əlli, which is formally identical both to the Arabic 
marker and to certain Berber deictic clitics. In Djebel Nefusa, RCs with 
əlli have many features not found in Arabic RCs, and a derivation from 
Berber imposes itself. On the other hand, as shown above, El-Fogaha and 
Sokna have taken over the entire Arabic RC structure, and it is reasonable 
to assume that the form of the particle əlli has also been borrowed from 
Arabic. This presents us with the uneasy situation that we would have 
to propose different histories for the particle əlli in adjacent languages. 
Maybe in all these languages əlli goes back to the Berber clitic, but it was 
equated by the speakers with the Arabic element. This led to its special-
ization into a RC marker in Djebel Nefusa, and strengthened the tendency 
to copy Arabic RC structures in El-Fogaha and Sokna.
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Conclusions

This chapter provides a general appreciation of the Arabic influence on 
Berber in terms of its general characteristics, and its place in general mod-
els of contact-induced change.

13.1 General Characteristics: Phonology

Arabic influence on Berber phonology is of a differentiated pattern. In 
those regions where Arabic and Berber have strongly different phonemic 
systems (esp. due to the consonant lenition process known as spirantiza-
tion), Arabic loans are to a large degree inserted into Berber pronuncia-
tion patterns. This is especially so where this insertion would not lead to 
any problems in the identification of the loan, such as when Arabic /b/, 
/d/, /t/, /ḍ/ become /ḇ/, /ḏ/, /ṯ/, /ḍ̱/, even though in most spirantizing 
Berber varieties at least the alveolar plosive pronunciations are also pho-
nemic (but much less frequent). Spirantization being a process which 
affects a large proportion of the words of the language, this adaptation 
can be seen as a way to preserve the general phonetic characteristics of 
the recipient language. Bilingual speakers only rarely transfer Berber spi-
rantization when they speak Arabic, so the adaptation is probably not 
to be considered the effect of the incapability to pronounce the Arabic  
phonetics.

Arabic phonemes that are not found originally in Berber, such as the 
pharyngeal fricatives and /q/, are normally borrowed together with the 
lexeme. There are some differences here, as Arabic /ṭ/ is much more often 
“integrated” (becoming /ḍ/ or /ḍ̱/) than /ɛ/ or /ḥ/.

At many points, Berber and Maghribian Arabic share features whose 
origin is not easily assigned to one or the other linguistic group. Thus the 
reductions in the short vowel system represent innovations both in Berber 
and in Arabic, and may have their origin in either group of varieties. Simi-
lar problems are at stake when it comes to the phonetic realization of 
certain phonemes and prosody. Again, Maghribian Arabic and Berber are 
quite close to each other, but it is often impossible to make out which 
language is at the origin of a certain phonetic feature.
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Generally speaking, Arabic influence on Berber is as expected from 
a language maintenance situation, in which phonological influence is 
mainly mediated by loanwords (Van Coetsem 1988), while the take-over 
of phonological patterns independent from lexical material would be typi-
cal of a language shift situation. Taking Matras’ scheme of processes and 
types of phonological change under language contact (Matras 2009: 225), 
Berber would basically be a case of B “borrowing of phonological features 
along with word-forms”. Convergence of systems on a more structural 
level (type D in his scheme) has certainly taken place, but is not easily 
pinned down to Arabic influence on Berber. Adjustment to the patterns 
of the recipient language is evident in the case of spirantized consonants 
(type A); in this case, however, not necessarily because of insufficient 
capability to pronounce them.

A special feature of Arabic influence on Berber is the introduction of 
foreign consonants in non-borrowed terms, in order to convey expressive 
values. Thus, the Arabic consonants ɛ and ḥ regularly appear in words 
with expressive connotations, which often stand in variation with forms 
that lack them. One way to interpret this is that foreign sounds as such 
convey (or used to convey at an earlier stage) an element of foreignness 
which makes them more expressive. Moreover, different from using native 
sounds in expressive prefixation or substitution, the chances of a hom-
onymic clash with other words are smaller. Expressive formations being 
highly prominent in the forging of new words in Berber, this process has 
led to an important number of non-Arabic words displaying Arabic loan 
phonemes.

13.2 General Characteristics: Morphology

Morphological influence of Arabic on Berber is mediated by the lexi-
con. Morphological patterns are taken over together with the borrowed 
lexemes. There are several things that may happen after this.

In the first case, patterns found in the borrowed morphemes spread 
to native words, and thus become productive. In the second case, bor-
rowed morphology remains restricted to borrowed lexems. In the latter 
case, two morphological systems function side by side synchronically, one 
with native morphology, the other with borrowed morphology. This pat-
tern is well-known from learned loans in English, such as phenomenon, p 
phenomena. Kossmann (2010a) calls this Parallel System Borrowing (PSB) 
and argues that it is much more wide-spread than often assumed, and that 
it constitutes a major borrowing pattern in some languages.
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Parallel System Borrowing implies etymological compartmentaliza-
tion, i.e., the restriction of certain grammatical morphemes to lexemes 
that belong to a specific etymological stratum. Compartmentalization is 
not only relevant where borrowed morphology is concerned. It is also 
found when the use of certain native morphological patterns is restricted 
to foreign lexemes. In this case, the morphological pattern highlights the 
foreign nature of the lexeme, even though the pattern itself is not ety-
mologically linked to the lexeme in question. Compartmentalization can 
be strong or weak. In strong compartmentalization, native morphology is 
restricted to native lexicon while foreign morphology is restricted to for-
eign lexicon. In weak compartmentalization, native morphology is used 
both with native and with foreign lexemes, while foreign morphology is 
restricted to foreign lexicon. There is a cline going from very weak com-
partmentalization to strong compartmentalization, basically concerning 
the amount of foreign lexicon inserted into the native patterns. Thus both 
Arabic nouns in Berber and Latino-Greek nouns in English show weak 
compartmentalization. Still, the English compartmentalization is weaker 
than the Berber one, in that the percentage of Latino-Greek lexicon with 
Latino-Greek morphology in English is smaller than that of Arabic lexicon 
with (quasi‑)Arabic morphology in Berber.

Parallel System Borrowing is very common in Berber. It almost always 
shows weak compartmentalization, i.e., it only concerns part of the bor-
rowed lexicon. All Berber languages have PSB in the nominal system. Ara-
bic nouns have a different morphological make-up from native nouns, in 
which often the Arabic article takes the place of the Berber nominal prefix 
(without being able to express the oppositions expressed in the Berber 
form), and in which plural forms follow the highly irregular Arabic plu-
ral patterns. As shown in section 6.3.1, Arabic nominal morphology is not 
reflected faithfully in the parallel system. Especially the use of a suffix -ǝt 
instead of expected Arabic -a for the feminine singular is problematic. 
Both Berber morphology (the fs suffix ‑t) and Arabic morphology (the 
construct state fs suffix ‑ǝt) provide parallels, but none of them explains 
the suffix -ǝt entirely. The native Berber suffix is formally different in its 
behavior in syllabification, while in Arabic the construct state suffix can-
not be combined with the article. As the Arabic article is always taken 
over in Berber, the resulting word is impossible in Arabic: Beni Iznasen 
zzǝnqǝṯ ‘street’ corresponds either to the Arabic Free State form with the 
article, z=zǝnq-a ‘the street’, or to the Arabic Construct State form with-
out the article, zǝnq-ǝt ‘(the) street of ’. The combination of the two is 
not a possible Arabic form. Whatever the etymological solution to this 
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problem, the (quasi-)Arabic morphology is clearly different in form from 
native morphology.

It is also different in its behavior. As mentioned above, the Arabic 
definite article basically takes the place of the Berber prefix. The definite 
article loses its meaning in Berber and is always present in the word form, 
similar to the Berber prefix. The Berber prefix is quite different, however, 
from the Arabic definite article in that it allows to express a number 
of oppositions: gender, case/state and, to some degree, number. In the 
(quasi-)Arabic morphology of Berber, these oppositions are not expressed 
in the article. This has no systematic implications for gender and num-
ber, which are also expressed morphologically elsewhere in the word, and 
which trigger agreement. On the other hand, the category of case/state is 
only expressed in the Berber prefix, and the lack of oppositional possibili-
ties in the fixed definite article obliterates the case/state opposition for 
this category of words.

More subtly, gender functions differently in the two parallel systems. In 
native morphology, gender is basically derivational: most words allow for 
both genders, allowing for the expression of natural gender with higher 
animates and of difference in size with lower animates and inanimates. 
In addition, it is used to oppose collectives to unity nouns. In Arabic, gen-
der is used in a derivational way with higher animates to express natural 
gender, and with a lot of other nouns to oppose collectives to unity nouns. 
In the (quasi‑)Arabic parallel system—with very few exceptions—gender 
morphology is not used derivationally. When there is need of an opposi-
tion, the noun has to switch its morphological system, e.g., a native mor-
phology unit noun corresponds to a (quasi‑)Arabic collective noun, or a 
native morphology diminutive corresponds to a (quasi‑)Arabic neutral 
form. In such cases, the same lexeme appears in both systems, e.g., Beni 
Iznasen lmǝšmaš ‘apricots’ (collective, Arabic morphology, masculine) vs. 
ṯamǝšmašṯ ‘apricot’ (singular unity noun, native morphology, feminine).

Cross-over of native morphemes to foreign morphology is very rare 
and, different from Gardani (2008), I do not consider it a major infraction 
on the compartmentalization. The only situation in which it is structur-
ally relevant is the afore-mentioned case of morphological switch, such 
as found when original Berber nouns are used in a collective vs. unit 
noun opposition. In such cases, one sometimes finds that an originally 
Berber noun is assigned an Arabic shape in the collective, e.g. Beni Izna-
sen lkǝṭṭuf ‘ants’ (collective, Arabic morphology) vs. ṯakǝṭṭufṯ ‘(small) ant’ 
(singular unity noun, native morphology). Even here, only very few nouns 
are involved. More systematically, Siwa makes deadjectival nouns from 
adjectives using the (quasi-)Arabic morphology (Souag 2010:161ff.).
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Parallel systems are not restricted to nominal morphology. In a num-
ber of varieties, adjectival morphology has parallel systems too. The best-
studied case is Ghomara, where the very few remaining Berber adjectives 
(originally verb forms) have different morphology from the great majority 
of borrowed adjectives, which preserve their Arabic morphology.

