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Abstract: The aim of the present paper is to investigate intergenerational variation in the 

realization of interdental fricatives among speakers of Berkani Arabic, a variety spoken in 

north-eastern Morocco. Our survey is based on data gathered during fieldwork in the city 

of Berkane in December 2019. It is well known that, unlike mainstream Moroccan dia-

lects, some varieties in the far north-east have retained old interdental fricatives to this day. 

Yet it seems that these phonemes are slowly fading or have already disappeared in some of 

the aforementioned vernaculars. This is the case, for instance, in the western division of 

the Huwwāṛa tribe and in the city of Oujda, respectively. As regards the city of Berkane, a 

preliminary analysis of our data indicates an almost complete loss of the voiceless inter-

dental /ṯ/ and the voiced interdental /ḏ/. Conversely, instances displaying a voiced pharyn-

gealized /ḏ/̣ are abundant in the speech of our informants, even if this sound is seemingly 

in free variation with its dental counterpart /ḍ/. Interestingly, this phonetic variation seems 

to be related to the age of the speaker. Thus, the number of occurrences of /ḏ/̣ is higher 

among middle-aged and older individuals. Such a finding could be indicative of the regres-

sion of /ḏ/̣ in the speech of young Berkanis, which may be due to a process of convergence 

towards the mainstream varieties of Moroccan Arabic. The abandonment of other local 

features would seem to support this supposition. 

Resumen: Este artículo tiene por objetivo investigar la variación intergeneracional que 

afecta a las fricativas interdentales en el dialecto árabe de Berkane (noreste de Marruecos). 

Nuestro estudio se basa en datos recopilados en Berkane durante una estancia realizada en 

 
* The present paper has been written under the auspices of the projects “Variación diastrática en las 

variedades habladas del árabe vernáculo de Marruecos FFI2017-87533-P” (AEI/FEDER, UE), and 

“Afroasiatic languages and linguistics: bridging the red sea Rift” (CNRS, INSHS, 2020-2024, irn-

all.cnrs.fr). It is an extended version of a paper presented to the Ideologies, Attitudes and Social Va-

riables: their role in the Variation and (Socio)-Linguistic Change in Arabic Vernaculars Conference 

held at the School of Arabic Studies (CSIC-Granada) on 22/23 June 2021. The following conventional 

Arabist transcription symbols are employed: ṯ for IPA [θ], ḏ for IPA [ð], ḏ ̣for IPA [ðʕ], ǧ for IPA [dʒ], 

ž for IPA [ʒ], ḥ for IPA [ħ], š for IPA [ʃ], ṛ for [rʕ], ṣ for IPA [sʕ], ḍ for IPA [dʕ], ṭ for IPA [tʕ], ṯ ̣for 

IPA [θʕ] ġ for IPA [ɣ], y for IPA [j], ā, ī and ū for IPA [aː], [iː] and [uː]. Any examples taken from 

other works appear in this system of transcription, translated into English. 

mailto:jairo.guerrero-parrado@univ-amu.fr
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiceless_palato-alveolar_fricative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_velar_fricative
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diciembre de 2019. Es bien sabido que, a diferencia de los principales dialectos mar-

roquíes, algunas variedades habladas en la región nororiental han preservado las fricativas 

interdentales hasta hoy día. No obstante, parece que los fonemas en cuestión se están per-

diendo o han desaparecido ya en algunas de estas variedades vernáculas. Este es el caso 

del dialecto hablado por la fracción occidental de los Huwwāṛa o el de la ciudad de Oujda. 

