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Short course description 
Berber refers to an Afrosiatic group of  languages spoken in large parts of  North Africa, mainly in 
Morocco, Algeria, and to a lesser extent in Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Libya, Tunisia and Burkina 
Faso. Tashlhiyt, one of  the main varieties spoken in Morocco, has come to may phonologists’ 
attention due to its complex syllable structure and its extensive use of  consonant clusters, which may 
result in utterances without any vocalic segment (e.g. [tsskʃmttnt] ‘you made them (fem.) enter’). 
This typological unique characteristic has served as a testing ground for several theoretical 
approaches, most of  which revolved around the idea that any segment in Tashlhiyt, even a voiceless 
segment, can be syllabic (Dell & Elmedlaoui 1995, 2002, Prince & Smolensky 1993, among others). 
Another feature which has been studied extensively relates to consonant length: Tashlhiyt contrasts 
singleton and geminated consonants in various contexts, including word-initial, medial and final 
positions. This raises many issues with regard to syllabification, especially when geminates occur in 
contexts where ambisyllabicity is required. Tashlhiyt also presents various morphophonological 
alternations, which prove necessary for a better understanding of  word formation processes and the 
interaction between the components of  grammar. Some of  these alternations obey morphological 
(prosodic) constraints, while others are syntactic (Lahrouchi 2013).  

	 The course addresses these phenomena from different theoretical perspectives. While 
working through the phonology and morphology of  Tashlhiyt, we will discuss the following topics:  
(i) the phonemic inventory of  the language, (ii) its syllabic structure in comparison with other Berber 
varieties, (iv) alternatives to syllabic consonants (Coleman 1996, 2001, Lahrouchi 2010), and (v) root 
allomorphy at the interface between syntax and phonology (e.g. case marking and definiteness in 
nouns, glides-high vowel alternations, sibilant harmony, labial dissimilation). We conclude by 
discussing several phonological and morphological features that Moroccan Arabic has borrowed 
from Berber (e.g. loss of  vowel length, labiovelarization, sibilant harmony, etc.). 

Outline of  course topics and readings  

Session 1: introduction 

In this session, we briefly present the Tashlhiyt variety in relation with other Berber varieties, 
especially those spoken in Morocco. We will also introduce the phonological and morphological 
structure of  Tashlhiyt: its phonemic system, the basic morphological units used to form words 
(lexical vs. functional morphemes, consonantal roots, inter-digitation between consonants and 
vowels), and sentence structure. 

Session 2 : the syllable structure of  Tashlhiyt Berber 

This session will turn to the syllable structure of  Tashlhiyt. We will review the main studies 
dedicated to this topic, especially those carried out by Dell & Elmedlaoui (1985, 1988, 2002). Their 



most important finding is probably that in Tashlhiyt Berber any segment, even a voiceless obstruent, 
can be syllabic. We will discuss the sonority hierarchy and its role in determining the segment which 
acts as a syllabic nucleus. A compelling range of  evidence will be presented in support of  this 
hypothesis, including imperfective gemination, causative formation and metrics. Tashlhiyt will be 
compared with other Berber varieties such as Tamazight, Tarifit and Kabyle, which systematically 
resort to vowel epenthesis to break up consonant clusters. Geminates and high vowels will also be 
discussed in Tashlhiyt. Their syllabic representation will be investigated using Dell & Elmedlaoui’s 
syllabic model.  

Session 3 : alternatives to syllable-based analyses  

Probably the most important argument in favor of  the hypothesis that Tashlhiyt allows any segment 
to be syllabic lies in the imperfective formation. Based on their syllabification algorithm, Dell & 
Elmedlaoui (1988) argue that the segment which geminates in the imperfective is the one which is 
syllabified in the onset position. An alternative to this analysis is presented. According to Lahrouchi 
(2010), it is the internal structure of  the root rather than its syllabic shape that determines the 
segment which geminates in the imperfective. It is argued that tri- and biconsonantal roots which 
undergo gemination display a binary-branching structure, where the obstruent is the head and the 
sonorant its complement. Another approach proposed by Jebbour (1999) will be discussed. 