In a number of Berber varieties, Arabic pronouns have been taken over 
in combination with Arabic particles. Some languages take over the full 
set of relevant Arabic pronouns (e.g. Figuig), while others only take over 
part of it and thus have an etymologically mixed parallel system.

Parallel systems in verb morphology are only attested in Ghomara Ber-
ber. In this language, about half of the verbs are conjugated according to 
Arabic morphology. This is a rare situation in the world, but it is well-
known from a number of Romani varieties (e.g. Ajia Varvara, Igla 1996), 
and may also be present with Greek verbs in Cypriot Arabic (Kossmann 
2008b). The parallel morphology in Ghomara is not restricted to the verb 
itself, but also involves pronominal clitics of the direct and indirect object, 
which are Arabic with Arabic-morphology verbs and Berber with Berber-
morphology verbs.

Except for the closed set of personal pronouns and the adjectival class 
in Ghomara (with only three Berber-based adjectives left), no Berber lan-
guage has strong compartmentalization in the parallel systems. There are 
many borrowed nouns and (in Ghomara) verbs that have Berber mor-
phology, in spite of the importance of the Arabic system. The choice of 
morphological system is partly explainable from the semantic content: for 
Tarifiyt it was shown that borrowed non-countable nouns have a strong 
tendency to have (quasi-)Arabic morphology, while borrowed countable 
nouns have a fifty-fifty distribution over the two morphologies. The distri-
bution of the morphologies in Ghomara verbs also follows some tenden-
cies, which are difficult to explain. Arabic underived verbs can be inflected 
according to both morphological categories; however Arabic stem II and 
stem III derivations always receive Berber morphology, while Arabic pas-
sive derivations with a prefixed t(t)- always have Arabic morphology.

Strong compartmentalization is found in certain settings which do not 
necessarily imply the take-over of foreign morphology. In Tashelhiyt, two 
cases of strong compartmentalization occur in the verbal system. In the 
formation of the Imperfective aspectual stem, triradical verbs (one of the 
largest categories) have different formations for Berber verbs and for Ara-
bic loans, both using native materials. Berber triradical verbs have gemi-
nation of the first or the second radical, while Arabic triradical verbs add a 
prefix tt-. The native prefix tt- is found with many other verbal types both 
in Berber and Arabic etyma, and the compartmentalization only concerns 
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this specific verb class. Compartmentalization is quite strong here, and 
only very few Berber triradical verbs have the prefix tt-, while virtually no 
Arabic verbs have gemination. The other case of strong compartmental-
ization in Tashelhiyt is found in the derivation of the action noun. Action 
nouns based on Berber verbs have native nominal morphology, while 
those based on Arabic verbs always have (quasi-)Arabic morphology.

In Ghomara, there are two cases where Arabic morphology has substi-
tuted or been added to the Berber paradigms (Mourigh fc.). The first case 
are passives with tt- and n-. Although there exist native passive morphemes 
with similar shapes in a number of Berber varieties (Kossmann 2002a), 
the fact that Ghomara tt-/n- is only combined with Arabic borrowings, 
and that the passive always has Arabic verb morphology, clearly shows  
that it comes from Arabic. Ghomara does not preserve an indigenous 
passive marker, which leaves verbs with a Berber background without  
a passive. This problem is solved by using equivalent etymologically Ara-
bic passive verbs in a systematic way, leading to suppletive paradigms. 
Thus the verb ‘to hit’ has the Berber form ǝwwǝṯ when underived (using an 
Arabic form would be wrong), but the derived Arabic form n-ḍṛǝḇ when 
used as a passive. A similar situation is found with active and passive par-
ticiples in Ghomara. Berber has no equivalent to these forms (the so-called 
Berber participle is a different category). Ghomara is unique in that it has 
taken over these categories from Arabic, and applies them also to native 
verbs. With Arabic loan verbs, this does not create any morphological 
problems, as the Arabic form can be inserted. With native Berber verbs, 
the same solution is found as with passives: participles of Arabic verbs are 
used systematically in suppletion to non-participial forms of Berber verbs. 
Thus the Berber verb ǝšš ‘to eat’ is doubled by an active participle wakǝl 
which is of Arabic origin; there is no corresponding Arabic loan in other 
verbal forms of ‘to eat’.

The effect of these developments is not so much a parallel system (only 
the Arabic system is used), but a suppletive system, in which Berber lexemes 
in some morphological categories correspond to Arabic lexemes in others. 
With open-set lexical types such as verbs this is extremely uncommon in 
the world. The only other case that I know of are the closely related north-
ern Songhay languages Tadaksahak and Tagdal, which have suppletive par-
adigms with verb derivations. In these languages, Songhay-origin underived 
verbs correspond to Tuareg-origin (derived) verbs (Christiansen 2010). With 
closed-set lexical types the situation may be more common. One remarks, 
for example, the existence of a similar suppletive relationship in Tashelhiyt 
between Berber cardinal numerals and Arabic fractions.
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The spread of Arabic morphological patterns to native Berber words is 
quite rare, and in fact much rarer than, for instance, with Romance noun 
derivations in English. The reason may be that in Arabic most derivations 
use apophony, and that transposing an apophonic pattern is more diffi-
cult than adding (generalizing) an easily isolated affix. There are a num-
ber of cases where Arabic apophonic patterns have been systematically 
transposed to Berber words, though. The first case is adjectival grading in 
Siwa and Zuwara (Souag 2010). Berber has no morphological gradation in 
adjectives, using syntactic means to express comparative and superlative 
meanings. In Arabic, grade is expressed in the adjective by means of apo-
phony. Siwa has taken over this device in adjectives with an Arabic back-
ground, e.g. aqdim ‘old’ (Berber morphology < Ar. qdim), qdǝm ‘older’. The 
same process is applied to adjectives of Berber origin, e.g. azǝṭṭaf ‘black’ 
(< Berber), zṭǝf  ‘blacker’ (Souag 2010:158). The second case are diminutives 
in Ghomara (Mourigh fc.). Diminutives in Maghribian Arabic are formed 
by means of complicated apophonic patterns, largely dependent on the 
formal shape of the noun (cf. Heath 1987). In Ghomara, the same pat-
terns are applied to words of Berber origin, e.g. from Arabic ddḵǝṛ ‘male 
person’—ǝddḵiyyǝṛ ‘little male person’, and from Berber tarbat ‘young 
woman’—tǝrbiyyǝt ‘little young woman’.

Arabic apophonic patterns are also interesting at another level. When 
Arabic elements are introduced into Berber morphology, the question is 
which apophonic form is chosen. Not surprisingly, the basic form with 
nouns is the singular, to which Berber plural formations can be applied. 
With verbs, there is great diversity, both geographical and lexical, as to the 
Arabic verb form that is chosen as the basis for the Berber form, and both 
Imperfect and Perfect Arabic vowel schemes appear in Berber loans. The 
Arabic apophony per se is not taken over, i.e. once the Arabic basic form 
is chosen, Berber apophonic schemes are applied to it. Ghomara is an 
exception to this: even with integrated verbs (i.e. those that take Berber 
morphology), Arabic apophony is copied. Thus with CVC verbs, the dif-
ference between Perfects (always a) and Imperfects (u, i, or a) is reflected 
in Ghomara as the difference between Perfective and Aorist, and the lexi-
cally determined Arabic Imperfect vocalization is faithfully reproduced in 
the Ghomara Aorist forms.

Arabic and Berber morphology share similar categories, and therefore 
the possibilities of categorical transfer are little. There are a few cases, 
however. Two of these are general in northern Berber except Ghadames: 
the introduction of a collective—unity noun opposition, and maybe the 
introduction of nominal adjectives. Both basically use Berber devices, 
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and in both cases alternative historical explanations are possible. Other 
cases of categorical transfer use Arabic morphological devices, i.e., Arabic 
morphology and the new category have been introduced together. The 
categories involved are Arabic participles in Ghomara and some Libyan 
varieties, Arabic diminutives in Ghomara, and Arabic adjectival degree in 
Siwa and, to some extent, Libyan Berber.

13.3 General Characteristics: Syntax

Arabic influence on syntax is more difficult to establish than in other 
domains. The inherited typological similarities between Arabic and Ber-
ber make that there is a serious chance of independent but similar inno-
vations in syntax. More importantly, Berber has played an important role 
in the constitution of Maghribian Arabic, and many shared structures 
may stem from Berber rather than the other way round. Strong Arabic 
influence is found in a number of domains. In the expression of nomi-
nal deixis, a number of Berber languages have shifted from a strategy by 
means of post-nominal deictic clitics to pre-nominal deictic pronouns, 
a strategy that is clearly inspired by similar structures in Arabic. In the 
domain of coordination, one remarks the introduction of clause-linking 
elements, clearly a calque on the Arabic coordinator w. In the domain of 
subordination, Arabic influence is mainly lexical. Many Arabic conjunc-
tions have been introduced as forms, but the basic system remains Berber 
in nature.