En cuanto a Berkane, el análisis preliminar de nuestros datos apunta a la pérdida total de la 

interdental sorda /ṯ/ y de la interdental sonora /ḏ/. En cambio, los ejemplos de la faringali-

zada sorda /ḏ/̣ son numerosos en el habla de nuestros informantes, alternando a veces con 

su correspondiente dental /ḍ/. La variación fonética en cuestión parece estar relacionada 

con la edad del hablante. Es así que /ḏ/̣ es más frecuente en hablantes de mediana edad y 

en los más mayores. Semejante hallazgo indicaría que la variante /ḏ/̣ se encuentra en re-

gresión en el habla de los jóvenes berkaníes, lo cual se debería a un proceso de convergen-

cia hacia las principales variedades de árabe marroquí. El abandono de otros rasgos del 

dialecto local vendría a confirmar esta conjetura. 

Key words: Berkani Arabic. Moroccan Arabic. Sociolinguistics. Interdental fricatives. 

Age variable. 

Palabras clave: Árabe de Berkane. Árabe marroquí. Sociolingüística. Fricativas interden-

tales. Variable de edad. 

 

1. INTRODUCCIÓN 

Along with gender, age can be regarded as one of the most crucial factors to 

sway linguistic variation within a given speech community1. Sociolinguists such 

as Labov and Chambers2 have shown how linguistic features are abandoned or 

maintained along lifespan as speakers change their environment and become ex-

posed to other interlocutors. The main interest of the study of age in relation to 

language is that it allows us to examine the historical change undergone by a per-

son’s speech over his/her lifetime. 

In the present study, I intend to look at the correlation between language va-

riation and the age variable within the speaking community of Berkane (North-

Eastern Morocco). In order to do so, I chose to focus on a single linguistic varia-

ble which is well known in Arabic dialectology for showing a great deal of varia-

tion, i.e. interdental fricatives. As will be demonstrated, the treatment of this set 

of phonemes varies mainly according to the nature of the dialect, but also accor-

ding to the phonetic environment and the lexical item in which they occur. 

Interdental fricatives are merged with their corresponding stops (*ṯ → t, *ḏ → 

d, *ḏ ̣→ ḍ) in a significant number of Eastern and Western sedentary Arabic va-

rieties, such as Damascus and Tlemcen (1). Similarly, some Bedouin dialects like 

the ones spoken across Western Libya and the Mozab region in central Algeria 

may also follow the same pattern (2). 

 

 
1. Eckert. “Age as a sociolinguistic variable”. 

2. Labov. English in New York city; Chambers. Sociolinguistic theory. 
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(1) *ṯaqīl → tʔīl ‘heavy’, *ḏāba →  dāb ‘it melted’, *ḏạlla → ḍall ‘it remained’ 

(Damascus)3; *ṯalāṯa → tlāta ‘three’, *ʔaḏḏana → ddən ‘he called to prayer’, 

*ḏịll → ḍoll ‘shade’ (Tlemcen)4. 

(2) *ṯalāṯa → tlāta ‘three’, *ḏahab → dhəb ‘gold’, *ḏịll → ḍull ‘shade’ (Western 

Libya)5; *ṯaqīl → tgīl ‘heavy’, *ḏawwāq → dawwāg ‘taster’, *ḏịfr → ḍfaṛ ‘nail’ 

(Mozab)6. 

 

A different phonetic shift can be observed in certain Middle-Eastern varieties, 

where the segments under study may sometimes surface as sibilants, especially in 

words borrowed from Classical Arabic. This phenomenon is attested in both se-

dentary and Bedouin dialects, and is believed to reflect lexical borrowing from 

Classical Arabic through the intermediary of Turkish, a language in which Arabic 

loanwords generally exhibit alveolarization of interdental fricatives7. Originally, 

such a pronunciation is likely to be due to the speaker’s misperception of a sound 

which is absent from his phonological inventory and which they attempt to imi-

tate (3). 

 

(3) *ṯānawiyy → sānawi ‘secondary’, *ḏakiyy → zaki ‘intelligent’, *ḏạnna→ 

ẓann ‘he believed’ (Damascus)8, kaḏālika → kizāluḳ ‘as well’, *ḍbṭ → ḏḅt → 

ẓabbaṭ ‘he did a proper job’ (Southern Sinai)9. 