Session 4 : word formation processes 1 

This session will turn to the structure of  words and the type of  processes they undergo. The nature 
and the role of  the consonantal root will be discussed therein. Empirical and theoretical arguments 
will be presented in favor of  the consonantal root, particularly language games (Lahrouchi & 
Ségéral 2010, 2009). Templates as fully-fledged morphemes will be studied in relation to the root. 
Their role will be illustrated in the causative, reciprocal and imperfective formations (Lahrouchi, 
2008, 2018). We will also discuss the cooccurrence restrictions that certain grammatical markers 
display. For instance, the feminine marker does not cooccur with the construct state marker in 
nouns. We will introduce the idea that templates regulate the competition between grammatical 
markers of  type (Lahrouchi 2013, 2018). 

Session 5 : word formation processes 2 
The causative and the reciprocal formations will be used to discuss two antagonistic phonological 
processes in Berber, namely sibilant harmony (assimilation) and labial dissimilation. These processes 
target the causative and the reciprocal prefixes, respectively. An representational analysis will be 
presented, which aims to explain the way these processes take place and the prosodic domain within 
which they occur (Lahrouchi 2018, Jebbour 1999). Similar phenomena will be discussed in 
neighboring languages, specifically Moroccan Arabic (Zellou 2010). 

Session 6 : Spirantization, singleton vs. geminated stops 
Spiratization which affects singleton stops in some varieties of  Tashliyt Berber, will discussed in 
relation to the skeleton (timing tier). Using an Element Theory-based approach (Backeley 2011), we 
show that closure (stopness) is banned from monopositional structures. In other words, closure 
requires a branching structure at the skeletal level in order to be realized. This branching structure is 
typically found in geminates : singleton stops spirantize, but not their geminated counterparts 



(Ulfsbjorninn & Lahrouchi 2016). The affinity between closure and bipositionality will also be 
illustrated in the case of  certain palatal fricatives which surface as affricates when geminated (e.g. /
aʒːi/ > [aʤːi] ‘let’). Then we set the typological implications of  the distribution of  closure in relation 
to bipositionality. 

Session 7 : loanword adaptation 
In this session, we will discuss some issues related to the the adaptation of  French loanwords in 
Tashlhiyt Berber. We will examine the adaptation of  the French uvular rhotic [ʁ] which is 
systematically interpreted as a coronal tap, although Berber has phonemic /ɣ/ and /r/ (e.g. bureau 
[byʁo] > [biru] ‘office’, train [tχɛ]̃ > [træn] ‘train’, rasoir [ʁazwaʁ] > [razwar] ‘shaver’). Two 
hypotheses will be considered in this respect: One which claims that the adaptation of  loanwords is 
done by bilinguals who have access to the underlying form of  the French rhotic (Paradis & 
LaCharité 2001), and the other which posits that the selection of  the coronal tap at the expense of  
the velar fricative is determined by their featural makeup and their phonotactics (Lahrouchi 2018). 
We will also discuss the adaptation of  the French mid vowels, which trigger pharyngealization of  the 
coronal consonants in Berber (the same phenomenon is found in Moroccan Arabic, see Kenstowicz 
& Louriz 2009, Zellou 2011). An element-based approach will be used to account for these 
phenomena. 

Session 8 : Moroccan Arabic in contact with Berber 
One of  the major features Moroccan Arabic have developed in contact with Berber is the loss of  
vowel length contrast: From Classical Arabic, Moroccan Arabic has retained three short vowels /i, 
a, u/, and has developed a short central vowel [ə], which is used to break up illicit consonant 
clusters. This phenomenon will be analyzed from as syllabic point of  view, using the standard 
hierarchical structure of  the syllabe as well as a flat (lateral) structure, called strict CV (Lowenstamm 
1996, Scheer 2004) within the framework of  Government Phonology (Kaye, Lowenstamm & 
Vergnaud 1990). Moroccan Arabic has also developed sibilant harmony and labiovelarisation in 
contact with Berber. Morphology is no exception to this trend: Moroccan Arabic has borrowed the 
Berber feminine marker as a derivative prefix, used to form abstract nouns often referring to 
professions (Caubet 2007, Zellou 2011).
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