A highly interesting situation is found in relative constructions. Origi-
nally, Berber and Arabic constructions were highly different. The histori-
cal development of Berber relative constructions shows both convergence 
and divergence. In a number of Berber varieties, the Arabic difference 
in construction between indefinite-head and definite-head relatives has 
been taken over; this may continue to some extent internal tendencies in 
Berber, but the conventionalization of the construction is without doubt 
the effect of language contact. Where pronominal reference to the head 
in the relative clause is concerned, Berber and Arabic were originally very 
different, Berber having very little pronominal reference, and Arabic using 
resumptive pronouns everywhere. In Berber one finds two opposite ten-
dencies. In a large number of varieties, Berber has developed in the oppo-
site direction of the Arabic pattern: pronominal reference to the head in 
the relative clause (inflected “participle” in subject relatives) has become 
more and more restricted, and was lost in some varieties altogether. In 
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other varieties, especially in the eastern part of the Maghrib, convergence 
towards the Arabic pattern is found. Quite a number of languages in the 
east have introduced resumptive pronouns in non-subject relatives. More-
over, the Berber “participle” (subject-relative verb form) has been lost in a 
number of varieties, and instead normal inflected verbs are used, just like 
in Arabic. Early stages of Berber probably only sparsely used elements to 
introduce the relative clause. This contrasts with Arabic, which has a rela-
tive marker with pronominal features in (definite) relative clauses. The 
ancient situation is still attested in a number of Berber varieties. In many 
others, different types of relative introductors have evolved, based on pro-
nominal, deictic, and verbal structures. Arabic influence is visible in some 
of these constructions, while others may have emerged as internal innova-
tions. As a result of these conflicting tendencies, Berber now displays an 
enormous variation in relative clause structures. Some of these structures 
are completely different from Arabic, e.g. in Figuig, while others are faith-
ful copies of Arabic patterns, e.g. in a number of Libyan varieties. More 
than other syntactic features, relative constructions show the intricate 
interplay between contact-induced and internally motivated change.

13.4 General Characteristics: Lexicon

Berber languages are among the big borrowers of the world’s languages. 
This also concerns basic lexicon. With the exception of Ghadames, all 
northern Berber languages have higher percentages of borrowings in basic 
lexicon than a well-known borrower as English took from Romance. Very 
high scores are found in Ghomara and Siwa. Borrowing of nouns occurs 
in all semantic spheres. Still, there are items—also in basic lexicon—
that are more easily borrowed than others. Terms for adult donkeys, for 
instance, are hardly ever borrowed, while terms for adult horses are quite 
often represented by loanwords.

Different from many languages, verbs are as easily borrowed as nouns. 
Like with nouns, borrowings are frequently found in verbs with rather 
basic meanings. On the other hand, for many verb meanings all investi-
gated languages use a Berber word, while for others Arabic loans are fre-
quently the only lexical means for expressing the concept. Thus, while ‘to 
forget’ is not represented by a borrowing in any of the studied Berber vari-
eties, the verb ‘to remember’ is quite often represented by a loanword.

In many cases, it is possible to construct an explanation why some 
word would be borrowed. This may be due to cultural factors, or to lack 
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of availability of the term in earlier Berber, for example because of lin-
guistic taboos or because phonetic changes led to infortunate homopho-
nies. Explanations of this type help us to understand the fate of individual 
items. They do not help us to understand the basic fact that Berber is so 
permeable to borrowing in comparison to other languages, where similar 
factors play a role. One way of looking at this problem—not really an 
explanation—is that Berber uses borrowing as the general therapeutic 
device: once there are problems of one or the other kind, borrowing is 
used as a way to mend them. Other languages may prefer other instru-
ments, like compounding or semantic shifts, which leads to highly differ-
ent percentages of borrowing, especially in basic lexicon. Notwithstanding 
this possibility, the reasons for core borrowing often elude us, and no good 
reason for it can be formulated.

Core borrowing is often explained by means of vague notions such as 
prestige. This explanation is insufficient in the case of Berber. In the first 
place, most borrowings are from dialectal Arabic rather than from the 
prestige language Standard/Classical Arabic. Dialectal Arabic certainly has 
covert prestige nowadays as the main language of out-group communica-
tion. This factor cannot have been that important in earlier times, when 
in many regions out-group communication was restricted to a small part 
of the community, and when in large parts of the Berber-speaking terri-
tory most speakers were monolingual. The central problem with prestige 
explanations in core borrowings, however, is that they do not explain why 
some basic elements are borrowed whereas others are not. As mentioned 
abhove, the study of borrowing in a large number of varieties shows that 
it is by no means evenly distributed over the core lexicon, and that some 
basic meanings (e.g. ‘to pull’, ‘to go’) are much more generally borrowed 
than others (e.g. ‘to drag’, ‘to arrive’).

13.5 Comparison of Borrowing in Different Berber Varieties

Borrowing is not equally distributed over Berber varieties. There are impor-
tant differences. In this part, a general assessment of this will be made.

Elšík & Matras (2006) provide an overview of borrowing in a large sam-
ple of Romani languages. Their huge corpus of different varietes allows 
them to draw conclusions about hierarchies of the type: Feature X is bor-
rowed more easily than Feature Y; and when Feature Y is borrowed, this 
implies that Feature X has also been borrowed. Our investigation has a 
similar type of corpus—varieties of the same language family that all have 
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undergone important language contact—even though it does not neces-
sarily share all the theoretical premisses. The Berber corpus is not entirely 
of the same type as the Romani corpus, however. In the first place, the 
number of varieties studied is much smaller. Moreover, while Romani 
varieties are often to a large degree isolated from each other, Berber con-
stitutes a kind of linguistic continuum, which allows for the spread of fea-
tures without many obstacles. As a result, linguistic divergence has been 
much less pronounced than in the case of Romani. Finally, even though 
the general social context of Romani is everywhere the same to some 
degree—small groups of (originally) nomadic people living in a context 
where a different language is dominant—there are enormous differences 
in the degree to which the languages are under pressure of the surround-
ing linguistic communities. In the Berber case, the opposite seems to 
be true. The social circumstances of Berber-Arabic contact are to some 
degree more diverse—there is quite some difference between contact 
between neighboring villages with different languages (as for example in 
Beni Iznasen), villages surrounded by other Berber speakers (as in Greater 
Kabylia), (transhumant) nomads, whose contact with Arabic is mainly 
with Arabic-speaking villagers (e.g. Ayt Atta in southeastern Morocco), 
and oasis dwellers, whose contact with Arabic is mainly with Arab nomads  
(e.g. Mzab). However, basic dominance patterns are relatively homoge-
nous among Berber speakers. Arabic is the language of wider communica-
tion, but (at least traditionally) not the language of the household or the 
village. It used to be very well possible to lead a socially integrated life 
without using Arabic. Finally, and most importantly, Romani has been 
influenced by many different languages of very different language types, 
while Berber is mainly in contact with a single language (or group of 
varieties), Maghribian Arabic. In comparison to Romani, there are more 
processes of homogenization to be expected in Berber (the effect of the 
continuum), and less processes of divergence because of different pat-
terns in linguistic dominance and similarities in contact input. Put oth-
erwise, patterns of Arabic influence in Berber are expected to be more 
homogenous than in Romani. In fact, this is definitely my impression, 
even though it is problematic to compare languages with very different 
linguistic systems from the outset, such as Romani and Berber.

This difference also implies that some of the methods that led to 
interesting results in the work by Elšík & Matras are less useful in the 
Berber case. The definition of borrowing hierarchies on a detailed scale is 
hardly insightful in Berber. Still, it is interesting to look at the diversity in 
contact-induced change in the different Berber varieties.
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In phonology, northern Berber varieties are very similar in their behav-
ior vis-à-vis Arabic materials. All investigated varieties show large-scale 
take-over of foreign phonemes through the means of loanwords. On the 
other hand, certain major Berber phonological rules are generally applied 
to Arabic loans. This is the case of consonant lenition in spirantizing dia-
lects, or the application of Berber syllabification procedures in Tashelhiyt. 
As far as there are regional differences in the degree of nativization, these 
are not related to a cline in Arabic influence, but to the degree of pho-
nological difference with Arabic. In some Berber varieties, this difference 
is quite big, and the effects of nativization of Arabic loans are quite big 
too—e.g. in spirantizing dialects. In other varieties, the system is more 
similar to Maghribian Arabic, and the difference between nativized and 
non-nativized phonology is in most cases void.

One of the main processes in morphological borrowing is Parallel Sys-
tem Borrowing (PSB) of inflection. PSB is found in different aspects of 
inflectional morphology. All northern Berber languages have PSB in the 
nominal system. In quite a few language, PSB also occurs in the pronomi-
nal system, albeit in a rather marginal way. One language, Ghomara, has 
extended PSB to the verbal system. The four main PSB situations can be 
schematized as follows (cf. Kossmann 2010a):

nominal  
inflection

pronominal 
inflection

adjectival 
inflection

verbal  
inflection

Tashelhiyt + – – –

Central Mor. + – – –

Tarifiyt + – – –

Beni Iznasen + – – –

Kabyle + – – –

Ghadames + – – –

Figuig + + – –

Mzab + + – –

Ouargla + + – –

Siwa + + – –

Zuwara + + + –

Ghomara + + + +
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When looking at compartmentalization, a different situation is found. Only 
very few languages have morphological means that strictly separate ety-
mologically Berber lexicon from etymologically Arabic lexicon. Ghomara 
shows such a situation with adjectives, in which the very few remaining 
Berber adjectives have different inflection from the great majority of Ara-
bic adjectives. The only language with systematic compartmentalization 
in some parts of morphology is Tashelhiyt. In this variety, Berber and Ara-
bic verbs are kept apart by two processes. In the first place, Arabic verbs 
have Arabic-morphology action nouns, while Berber verbs have Berber-
morphology action nouns. In the second place, triliteral verbs (one of 
the major groups of verbs) have different morphology in the Imperfec-
tive aspectual stem for Berber etyma than for Arabic etyma. Interestingly, 
the latter differentiation is attained by means of Berber morphology: the 
compartmentalization is therefore not the effect of a generalization of 
PSB, but a different process.