 

Conversely, interdental fricatives have been preserved in the overwhelming 

majority of Bedouin varieties, as well as in some sedentary ones (such as those 

spoken in Oman) and in what is usually known as North-Mesopotamian Arabic 

(4). 

 

(4) *qayḏ ̣→ gēḏ ̣‘summer’ (Nāṣiryyah)10, *ḏanb → ḏanb ‘fault’ (Salt)11, *ṯamma 

→ ṯamm ‘there is’, *ḏạ̄hir > ḏạ̄hir li ‘it seems to me’ (Maṛāzīg)12, *ǧirḏān → 

ǧərḏōn ‘rat’ (Mardin)13, *ḏura → ḏira ‘maize’ (Jabal Akhdar)14. 

 
3. Berlinches Ramos. “Urban Levantine Dialectal Features”, p. 516. 

4. Marçais. Le dialecte arabe parlé à Tlemcen, pp. 296, 303, 341. 

5. Pereira. “Libya”, p. 55. 

6. Grand’Henry. Mzāb, pp. 12, 122. 
7. Cantineau. Cours de phonétique arabe, p. 41. 

8. Berlinches Ramos. “Urban Levantine dialectal features”, p. 516, note 61. 

9. De Jong. “The dialect of the Mzēnih”, p. 61. 

10. Ingham. “The dialect of the Euphrates Bedouin”, p. 100. 

11. Herin. “Salt”, p. 2. 

12. Ritt-Benmimoun. “Dialekt der Maṛāzīg”, p. 276. 

13. Grigore. L’arabe parlé à Mardin, p. 40. 

14. Holes. “Towards a dialect geography of Oman”, p. 460. 



JAIRO GUERRERO 

MEAH, SECCIÓN ÁRABE-ISLAM [ISSN 1696-5868, e-ISSN 2341-0906] 72 (2023), 69-86 

72 

However, even in non-merging dialects, one may find that interdentals are 

sometimes fronted to labiodentals (*ṯ → f, *ḏ → v, *ḏ ̣ → ṿ), a phonetic shift 

which is said to hint at a certain degree of instability (5)15. 

 

(5) *ṯalǧ → falǧ ‘snow’, *miṯla → mifla ‘like’ (Bahrain Shi‘i)16, *ṯamma → 

fəmma ‘there’, *ḏiʔb → vīb ‘chacal’ (Ammi-Moussa)17, *ṯawr → fōr ‘bull’, 

*ḏubbāna → vəbbāne ‘fly’, *ḏụhr → ṿahor ‘midday’ (Siirt)18. 

 

As will be shown later, interdentals have undergone a phonological merger in 

Berkani Arabic and the only member of the triad which still can be heard, /ḏ/̣, 

might also be on the brink of collapse. Thus, my research attempts to answer the 

following questions:  

a) Is there an age effect on the disappearance of interdental fricatives in Berkani 

Arabic? 

b) What are the factors that may encourage the abandonment of these sounds in 

the dialect under study? and what are the factors that may have favoured their 

maintenance until now? 

c) Are the possible triggers of the stopping of interdentals in Berkane motivated 

by pure sociolinguistic aspects or do language internal factors (precarious pho-

nemic contrast) also play an important role? 

Before focusing on the issue of interdental fricatives in Berkani Arabic, I shall 

say a few words on the economy and geographic location of Berkane. The city 

was built during the French protectorate on the ruins of a little village that deve-

loped around the tomb of Sidi Mohand Aberkane, an Islamic jurist and hadith 

specialist who died in 1464. Berkane is a North-Eastern Moroccan town notable 

for its singular location in a double border context19. On one hand, this thriving 

agricultural centre lies just 23 km west of the border. On the other, it is situated 

within the Eastern confines of the Rif, that is, on the boundaries of Arabic and 

Berber speaking areas. Renowned for its oranges20 and for the “foolishness” of its 

inhabitants21, Berkane is home to over 109.000 people (2014 census). Proximity 

 
15. Jansen. Levelling and diffusion, p. 114. 

16. Holes. “Bahraini dialects”, p. 21.  

17. Marçais. Le dialecte arabe des Ūlād Bṛāhîm de Saïda, p. 20. 

18. Grigore. “L’arabe parlé à Siirt”, p. 228. 

19. For a map displaying the geographic situation of Berkane on the Algerian-Moroccan border and 

at the crossroads between Arabic and Berber, see Behnstedt. “La frontera entre el bereber y el árabe”, 

p. 12.  