Take-over of Arabic apophonic patterns in borrowed forms with native 
inflection is only found in Ghomara, which uses Arabic-based apophony 
in the differentiation between Aorist and Perfective in CVC loan verbs, 
even when they have Berber inflection. Take-over of apophonic patterns 
that introduce a new category is found in a small number of varieties:

Zuwara	 (Arabic) participles, adjectival degree
Ghomara	 (Arabic) participles, diminutives
Siwa	 adjectival degree

In the lexicon, there is a clear difference between the varieties. Ghadames 
is on all counts the lowest borrower. In this language, foreign lexicon is 
much less frequent in running texts than elsewhere, and the same is 
true for the influence of Arabic on basic lexicon. All other languages are 
relatively high borrowers, with much higher scores than, for instance, 
Romance influence on English. Among these, Ghomara and Siwa stand 
out with very high figures, even on a global scale. In different 100-word 
lists, one third of Ghomara items are borrowings, while they constitute 
about a quarter of the basic words in Siwa.

The results using the above criteria can be described by a three-level level 
scale. The first level (“basic”) describes what is the lowest degree of impact 
found in the sample. The second level (“medium”) describes what goes 
beyond the basic degree, but does not reach the third level (“high”). The 
scale is impressionistic, and the labels are not meant to be applicable cross-
linguistically. Thus, on a global scale, “basic” PSB (i.e. only in nominals) is 
relatively marked, and “medium” lexical borrowing in Berber goes beyond 
what is found in the large majority of languages in the LWT corpus. On the 
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other hand, the “high” introduction of two new morphological categories in 
Ghomara may not be that special in a cross-linguistic perspective.

The above table gives a two-fold image. On the one hand, there is a 
clear difference between some languages that have undergone little Arabic 
influence (for northern Berber standards), esp. Ghadames, and languages 
such as Zuwara and Ghomara, which have undergone massive influence 
from Arabic. On a closer look, different features give different results. 
Thus, Figuig is highly innovative in its deictic system, but extremely con-
servative (or at least un-Arabic) when it comes to relative clause structure. 
Ghomara has parallel systems all over its morphology and an enormous 
amount of core borrowings, but retains the ancient Berber system in 
deixis. Tashelhiyt has undergone relatively little influence from Arabic, 
but is the only languages which has strict compartmentalization accord-
ing to etymologic origin in verbal morphology.

13.6 A Characterization of Arabic Grammatical  
Borrowing in Berber

In the following, I shall provide a characterization of Arabic grammatical 
borrowing in Berber. In order to do so, borrowing types will be defined on 

com
partm

entalization

additional m
orphology

PSB

prenom
inal deixis

post-verbal negation

additive clause  
coordination

resum
ptive pronouns 

 in RC

linker in RC

core lexicon

Ghadames B B B B (B) B B B B
Tashelhiyt M B B B B B B B M
Central Morocco B B B B H B B M M
Tarifiyt B B B B H M B M M
Beni Iznasen B B B B H M B M M
Kabyle B B B B H B B M M
Figuig B B M M H M B B M
Mzab B B M M B M M M M
Ouargla B B M B B M M M M
Siwa B M M B B M H H H
Zuwara B H M H H H H H ?
Ghomara B H H B H H H H H



	 conclusions	 423

the basis of two axes. On one axe stands the type of material that is taken 
over. Following Sakel (2007), I will distinguish Matter borrowings (MAT), 
i.e., a borrowing involving phonological form, from Pattern borrowing 
(PAT), i.e., the borrowing of a pattern without the phonological form. The 
two types can cooccur. In some cases, the difference between a MAT+PAT 
borrowing and a mere MAT borrowing is void, as the pre-existing pattern 
is the same as the pattern in the source language of the MAT borrowing. 
Such cases could be called neutral as to PAT, but it is probably better to 
consider them simply MAT borrowings.

On the other axis stands the functional impact of the borrowing. In 
some cases, the borrowing adds something (a form, a category . . .) to the 
pre-existing inventory, without ousting the old forms. This will be called 
additive borrowing (ADD). In other cases, a borrowing takes the place of an 
older form. There is no addition in this case, but substitution (SUB). There-
fore this second type will be called substitutive borrowing (on the cross-
linguistic relevance of the distinction, see Kossmann fc.-b). A third type 
concerns cases where Arabic elements (esp. morphology) are introduced 
together with Arabic lexemes, which led to parallel systems to express the 
same categories, one system with native and nativized words, the other 
with non-nativized words. This will be called parallelism (PAR).

In order to give a characterization of Arabic borrowing in Berber, the dif-
ferent borrowed elements will be studied according to this categorization.

Phonology. Phonological borrowing from Arabic is exclusively MAT*ADD. 
Arabic phonemes have been introduced through the lexicon. Their spread 
to items that were not borrowed involves new lexemes, that get added 
expressive value by the borrowed material. Substitutive borrowing, in the 
sense that a Berber phoneme is consistently substituted by an Arabic pho-
neme is not attested. The only exception could be the irregular sound 
change *ɣ > ɛ in Ghadames. As ɣ is also a phoneme of Arabic, and as the 
sound change does not involve Arabic materials, it is improbable that Ara-
bic was a factor in this development.

Morphology: Nouns.
MAT*PAR. The major type of borrowing in Berber noun inflection is 
MAT*PAR by means of Parallel Systems. Arabic nouns are taken over 
together with Arabic morphology. This morphology has no impact on the 
Berber morphological system. Different from other languages, Parallel Sys-
tem Borrowing concerns a large percentage of borrowed nouns and is far 
from marginal.
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MAT-PAT*ADD. The additive introduction of Matter and Pattern is 
only found in one variety. Ghomara has introduced Arabic diminutive 
apophony on a large scale, including Berber nouns. While Berber has some 
derivational means to express size differences through gender change,  
the Arabic pattern such as found in Ghomara can be applied to nouns of 
all semantic categories.

MAT-PAT*ADD and PAT*ADD? It has been argued that the opposi-
tion between collectives and unity nouns is a calque on Arabic. As no 
such category would have existed before, this process is clearly additive 
in nature. Berber varieties differ in the degree to which they use Arabic 
morphology in the expression of the opposition. In languages where both 
native and (quasi-)Arabic nominal morphology are used in the collective, 
one can speak of simple PAT*ADD insertion. In languages where the col-
lective always has (quasi-)Arabic morphology, one should rather speak of 
MAT-PAT*ADD insertion.

Morphology: Adjectives
MAT*PAR. In a small number of languages, esp. Ghomara and some 
Libyan varieties, Arabic adjectives have Arabic morphology, while Berber 
adjectives have Berber morphology. In Ghomara, Arabic adjectives have 
marginalized Berber adjectives to a large extent, only a few of them 
remaining in use.

MAT-PAT*ADD. In Siwa and Zuwara Arabic degree morphology has 
been introduced with adjectives, a category that did not yet exist in 
Berber.

PAT?. On a different scale, it has been argued that the existence of an 
adjectival sub-class of the noun in Berber is the result of contact-induced 
change. Formerly, adjectival modification would have been exclusively 
expressed by means of stative verbs. If this is true—which is by no means 
certain—it is difficult to decide whether to call this additive or substitu-
tive borrowing. The new adjectival class did not abolish the ancient class 
of stative verbs, but restricted its usage.

Morphology: Pronouns
MAT*PAR. Arabic pronouns have been introduced in a number of variet-
ies together with other Arabic materials. In most varieties these are Arabic 
particles that are commonly followed by a bound pronoun. In Ghomara 
the phenomenon is broader, as Arabic-conjugated verbs (see below) also 
have Arabic clitic pronouns. All pronominal borrowing leads to parallel 
morphological systems.
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Morphology: Verbal inflection
MAT*PAR. The addition of Arabic morphology to Berber according to par-
allel systems is only found in Ghomara Berber. There are two types of this. 
In the first type, Arabic verbs have been taken over together with their 
lexically specified apophony for distinguishing aspectual stems. A much 
more pervasive type is found with a large number of verbs in Ghomara, 
which preserve their entire Arabic inflectional morphology, including pro-
nominal clitics.

MAT*ADD. Zuwara and Ghomara have introduced Arabic participles. In 
Ghomara (the Zuwaran situation is unknown) the Arabic apophonic stuc-
ture (MAT) is not transferred to Berber verbs. Instead, suppletion is used in 
order to make passive or active participles from native Berber verbs.

Morphology: Verbal derivation
MAT*SUB. Substitutive borrowing in verbal morphology is found in the 
derivational system of Ghomara. In the passive voice, the Arabic prefixes 
tt- and n- are used. This prefix cannot be transferred to Berber verbs. 
Instead, there is suppletion: an underived Berber verb corresponds to a 
passive verb, in which both derivation and the lexeme itself are borrowed 
from Arabic. It should be noted that the prefix tt- is found in many Berber 
varieties as a native passive marker. Only the lexical substition involved 
shows beyond doubt that Ghomara tt- is not a continuation from this old 
marker.

Syntax: Deixis
PAT*SUB. In a number of languages, pre-nominal deixis has been intro-
duced, copying Arabic patterns, but without any transfer of Matter. In 
Figuig and Mzab the new structure coexists with the ancient post-nominal 
deixis, in Zuwara the Berber structure has been entirely ousted by the 
new pattern.

Syntax: Negation
PAT*ADD and MAT-PAT*ADD. In a large number of varieties, native 
pre-verbal negation has been supplemented by a post-verbal element. 
Lucas (2009) convincingly argues that this happened under the infuence 
of Maghribian Arabic. The post-verbal element sometimes has a Berber 
background (i.e. PAT*ADD), sometimes it is a loan from Arabic (i.e. MAT-
PAT*ADD).

MAT*SUB. In Ghomara and in Siwa, the pre-verbal marker of negation 
has been substituted by an Arabic form. It is difficult to say whether this 
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also involves a pattern change. In both languages, the negative forms of 
the aspectual stems no more survive, which may be linked to the abolish-
ment of the original negative particle. However, this type of simplification 
is also found in languages which have retained the original negation, and 
may be an independent internal development.

Syntax: Coordination
MAT-PAT*ADD. In a few eastern varieties, the Arabic conjunction w, u 
has been taken over, which introduced clausal coordination to the lan-
guage.

PAT*ADD. In a certain number of varieties, clause coordination as a 
pattern has been taken over from Arabic. The pattern is expressed by 
means of the (former) preposition d, which was originally only used for 
NP coordination.

Syntax: Subordination
MAT*SUB. There are a number of clear cases where Berber subordinators 
have been substituted by Arabic words. This does not seem to influence 
the native patterns; in a few cases, such as the Kabyle usage of lukan ‘if 
(counterfactual)’ followed by a verb in the negative Perfective, it is evident 
that earlier structures were preserved without any change. In other cases, 
Arabic and Berber structures presumably coincided to a large degree.

Syntax: Relativization
PAT*ADD. A clear case where Arabic influenced the patterns of the rela-
tive clause is the grammaticalization of an opposition between relative 
clauses with indefinite heads and relative clauses with definite heads.

MAT-PAT*SUB?. In a few eastern languages, the Arabic relative pro-
noun ǝlli has been taken over as such as an introducter of the relative 
clause.

PAT*SUB?. Much more generally, relative construction have sprouted, 
which introduce the relative clause by means of a pronominal element 
or something else. In this case, internal and external factors seem to con-
spire. The degree to which this new pattern has obliterated the earlier pat-
tern without linking is different from variety to variety and from context 
to context. In many varieties, the ancient and the new pattern coexist in 
some contexts.

PAT*SUB. At another point of relative syntax, ancient structures have 
been substituted by new structures too. This is the use of resumptive 
pronouns in relative clauses. This phenomenon is restricted to Ghomara 
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and languages in the east of Algeria, in Tunisia, in Libya, and in Siwa. 
The degree to which this takes place depends on the variety and on the 
context. In some varieties, only some types of relatives have resumptive 
pronouns, while others have it consistently in all relative clauses.

This overview shows that the majority of changes are Matter-related and 
either parallel or additive in nature. Additive borrowing in morphology 
and syntax brings along new patterns in addition to the matter. Pure Pat-
tern borrowing is relatively rare. In morphology the best case is the intro-
duction of the collective–unity noun distinction. In syntax (which is more 
about patterns of course) unambiguous Pattern introductions are mainly 
found in the eastern varieties. These varieties also show quite a few cases 
of substitutive Pattern borrowing.

Arabic influence on Berber is strongly related to lexical borrowing. This 
is most clearly so in the case of Parallel System Borrowing, where morpho-
logical material is introduced with, and remains restricted to, borrowed 
lexemes. In syntactic borrowing, similar situations are found with the 
introduction of Arabic function words, which may or may not have struc-
tural implications. It is not entirely restricted to lexically-bound borrow-
ing. There are quite a few syntactical changes that were clearly triggered 
by Arabic patterns, without any transfer of lexical material.

Parallel System Borrowing is no doubt the most outstanding feature of 
Arabic influence on Berber. Its extent makes it impossible to fit Berber 
into the straightjackets of general borrowing typologies, such as those pre-
sented in Thomason & Kaufman (1988). This well-known and much-used 
typology, expressed in a five-step borrowing scale, coalesces two differ-
ent elements in borrowing: what is borrowed, and to what extent it is 
extended to the native part of the language. Parallel System Borrowing has 
no clear place in such a typology—it would automatically be considered 
of little impact. This is, to say the least, infortunate in languages where 
about half of the nouns have borrowed morphology.

13.7 Arabic Influence on Berber and the Typology of  
Contact-Induced Change

In the preceding paragraphs, the general characteristics of Arabic influ-
ence on Berber have been put in a framework inspired by current models 
of contact-induced change. One central point has not yet been addressed. 
Since Thomason & Kaufman (1988) and van Coetsem (1988), one of the 
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main tenets of contact linguistics has been the difference between “bor-
rowing” and “imposition” (or “substratum”) (to follow van Coetsem’s terms, 
for a historical overview see Winford fc.). In this terminology, borrowing 
stands roughly for contact-induced change when speakers of a language 
take over elements from a foreign language, in which they are less fluent. 
Imposition stands for the take-over of elements from a foreign language, 
in which the speakers are more fluent. In terms of language learning, bor-
rowing takes place when a learner of a second language inserts elements 
from this language in his own first language. Imposition takes place when 
this learner transposes native patterns onto the language (s)he is learning, 
e.g. by having a “foreign accent”.

In the original model by Thomason & Kaufman (1988), the first two sce-
narios were defined in terms of language maintenance and loss: borrowing 
was considered to take place when the (primary) language is maintained 
alongside the foreign language, while imposition takes place when a speech 
community exchanges its primary language for an imperfectly known 
second language. For the two situations, different borrowing scales were 
established, and certain characteristics were defined. The model is based 
on the results of contact-induced change; thus it neglects the question to 
what extent the imperfectly learned second language was already present 
in the shifting community (of course one has to assume it was), and to 
what extent different levels of second language learning were present and 
interacting during the language shift. Such a model is clearly too simplis-
tic, a fact recognized among others in Thomason (2008). Van Coetsem’s 
model (1988, 2000) focuses on the initial locus of language change, the 
individual speaker. In the model a number of factors are defined. The 
first factor is the dominance relationship between the different languages 
the speaker has at his or her disposal (more or less implicitly generalized 
to the speech community). Dominance is defined in terms of linguistic 
ability—fluency and the like—, not in terms of status of the language in 
society. The second factor is the stability of the different parts of the lin-
guistic system. It is assumed that certain parts of the linguistic system are 
less accessible consciously, and therefore less easy to change than others. 
Thus, for example, non-basic lexicon would be less stable, and therefore 
easier to change than syntactic structures. These two factors together pre-
dict what kind of changes take place in language contact. If the speaker is 
dominant in language B and inserts elements from language A, the predic-
tion is that these will belong to the less stable parts of the language. If the 
speaker is dominant in language A and inserts elements from language A 
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into his or her version of language B, the stable structures of the dominant 
language will surface in the non-dominant language. The first case (inser-
tion of foreign elements into the dominant language) is called borrowing, 
the second (insertion of foreign elements into the non-dominant lan-
guage) is called imposition. The model has a number of weaknesses, due 
to the rough definitions of its basic building blocks. In the first place, dom-
inance is not always easy to determine. Balanced bilinguals are not that 
unusual, and may in fact be quite common in situations that ultimately 
lead to language shift. The model has no clear way of accounting for such 
speakers, for whom no strict dominance relationship can be established. 
Moreover, dominance relationships may be different for different parts of 
the language. Thus, for example, most second generation Moroccan immi-
grants in the Netherlands are clearly dominant in Dutch when it comes 
to morphology and syntactic structures, and show strong tendencies of 
language attrition in their Berber (E-Rramdani 2003). In their phonology, 
on the other hand, Berber structures tend to be dominant, leading to a 
(close-to-)perfect pronunciation in Berber and a strong Moroccan accent 
in Dutch. In recent years, Donald Winford has endeavored to revive the 
van Coetsemian framework (Winford 2003; fc.). He points to an important 
element in the framework, which makes it quite different from other mod-
els of contact-induced change, the fact that “dominant language” does not 
necessarily equal first language or native language. Speakers may change 
dominance relationships during their lives, and speech communities may 
be so strongly entrenched in other language communities that most of its 
speakers are dominant in the other language, while still maintaining their 
community language as the language first spoken to children. Under such 
circumstances, imposition effects can be found in speech communities 
with language maintenance. According to Winford, this kind of scenario 
accounts for some of the most spectacular cases of imposition under lan-
guage maintenance, e.g., the morphological restructuring found in some 
Anatolian Greek varieties (Winford fc.).

Arabic influence on Berber provides an interesting test-case for this 
model. For the majority of Berber languages, one can assume that lan-
guage shift of Arabic speakers to Berber only played a minor role in the 
history of the language. Dominance relationships are more difficult to 
establish. However, at least in Morocco and Algeria, communities seem 
to have been clearly dominant in Berber traditionally, and in pre-colonial 
times one must reckon with many monolingual Berber speakers. The situ-
ation in the easternmost part is more difficult to assess. Our data on Sokna 
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and El-Fogaha stem from a time when the language was dying, and it is 
very well possible that the informants of Sarnelli (1924–1925) and Paradisi 
(1963) were dominant in Arabic rather than in Berber. For the small oasis 
of Awdjila and for the village dialects of mainland Tunisa, the situation is 
not clear. In Siwa, Arabic dominance does not seem to be a major factor 
nowadays, but this may have been different in the past, when there was a 
local Arabic variety whose speakers shifted to Berber later on. Elsewhere 
in Libya, there is no reason to assume that the majority of speakers used 
to be dominant in Arabic; anecdotal evidence of Zuwara speakers having 
great difficulties in communicating in Arabic after moving to the capital 
strongly suggests the opposite. One may therefore conclude that, with the 
exception of the easternmost oasis dialects, Berber has always been the 
dominant language of the majority of the Berber-speaking population. 
The situation in Ghomara Berber is difficult to classify. According to 
Khalid Mourigh (p.c.), most speakers are balanced bilinguals, and no clear 
dominance relationships can be defined. His observations only pertain to 
male speakers in a sea-side village. One expects that data from women 
and from more isolated villages in the mountains would either show the 
same picture, or point to dominance of Berber rather than Arabic.