20. Berkane lies in one of the nation’s top citrus growing regions, a fact that accounts for the city’s 

nickname ʕāṣimat l-burtuqāl “the orange capital [of Morocco]”. 

21. In the Moroccan imagination, Berkanis (bərkāni, pl. brākna) are often depicted as boorish, naive 

and conservative, and they are the object of jokes mocking of their “foolishness”. The following is an 
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to the border has historically played a major role in the local economy, with many 

Berkanis making their living from smuggling goods from Morocco into Algeria 

and vice versa22. 

 

2. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

My study is based on data gathered during fieldwork conducted in the city of 

Berkane from 6th to 13th December 2019. This visit was funded by the Spanish 

research project “Variación distrática en las variedades habladas del árabe ver-

náculo de Marruecos FFI2017-87533-P” (AEI/FEDER, UE) which is coordinated 

by Montserrat Benítez Fernández. Data was obtained through audio recordings 

and participant observation. The collected corpus comprises approximately 4 

hours of recorded data. My 8 informants are all males who either were born and 

raised in Berkane or who moved there at an early age23. Most of them belonged to 

the working class and had finished secondary school at the time of the survey24. It 

is worth noting that several informants reported that they could understand but 

not speak their parents’ mother-tongue, that is to say Berber25. A demographic 

overview of these speakers is provided in Table 1. As can be seen, the oldest in-

formant was aged 62 at the time of the survey, while the youngest one was 17. 

 

Name Age Parents’ 

first lan-

guage 

Education Profession 

(N) 17 Berber Secondary 

school 

Student 

(O) 25 Arabic Illiterate Waiter 

(M.D.M) 30 Arabic Secondary 

school 

Shopkeeper 

 
example of one these jokes: wāḥəd l-bərkāni ġādi f-əṭ-ṭrīq lqa xamsīn dirham. šāf fīha gāl mʕa ṛāṣu: 

ʕəšrīn dirham l māma, ʕəšrīn dirham l bāba, ʕašra drāhəm l xūya... āna ma yəbqa li wālu! hā! xallīha 

təmma! “A Berkani was going on his way when he found 50 dirhams. He looked at the [banknote] and 

told himself: 20 dirhams will be for my mother, 20 for my father, 10 for my brother... There will be 

nothing left for me! Let’s leave it here!”. 

22. While vegetables, fruit, spirits and hash pour East into Algeria, fuel and food products subsi-

dized by the Algerian government are smuggled into Morocco. 

23. I must mention that I failed to gain access to female informants. 

24. Only one individual was completely illiterate. 

25. Berkane is the historical capital of the Beni Iznasen, a Zenati Berber tribal confederation that oc-

cupies the territory lying between the Moulouya and Kiss rivers down to Laayoune Sidi Mellouk. The 

Berber variety spoken by the Beni Iznasen falls into the category of Eastern Riffian. For a grammati-

cal sketch of this subgroup of Riffian dialects, see Kossmann. Esquisse grammaticale du rifain orien-

tal. 
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(A) 33 Berber Secondary 

school 

Parking atten-

dant & rapper 

(M) 36 Berber Primary 

School 

Porter in a fruit 

and vegetable 

market 

(H) 43 Arabic Primary 

school 

Poulterer 

(Y) 55 Berber Primary 

school 

Unemployed 

(J) 62 Berber Primary 

school 

Retiree 

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the informants. 