Generally speaking, van Coetsem’s predictions are borne out well by 
the Berber data. Influence of Arabic is in the first place related to the lexi-
con. As shown above, Parallel System Borrowing plays a great role in the 
introduction of Arabic morphology. This type of morphological borrowing 
is in fact a side-effect of lexical borrowing. The same is true for the intro-
duction of Arabic phonemes, which also happened through the medium 
of loanwords. There are a number of cases, however, where structural 
elements have been taken over without being clearly related to lexical 
borrowing. Such cases may be considered counter-evidence to the pre-
dictions of the van Coetsemian framework. The main phenomena where 
we find this are the introduction of segmentally marked clause coordina-
tion (see 11.1.2), the introduction of post-verbal negation (see 10.2.1.2), the 
introduction of a number of Arabic features in relative clause structure 
(see 12.5), and the change in construction in nominal deixis (see 10.1). Fea-
tures of this type are attested both in the easternmost varieties, where 
Arabic dominance is not to be excluded, and in more western varieties. 
Thus, prenominal deixis of the type [PRONOUN-(DEICTIC) of NOUN], a 
calque on Arabic, is found in Morocco (Zayan, Figuig), in Saharan Algeria 
(Mzab) and in Libya (Zuwara) (see 10.1). In none of these varieties, there 
is any indication that Arabic has ever been a dominant language in the 
population.
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13.8 Arabic Borrowing in Berber and Language Mixing

A final remark must be made on language mixing. In the most com-
mon view, a language is mixed when some parts of its structure 
are entirely expressed by elements from one language, while others are 
entirely expressed by elements from another language. Often the divide is 
between lexicon and grammar, but sometimes there is a divide between 
different grammatical categories. In a mixed language of this type, there is 
etymological consistency within the categories, but no etymological con-
sistency between categories. No Berber language would be mixed accord-
ing to such a definition. However, the extensive use of parallel systems in 
many Berber languages leads to something which, in a broader definition, 
could certainly be considered a mixture (cf. Wolff & Alidou 2001). This 
is especially the case of Ghomara Berber. In Ghomara, there are parallel 
morphological systems for virtually all grammatical categories: nominal, 
adjectival, pronominal and verbal morphology (including pronominal 
clitics). As a result, it is very well possible to have elaborate sentences, 
in which almost every form belongs to Arabic, but also to construct sen-
tences that are exclusively Berber. In basic lexicon, Arabic elements are 
only a little less frequent than Berber terms (over one third in 100-word 
lists). Only in the realm of Noun Phrase structure, Berber constructions 
are dominant, and no Arabic structures have been taken over. With this 
one caveat, one can say that the Arabic part of Ghomara Berber is as 
strong and as elaborate as the Berber part. It is therefore to some degree 
arbitrary to decide whether this is synchronically a Berber language with 
Arabic admixture, or rather an Arabic variety with lots of Berber in it. 
Interestingly, the Ghomara situation is quite similar to that found in the 
Greek and Arabic elements of Cypriot Arabic (provided the analyses in 
Newton 1964 and Kossmann 2008b are correct): parallel systems in all 
realms, except for NP structure, where Arabic is dominant. Only in pho-
nology the Greek element in Cypriot Arabic is much more obvious than 
the Arabic element in Ghomara Berber. This is, however, as expected: due 
to a very long period of convergence from both sides, Berber and Arabic 
phonologies of northwestern Morocco have become virtually the same, 
without acquiring a definitely Arabic or Berber character.
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——. 1959. Diccionario español–senhayi (dialecto bereber de Senhaya de Serair). Madrid: 

Instituto de Estudios Africanos.
Ibn Khaldoun. 1852–1856. Histoire des Berbères et des dynasties musulmanes de l’Afrique 

septentrionale, translated by Baron MacGuckin de Slane. Algiers: Imprimerie du Gou-
vernement.

Idiatov, Dmitry. 2007. A Typology of Non-Selective Interrogative Pronominals. PhD Thesis. 
Universiteit Antwerpen.

Igla, Birgit, 1996. Das Romani von Ajia Varvara. Deskriptive und historisch-vergleichende 
Darstellung eines Zigeunerdialektes. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz.

Iraqui-Sinaceur, Zakia e.a., eds. 1993. Le dictionnaire COLIN d’arabe dialectal marocain. 
Rabat: Dar al-Manahil.



442	 references

Issawi, Charles. 1967. Loan-words in contemporary Arabic writing: A case study in modern-
ization. Middle Eastern Studies 3/2. 110–133.

Jakobi, Angelika & Maarten Kossmann. fc. On Berber borrowings into Nubian. To appear 
in Sprache und Geschichte in Afrika.

Jastrow, Otto. 1978. Die mesopotamisch-arabischen qǝltu-Dialekte. Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner.
Jong, Rudolf de. 2000. A Grammar of the Bedouin Dialects of the Northern Sinai Littoral. 

Bridging the Gap between the Eastern and Western Arab World. Leiden etc.: Brill.
Kahlouche, Rabah. 1992. Le berbère (kabyle) au contact de l’arabe et du français. Étude 

socio-historique et linguistique. PhD Thesis. Université d’Alger. [not consulted].
——. 2001. Socio-historical determinations of loan words from Arabic to Kabyle (Berber). 

Race, Gender & Class 8/3. 25–32.
——. 2005. L’emprunt lexical et son incidence sur les structures de la langue. Le cas du 

berbère (kabyle) au contact de l’arabe et du français. In: Anna Maria Di Tolla, ed. Studi 
berberi e mediterranei. Miscellanea offerta in onore di Luigi Serra. (Studi Maġrebini N.S. 
III). 208–218.

Kebbas, Ghania. 2002. Alternance de langues dans une zone urbaine de Tizi-Ouzou, arabe 
de Tizi-Ouzou/kabyle/français. MA Thesis. Université Mouloud Mammeri Tizi Ouzou 
[not consulted].

Kerr, Robert. 2007. Latino-Punic and its Linguistic Environment. PhD Thesis. Universiteit 
Leiden.

Khamed Attayoub, Abdoulmohamine. 2001. La tətsərret des Ayttawari Seslem. Identifi-
cation socio-linguistique d’un parler berbère non documenté chez les Touaregs de 
l’Azawagh (Niger). Mémoire de Maîtrise en études berbères. INALCO, Paris.

Khamed Attayoub, Abdoulmohamine & Saskia Walentowitz. 2000–2001. La tetserrét des 
Ayttawari Seslem: un parler proche du berbère “septentrional” chez les Touaregs de 
lʾAzawagh (Niger). Annuaire de l’Afrique du Nord 39. 27–48.

Kossmann, Maarten. 1994. La conjugaison des verbes CC à voyelle alternante en berbère. 
Études et Documents Berbères 12. 17–33.

——. 1995. Schwa en berbère. Journal of African Languages and Linguistics 16. 71–82.
——. 1997. Grammaire du parler berbère de Figuig (Maroc oriental). Paris & Louvain: 

Peeters.
——. 1999a. Essai sur la phonologie du proto-berbère. Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe.
——. 1999b. Cinq notes de linguistique historique berbère. Études et Documents Berbères 17. 

131–152.
——. 2000a. Esquisse grammaticale du rifain oriental. Paris & Louvain: Peeters.
——. 2000b. A Study of Eastern Moroccan Fairy Tales. Helsinki: Academia Scientiarum 

Fennica.
——. 2001. The origin of the glottal stop in Zenaga and its reflexes in the other Berber 

languages. Afrika und Übersee 84. 61–100.
——. 2002a. L’origine de l’aoriste intensif en berbère. Bulletin de la Société de Linguistique 

de Paris 97/1. 353–370.
——. 2002b. Deux emprunts du berbère à l’égyptien ancien. In: Kamal Naït-Zerrad, ed. 

Articles de linguistique berbère. Mémorial Werner Vycichl. Paris: L’Harmattan. 245–252.
——. 2003a. The origin of the Berber “participle”. In: Lionel Bender, David Appleyard & 

Gábor Takács, eds. Afrasian: Selected Comparative-Historical Linguistic Studies in Mem-
ory of Igor M. Diakonoff. Munich: Lincom Europe. 27–40.

——. 2003b. De Menseneetster. Berbersprookjes uit Noord-Marokko. Amsterdam: Bulaaq.
——. 2008a. Three irregular Berber verbs: ‘eat’, ‘drink’, ‘be cooked, ripen’. In: Alexander 

Lubotsky, Jos Schaeken & Jeroen Wiedenhof, eds. Evidence and Counter-Evidence. Essays 
in Honour of Frederik Kortlandt. Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi. 225–236.

——. 2008b. On the nature of borrowing in Cypriot Arabic. Zeitschrift für Arabische Lin-
guistik 49.5–24.

——. 2009a. Loanwords in Tarifiyt, a Berber language from Morocco. In: Martin Haspelmath 
& Uri Tadmor, eds. Loanwords in the World’s Languages. A Comparative Handbook. Ber-
lin: De Gruyter Mouton. 191–214.



	 references	 443

——. 2009b. Tarifiyt Berber vocabulary. In: Martin Haspelmath & Uri Tadmor, eds. World 
Loanword Database. Munich: Max Planck Digital Library. 1533 entries. http://wold 
.livingsources.org/vocabulary/6.

——. 2009c. The collective in Berber and language contact. In: Vermondo Brugnatelli 
& Mena Lafkioui, eds. Berber in Contact. Linguistic and Sociolinguistic Perspectives. 
Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe. 53–62.

——. 2009d. La flexion du prétérit d’état en berbère. Questions de morphologie comparée. 
In: Salem Chaker, Amina Mettouchi & Gérard Philippson, eds. Études de phonétique et 
de linguistique berbères. Hommage à Naïma Louali (1961–2005). Paris, Louvain & Wal-
pole: Peeters. 155–176.

——. 2010a. Parallel System Borrowing: Parallel morphological systems due to the borrow-
ing of paradigms. Diachronica 27/3. 459–487.

——. 2010b. Grammatical notes on the Berber dialect of Igli (Sud oranais, Algeria). In: 
Harry Stroomer, Maarten Kossmann, Dymitr Ibriszimow & Rainer Vossen, eds. Études 
berbères V. Essais sur des variations dialectales et autres articles. Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe. 
69–120.

——. 2011a. A Grammar of Ayer Tuareg (Niger). Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe.
——. 2011b. The names of King Antef ’s dogs. In: Amina Mettouchi, ed. “Parcours berbères”. 

Mélanges offerts à Paulette Galand-Pernet et Lionel Galand pour leur 90e anniversaire. 
Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe. 79–84.

——. 2012a. Berber. In: Zygmunt Frajzyngier & Erin Shay, eds. The Afroasiatic Languages. 
Cambridge etc.: Cambridge University Press. 18–101.

——. 2012b. Berber-Arabic code-switching in Imouzzar du Kandar (Morocco). In: Utz Maas 
& Stephan Procházka, eds. Moroccan Arabic in typological perspective. STUF—Language 
Typology and Universals 65/4. 369–382.

——. 2012c. Some new etymologies for glottal-stop initial Zenaga Berber words. In: Tomasz 
Polański and Joachim Śliwa, eds. Festschrift for Andrzej Zaborski = Folia Orientalia 49. 
245–251.

——. fc-a. On substratum: The history of the focus marker d in Jijel Arabic (Algeria). In: 
Carole de Féral, ed. Hommage à Robert Nicolaï. Louvain-la-Neuve: Peeters.

——. fc-b. Inflectional borrowing. In: Matthew Baerman, ed. The Oxford Handbook of 
Inflection. Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press.

——. fc-c. Berber subclassification. In: Rainer Vossen, ed. The Oxford Handbook of African 
Languages. Oxford etc.: Oxford University Press.

——. fc-d. A Grammatical Sketch of Ghadames Berber. Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe.
——. fc-e. Personal pronouns in the Ayt Seghrushen Berber variety of the province of Taza. 

In: Abdelaziz Allati, ed. Mélanges Michael Peyron.
Kossmann, Maarten & Ramada Elghamis. fc. Preliminary notes on Tuareg in Arabic script 

from Niger. In: Meikal Mumin & Kees Versteegh, eds. The Arabic Script in Africa: Studies 
on the Usage of a Writing System. Leiden etc: Brill.

Kuiper, F.B.J. 1995. Gothic bagms and Old Icelandic ylgr. North-Western European Lan-
guage Evolution (NOWELE) 25. 63–88.

Lafkioui, Mena. 1996. La négation en tarifit. In: Dominique Caubet & Salem Chaker, eds. 
La négation en berbère et en arabe marocain. Paris: L’Harmattan. 49–77.

——. 2007. Atlas linguistique des variétés berbères du Rif. Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe.
——. 2009a. Analyses dialectométriques du lexique berbère du Rif. In: Rainer Vossen, 

Dymitr Ibriszimow and Harry Stroomer, eds. Études berbères IV. Essais lexicologiques et 
lexicographiques et autres articles. Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe. 133–150.

——. 2009b. Les indices personnels verbaux des variétés berbères du Rif. In: Aïcha Bouhjar 
& Hamid Souifi, eds. L’amazighe dans l’Oriental et le Nord du Maroc: Variation et conver-
gence. Rabat: Institut Royal de la Culture Amazighe. 109–118.

Lafkioui, Mena & Daniela Merolla. 2002. Contes berbères chaouis de l’Aurès d’après Gustave 
Mercier. Cologne: Rüdiger Köppe.

Lahrouchi, Mohamed. 2009. La structure interne des racines triconsonantiques en ber-
bère tachelhit. In: Salem Chaker, Amina Mettouchi & Gérard Philippson, eds. Études 

http://wold.livingsources.org/vocabulary/6
http://wold.livingsources.org/vocabulary/6


444	 references

de phonétique et de linguistique berbères. Hommage à Naïma Louali (1961–2005). Paris, 
Louvain & Walpole: Peeters. 176–203.

Lane, Edward William. 1863–1893. An Arabic–English Lexicon. London etc.: Williams and 
Norgate.

Lanfry, Jacques. 1968. Ghadamès. Etude linguistique et ethnographique. I. Fort-National: 
Fichier de Documentation Berbère.

——. 1973. Ghadamès. II. Glossaire (parler des Ayt Waziten). Algiers: Le Fichier Péri-
odique.

Laoust, Émile. 1912. Étude sur le dialecte berbère du Chenoua comparé avec ceux des Beni-
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Libya 33, 35–36
Lingua Franca 64

Malagasy 112–113
Maltese 74–76
Medieval Ibadhi Berber 47–48, 49, 

211–212, 307
Medieval Moroccan Berber 211–212,  

375
Menacer, Beni 22, 333
Messaoud, Beni 22, 333
Metmata (Algeria) 22, 333
Mzab 2, 23, 110, 158, 194, 216, 218, 220, 

224–225, 228, 230, 243–269, 295, 297, 
323–324, 328, 382–383, 389–390, 398

Ndhir, Ayt v. Central Moroccan Berber
Nefusa, Djebel 2, 25, 110–111, 159, 172, 189, 

207, 210, 217, 221, 224, 243–269, 288, 294, 
297, 312, 316–317, 329, 333, 336, 342–343, 
355, 380, 399–401, 403

northern Berber 1
Ntifa v. Central Moroccan Berber
Nubian 57, 135, 142

Ouargla 23, 110, 158, 188–191, 194, 210, 
214, 220, 224–226, 229–230, 243–269, 
294–295, 338, 343, 361–362, 376, 382, 
389–390, 398, 403

Pre-Hilalian Arabic 26, 189–195
ancient distribution 26

Proto-Berber 5, 51–56
dating 51–54
homeland 54
concept 51, 54–56
vowels 170–174
consonants 176

Punic 57–60, 132, 135, 142, 146, 147
loans in Berber 58–60



	 index	 457

Righ, Oued 23
Romance, African 63
Romani 4, 112, 413, 418–419

Saami 112
Salah, Beni (Western Algeria) 333
Saramaccan 112–113
Seghrushen, Ayt 20, 22, 41, 219, 294, 

317–318, 349, 375, 388–389, 393–394
Sened (Tunisia) 288, 306, 327, 341, 381, 

399
Senhadja (de Srair) 21, 34, 110–111, 128, 

159, 221, 305, 326, 331, 333, 336, 375
Siwa 25, 34, 110–111, 113, 114–115, 128, 

159, 170, 172, 191–192, 209, 210, 214, 217, 
223–224, 228, 234, 243–269, 288–289, 
295–296, 312, 324, 329–330, 336, 343, 
359–361, 377–378, 384n, 391, 403, 430

Snous, Beni 22, 42, 110, 158, 228, 333, 
344–345

Sokna 7, 25, 35, 330, 340–341, 359, 379, 
400, 429–430

Songhay 414
Spanish 44–45, 62f=n, 138, 226
Standard Arabic 38–19, 42–44, 95–96, 353
Sud oranais 23, 333

v. also: Figuig, Igli, Iche

Tabelbala 20
Tadaksahak (Northern Songhay) 414
Tagdal (Northern Songhay) 414
Tamezret (Tunisia) 306, 333, 341, 

381–382, 399–400
Taneslemt v. Tuareg
Tarifiyt 22, 89, 95–96, 101–103, 108, 110, 

158, 178, 180, 181–183, 185, 188, 189, 210, 

211, 212, 219, 222, 227, 229, 231, 232, 
243–269, 280–281, 288, 322, 328, 333, 335, 
355–356, 375–376, 387–388, 402
Ayt Waryaghel 22, 394–395
Arzew 35

Tashelhiyt 19–20, 41, 99, 108, 110–111, 
137–138, 158, 172, 174, 190, 210, 214, 217, 
222, 223–225, 234, 236, 243–269, 297, 
311, 332, 343–344, 357–358, 373, 375, 397, 
400–401, 413–414

Tetserret 1, 18, 170n
Tidikelt 23
Tizi Ouzou 39
Tlemcen Arabic 313–314
Tuareg 1, 18–19, 28, 170–172, 210, 215, 

245n, 246, 298, 328, 373, 375, 405
Tuat 23
Tunisia 23, 34, 35, 39, 333

v. also: Djerba, Sened, Douiret, 
Tamezret

Vietnamese 111

Warayn, Ayt 22
Waryaghel, Ayt v. Tarifiyt
White Hmong 111

Yemenite Arabic 213

Zayan v. Central Moroccan Berber
Zemmour v. Central Moroccan Berber
Zenaga 1, 18, 172, 375
Zenatic 21–24
Zuwara 2, 24, 172, 221, 241n, 243–269, 

284–285, 289, 295, 322–324, 327–328, 
333, 342, 399, 430

c. Lexemes

NB Only those lexemes have been included in the index that have been treated in detail. 
Lexems only appearing as an example have not been included.

‘ablution’ 16
‘afternoon’ 242
‘all’ 193–194, 313–319
‘allow’ 261
‘almond’ 58, 146
‘alms’ 65, 71, 81
‘alum’ 59, 60
‘and’ 337–348
‘angel’ 64n, 68n, 71, 81
‘ant’ 235
‘appear’ 267
‘apple’ 58, 59, 145–146
‘April’ 73

‘arm’ 127
‘asphodel’ 64n
‘August’ 74
‘awl’ 70

‘back’ 114, 120, 128, 200
‘bag’ 65, 66, 70
‘barley’ 53, 135–137
‘battery’ 89
‘be absent’ 269
‘be afraid’ 165
‘be bad’ 276n
‘be entangled’ 262
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‘be far’ 93
‘be jealous’ 165
‘be left over’ 267
‘be lost’ 268
‘be loved’ 248
‘be tired’ 262
‘beard’ 127
‘because’ 366
‘bed’ 67, 71
‘before’ 365
‘believe’ 261
‘belly’ 126, 200
‘bird’ 125
‘bite’ 114, 119
‘bitter’ 114
‘black’ 114
‘blite’ 67, 68
‘blood’ 14, 116–117, 127
‘blow’ 115, 124
‘board’ 67, 70
‘boat’ 65, 66, 71
‘bone’ 126
‘boy’ 92
‘break’ 165
‘breast’ 114, 128
‘bug’ 131
‘burn’ 114, 121
‘but’ 350–351
‘buttermilk’ 53
‘buy’ 162