 

3. ANALYSIS 

In what follows, an analysis of the collected data is laid out. I will first look 

into the two plain interdentals, and will then analyse the case of the emphatic one. 

 

3.1. The voiceless interdental */ṯ/ 

As shown by the examples in (6), the realization of the voiceless interdental 

*/ṯ/ as a dental stop [t] is widespread across the corpus. 

 

(6) yṣiyydu d-drāri təmma ‘Boys usually fish there’ (O), klīna wāḥda wəlla tlāta 

b-əl-quṛḍi ‘We ate one or three each’ (M), kāna matalan ġi ʕīd l-ʕaṛš ‘For ins-

tance, [at that time] there was only the Throne day’ (J), dāk ṭ-ṭbəg k-ywəlli f-əl-

axxaṛ b-wāḥəd t-taman ġāli ‘At the end [of the auction], the price of that basket 

gets very high’ (M). 

 

On the other hand, the data also provides a few instances where */ṯ/ surfaces 

as an actual voiceless interdental [ṯ]. This sound was recorded only on four occa-

sions (7). In the first sentence, stiṯmāṛāt ‘investments’ can be seen as a loanword 

from Modern Standard Arabic26, a fact that could have favoured the occurrence of 

the interdental in this lexical item since it is usually expected for a speaker to ad-

here to MSA norms when using this variety27. Nevertheless, it should be recalled 

that most Moroccan speakers fail to pronounce interdental fricatives when talking 

in MSA. The second occurrence also consists of a lexical item borrowed from 

MSA. Yet, unlike stiṯmāṛāt, maṯalan ‘for instance’ is a common word used in 

 
26. Henceforth MSA. 

27. Al-Wer. “A variationist view of the [ḏ]̣ / [ḍ] opposition in modern Arabic dialects”, pp. 26-27. 
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everyday speech. Furthermore, it occurs in a sentence which does not seem to 

contain any other formal elements. So, it could be argued that the [ṯ] in maṯalan 

reflects a spontaneous realization, not conditioned by the context of communica-

tion. The two other words where [ṯ] was recorded are much more interesting and, 

let us say, reliable. One of them is an adverb that is quite common in Morocco, 

ṯəmma ‘there’, and the other is the numeral tlāṯa ‘three’. These two examples may 

be taken as an evidence that interdental reflexes of */ṯ/ still occur in Berkani Ara-

bic, at least marginally. 

 

(7) kāyən šəlla stiṯmāṛāt ‘There are lot of investments’ (A), ṣāfi. ġādi tdīr lum d-

dfūʕ dyālum maṯalan tdīr lum wāḥəd zūž tāʕ l-ḥwāla ‘That’s all. You’ll pay them 

their dowry, for example you can give them two lambs’ (H), lġāwh b-əṣ-ṣaḥḥ 

ṯəmma ma kān ḥətta wāḥəd ‘They called him, but no one was there’ (J), tlāṯa dyāl 

duxlāt, d-duktūṛ l-lūwwəl mənīn dxult gāl l-ḅḅa nta lli mrīḏ ̣ ma-ši hāda ‘I was 

admitted to hospital three times. When I saw the first doctor he told my father: 

it’s you who is sick, not he’ (Y). 

 

3.2. The voiced interdental */ḏ/ 

No instances of the old voiced interdental */ḏ/ were recorded. This sound al-

ways arises in our data as a dental stop [d], which could indicate that this pho-

neme has totally faded away in present-day Berkani Arabic (8). Such a finding is 

in line with what we know so far about the downfall of interdental fricatives in 

other Arabic dialects, as in that spoken in Oran28, or in Andalusi Arabic29. As a 

matter of fact, voiced /ḏ/ also tends to be the first interdental to show signs of 

phonological weakening in the latter two varieties. 