‘cabbage’ 143
‘calf’ 152
‘camel’ 155–156
‘car’ 89
‘caravan’ 177
‘carob’ 66, 68, 141
‘carrot’ 66, 67, 142–143
‘carry’ 114, 115, 123, 165–166
‘case’ 66, 71
‘castle’ 65, 66, 70
‘cat’ 65, 67, 69
‘catapult’ 66, 70
‘cattle’ 183
‘cauldron’ 66, 67, 70
‘celery’ 66, 68
‘cereals (general term)’ 135–137
‘chard’ 67
‘cheek’ 127
‘chick’ 65, 69
‘chicken’ 69, 156–157
‘chick-pea’ 66, 68, 140, 184–185
‘child’ 92, 114
‘choose’ 90–91

‘churn, be churned’ 53, 160
‘close (verb)’ 63n
‘come’ 163
‘cook’ 160
‘copper’ 59, 60, 133–134
‘cow’ 151–152
‘cricket’ 131–132
‘cry’ 159, 164
‘cucumber’ 58
‘cut’ 166

‘date’ 57, 143–144
‘demand’ 267
‘die’ 159
‘dig’ 166
‘diminutives’ 286–287
‘do’ 114, 165
‘dog’ 124, 156
‘donkey’ 65, 69, 149
‘donkey’s saddle’ 196
‘draw water’ 160
‘drink’ 159
‘drive’ 268
‘dust’ 130

‘ear’ 126
‘Easter’ 66, 67, 71
‘eat’ 159
‘egg plant’ 143
‘egg’ 114, 120–121
‘eight’ 61
‘elm’ 65, 69
‘entirely’ 193–194
‘every’ 313–319
‘eye’ 126
‘eyebrow’ 127, 128
‘eyelash’ 127

‘faba bean’ 62, 139
‘falcon’ 65, 66, 69
‘fall’ 115, 124
‘far’ 114, 118
‘fast (verb)’ 83, 177
‘fear’ 165
‘feast’ 66, 67, 71, 80–81
‘February’ 73
‘field’ 65, 69
‘fig’ 143–144, 144n

‘fig (early stage)’ 65, 66, 68
‘file’ 70
‘finger’ 126
‘fingernail’ 126
‘fire’ 91, 114, 116
‘fish (noun)’ 114, 115, 115n, 119
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‘five’ 61
‘flea’ 131
‘flesh’ 114
‘fly (noun)’ 117, 130–131
‘fly (verb)’ 159, 163
‘foal’ 148, 149–150
‘fold’ 166
‘follow’ 242
‘foot’ 126
‘forehead’ 127
‘forget’164
‘forgive’ 256
‘fork’ 66, 70
‘fortified post’ 65, 66, 70
‘four’ 60–61
‘fry’ 90, 161

‘garden’ 65, 67, 69
‘give’ 159
‘go down’ 163–164
‘go in’ 163
‘go out’ 163
‘go up’ 163
‘go’ 116
‘goat’ 153–154, 155
‘God’ 79
‘gold’ 133, 134
‘good’ 114, 121
‘good’ 183
‘grape’ 144
‘grasshopper’ 131–132
‘grey (verb)’ 268
‘grill’ 161
‘grind’ 93, 159, 160

‘hair’ 114, 119, 127
‘hammer’ 59, 60
‘hand’ 126
‘hang’ 166
‘happen’ 269
‘hard’ 115, 125
‘harvest (verb)’ 162
‘hate’ 165
‘hawthorne’ 58
‘head’ 127, 200
‘hear’ 159
‘heart’ 126
‘heavy’ 114, 123
‘heel’ 128
‘hen-house’ 70
‘hide (verb)’ 114, 122
‘hips’ 200
‘hit’ 114
‘hoe’ 59

‘horn’ 119
‘horse’ 148, 149–151
‘house’ 118
‘how many’ 302

‘ice’ 129
‘if ’ 352–362, 365–366
‘intestines’ 128
‘invoke (God)’ 256–257
‘iron’ 61, 132–133

‘January’ 73
‘Jew’ 64n
‘jostle’ 242
‘July’ 64n, 74
‘June’ 74

‘key’ 59n, 133n
‘kidney’ 128
‘kill’ 159
‘knead’ 160–161
‘knee’ 126
‘know’ 159, 164

‘ladder’ 66, 70
‘lamp’ 59
‘laugh’ 89, 122
‘lead’ 61–62, 132, 134
‘leaf’ 114, 122
‘learn’ 60, 165
‘lentil’ 65, 67, 68, 140, 141
‘lie (verb)’ 160
‘lightning’ 129
‘limping person’ 199
‘lip’ 127
‘live’ 268
‘liver’ 114, 128
‘locust’ 131–132
‘long’ 115, 123
‘louse’ 130

‘sheep louse’ 131
‘lung’ 126n

‘madder’ 68
‘March’ 73
‘mare’ 148, 149
‘measure (verb)’ 163
‘melon’ 144–145
‘melt’ 268
‘milk (verb)’ 53, 160
‘millet (pearl) 135, 137–138
‘moment’ 192–193
‘moon’ 129
‘mosque’ 84, 177
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‘mosquito’ 131
‘mouth’ 126, 200
‘mud’ 130
‘mulberry’ 66, 68
‘mule’ 151

‘nail’ 59
‘name’ 114, 117
‘navel’ 119, 128, 200
‘neck’ 126, 128
‘never’ 46
‘new’ 92–93, 114, 121

syntactic behavior 222
‘night’ 114, 117, 178
‘nine’ 61
‘no!’ 183
‘nose’ 114, 116, 127
‘not’ 114, 324–336

‘old’ 114, 123
‘olive’ 58, 146–147, 147n
‘onion’ 48, 58, 62, 135, 141–142
‘or’ 348–349
‘order (verb)’ 272
‘oven’ 65, 70

‘palm garden’ 46
‘pan’ 66, 67, 70
‘paper’ 66, 67, 71
‘parsnip’ 66, 67, 68
‘pass (verb)’ 268
‘pea’

‘cowpea’ 139, 140–141
‘black-eyed pea’ 140
‘red pea’ 66, 68, 140–141
‘chick-pea’ s.v.

‘pear’ 65, 68, 146
‘peck at’ 190
‘pennyroyal’ 65, 68
‘pilgrimage (go on)’ 252
‘pine’ 69
‘plait’ 161
‘plant (verb)’ 53
‘plough beam’ 67, 69
‘plow’ 162
‘pomegranate’ 58, 146
‘pot’ 194–195
‘pound’ 160
‘pour’ 166
‘pray’ 79, 82–83, 177
‘prayer’ 79, 82–83

‘prayer (afternoon)’ 78
‘prayer (evening)’ 78
‘prayer (midday)’ 78
‘prayer (night)’ 78

‘prophet’ 80
‘pull’ 166–167

‘quince’ 66, 68

‘rain’ 114, 117, 130
‘recompensation (divine)’ 65, 71, 81
‘red’ 114
‘reed’ 58
‘religion’ 77
‘remember’ 164
‘rent (verb)’ 256
‘roast’ 161
‘root’ 114, 116
‘rug’ 181, 195
‘rye’ 138

‘salt’ 93, 115, 125
‘sand’ 114, 122, 130
‘say’ 159
‘school master’ 232n
‘scorpion’ 130
‘sea-weed’ 69
‘see’ 125
‘sell’ 162–163
‘send’ 187–188
‘Senhadja (tribal name)’ 198, 198n
‘seven’ 61
‘sew’ 161
‘shade’ 115, 125
‘sheep’ 154–155
‘shirt’ 66
‘shoe, old’ 198
‘shoulder’ 126
‘shout, read’ 190
‘silver’ 62, 132, 134
‘sin’ 66, 67, 71, 81
‘sit’ 160
‘six’ 61
‘skin’ 114, 122, 127
‘slaughter’ 177
‘sleep’ 159
‘small’ 115
‘smell (to diffuse a)’ 268
‘smoke’ 93, 114, 120
‘so that’ 366
‘soil’ 115
‘sorghum’ 137–138
‘sort out (cereals)’ 91
‘sow’ 91, 162
‘spider’ 131
‘spin’ 53
‘spirit, evil’ 71, 82
‘sprinke (verb)’ 252
‘stallion’ 148, 149
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‘stand’ 159
‘star’ 115, 125
‘stepdaughter’ 178
‘stomach’ 200
‘suck’ 159
‘sun’ 129
‘sweet’ 115, 125
‘swim’ 159–160, 267

‘tail’ 115, 124
‘take meal in the afternoon’ 242
‘take’ 159, 165
‘teapot’ 183
‘tear (verb)’ 167
‘ten’ 61
‘thick’ 114, 123
‘thigh’ 123, 128
‘thing’ 66, 71
‘think’ 164
‘thistle’ 65, 66, 68
‘thread’ 63n
‘three’ 60–61
‘thresh’ 162
‘throw’ 167
‘thumb’ 127
‘thunder’ 129
‘tick’ 130
‘tie’ 159, 165
‘time’ 192–193
‘tin’ 134
‘toe’ 126
‘tongue’ 14, 126
‘tooth’ 126
‘trousers’ 198
‘turn (verb)’ 267
‘turn over’ 191
‘two’ 45, 60

‘understand’ 164
‘untie’ 167
‘until’ 364

‘visit (verb) 268
‘vulture’ 65, 66, 69

‘wake up’ 90, 268
‘walk’ 159, 163
‘wall’ 59, 65, 71
‘walnut’ 58
‘wasp’ 130
‘water’ 57
‘watermelon’ 145, 145n
‘we’ 291–292
‘weave’ 161
‘weave’ 93
‘weigh’ 163
‘well’ 197
‘what’ 114, 120, 297–301
‘wheat’ 53, 135–137
‘when (interrogative)’ 192–193, 302–303
‘when (temporal subordination)’  

352–362, 364
‘which’ 304
‘while’ 365
‘whistle (verb)’ 185
‘who’ 114, 119, 297–301
‘why’ 303
‘wide’ 115, 125
‘wind’ 114, 120, 129
‘winnow’ 162
‘woody tissue around palm tree stem’ 57
‘wool’ 53
‘worm’ 130

‘yesterday’ 119
‘yoke’ 63n, 69, 152
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