 

(8) hādāk ṭ-ṭbəg k-yətzāydu ʕlīh ‘They (the friends of the groom) bid for that bas-

ket’ (M), l-fīlūn ntāʕ š-šāṛbon k-ykūn ma bīn žbəl w-žbəl [...] k-ybriyye bḥāl d-

dhəb ‘The coal seam is located between layers of rock. It usually shines like gold’ 

(J), d-drāri dyālna ntāʕ l-istiqlāl ‘Our guys from the Istiqlal party’ (A). 

 

3.3. The emphatic voiced interdental */ḏ/̣ 

Let us turn now to the only interdental which is still alive enough in Berkane 

to permit a proper sociolinguistic analysis across generations to be conducted30. 

 
28. See Guerrero. “A phonetical sketch”, p. 274. 

29. See Corriente. A grammar of Andalusi Arabic, p. 22. 

30. A linguistic factor that may have helped slow down the demise of /ḏ/̣ in Berkani Arabic is the 

fact that /ḍ/ was absent from its original phonological inventory. Unlike /ṯ/ > [t] and /ḏ/ > [d], the shift 
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Our data reveals an alternation between the emphatic interdental [ḏ]̣ and its dental 

counterpart [ḍ]. Although the occurrence frequency of the former variant is higher 

(63%), it seems clear that both phonemes are in free variation. Such an assump-

tion is supported by the fact that variation may occur within one person’s speech. 

In the excerpt in (9), the verb ḍəṛṛ ‘to hurt’ is pronounced with a dental [ḍ], while 

it displays an interdental [ḏ]̣ in (10). The same is true for the verb ṛḍa ‘to be satis-

fied, to accept’ which surfaces both as nəṛḍa (11) and nəṛḏạ (12). 

 

(9) ṛāh ši ḥāža ma ʕažbətnī-š w-ḍəṛṛtni ngūla ‘It’s something I don’t like and it 

hurts me to say it’ (A). 

(10) āna ḏə̣ṛṛūni ġi s-snīn ma nəlgā-š ki-ndīr nəglaḥḥum ‘It’s just that my teeth 

hurt and I couldn’t find a way to have them removed’ (A). 

(11) žbəṛt ʕāwd tāni wāḥəd bḥāl l-kəlb āna ma nəṛḍā-š ‘Once again, I came 

across [an employer] who was like a dog, [but] my pride didn’t let me [work for 

him]’ (Y). 

(12) w-ʕəndi xūti ma nəṛḏạ̄-š ngūl lum ʕṭīwni ‘[I could ask] my brothers [for 

money, but] I don’t humble myself  to tell them: give me [some money]!’ (Y). 

 

As shown by the following examples, the occurrence of neither of the two 

variants seems to be constrained by the phonetic environment: nəḍḍəṛbu-

nəḏḏ̣ạṛbu ‘we hit’, ṛamaḍān-ṛamaḏạ̄n ‘Ramadan’, riyyəḍ-riyyəḏ ̣ ‘he rested; 

stopped’, ḥəḍḍəṛ-ḥəḏḏ̣ə̣ṛ ‘he prepared’, nuḍṭ-nuḏṭ ‘I got up’. Furthermore, the 

variation at hand was also recorded in a loanword such as manḍa-manḏạ ‘wage’ 

(<French mandat ‘money order’). 

The /ḏ/̣-/ḍ/ fusion in Berkane tallies with what Labov31 defines as a merger by 

transfer, that is, a gradually transfer of words from one phonemic category to ano-

ther. This kind of merger can be evidenced by the fact the phonological change is 

still in progress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
from /ḏ/̣ to [ḍ] implies “the introduction of a new phoneme”, cf. De Jong. “The dialects of Bedouin 

tribes in Northwestern Sinai”, p. 365.  
31. “Merger by transfer is a unidirectional process in which words are transferred gradually from 

one phonemic category to another”, cf. Labov. Principles of linguistic change, p. 321. 
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Old Arabic Original Berkani Ara-

bic 

Present-day  

Berkani Arabic 

 

Historical */ḏ/̣  

 

 

  

/ḏ/̣ 

 

 

[ḏ]̣-[ḍ] 

 

Historical */ḍ/ 

 

Table 2: Merger by transfer affecting /ḏ/̣ in Berkani Arabic. 

 

It is worth recalling for the purpose of our study that historical */ḏ/̣ and */ḍ/ 

have merged in the overwhelming majority of Arabic dialects, which means that, 

in dialects lacking interdentals, [ḍ] usually occurs in words containing an etymo-

logical */ḏ/̣, while in dialects displaying interdentals it is [ḏ]̣  that stands for an 

etymological */ḍ/: 

 

 Loss of Interdentals Retention of Interden-

tals 

Christian Baghdad   Muslim Baghdad32  
*haḍama ‘he di-

gested’ 

  

haḍam həḏạm 

*ḏụhr ‘noon’ 

  

ḍəhəġ  ḏụhur 

Table 3: Examples of the merger of */ḏ/̣ and */ḍ/ in two Arabic dialects. 

 

Returning to the object of our study, my data reveals that the occurrence fre-

quency of the stop [ḍ] in Berkani Arabic is slightly higher among those infor-

mants aged under 40.  

 

 
32. Abu Haidar. Christian Arabic of Baghdad, p. 8. 
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  [ḍ] [ḏ]̣ 
Age Infor-

mant 
Number of 
occurrences 

Frequency 
% 

Number of 
occurrences 

Fre-
quency 

% 
 
- 40 

N 1 100 0 0 
O 0 0 10 100 
M.D.M 4 66,6 2 33,4 
A 31 63,2 18 36.8 
M 7 46.6 8 53,4 

 H 4 33.3 8 66,7 
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+ 

40 

Y 10 41,6 14 58,4 

J 2 22,2 7 77,8 

Table 4: Occurrence frequency of [ḍ] and [ḏ]̣ variants in Berkani Arabic. 

 

Such a finding could be interpreted as evidence that the interdental variant [ḏ]̣ 

is slowly losing ground to its dental counterpart. It is worth noting that the main 

effect of generation has been observed for some lexical variables such as the use 

of the terms for ‘go!’, ‘good’ and ‘spoon’. As a matter of fact, speakers under the 

age of 37 exhibit the use of features that are common to the mainstream dialects 

of Moroccan Arabic, while older speakers (aged 40 and above) are more prone to 

employ “typical” North-Western Algerian variants. 

 

Variable Variant Occurrence frequency 

≥ 40 years < 40 years 

go! sīr (MOR) 0% 34% 

ṛūḥ (ALG) 100% 66% 

good məzyān (MOR) 0% 16% 

mlīḥ (ALG) 100% 84% 

spoon mʕilqa (MOR) 11% 32% 

mġəṛfa (ALG) 89% 68% 

Table 5: Lexical variants for “go!”, “good” and “spoon” in Berkani Arabic. 

 

4. How to account for the ongoing trend towards the stopping of Interdental 

Fricatives in Berkani Arabic? 

As might be expected from the available data on other North-Eastern Moroc-

can dialects and as is usually the case in most Bedouin varieties, interdental 

sounds partially occur in Berkani Arabic33. Within a Moroccan context, such a 

retention may be regarded as an oddity, since, as far as I know, all present-day 

Moroccan dialects lack interdentals. So, why have North-Eastern Moroccan dia-

lects kept the interdentals, while other Moroccan Bedouin varieties, such as those 

spoken by the Zaër or the Chaouïa tribes, have lost them? There are two factors 

that may help us answer this question34: 

 
33. The retention of interdental fricatives is a feature common to several North-Eastern Moroccan 

dialects, cf. Behnstedt & Benabbou. “Les parlers arabes du Nord-Est marocain”, pp. 17, 41. 

34. It should be noted that the majority of the Arabic varieties spoken in North-Eastern Morocco be-

long to the Hilali-Bedouin type of Maghrebi dialects. It is well known that interdental fricatives were 

retained in some Moroccan Bedouin dialects till the beginnings of the 20th century. This is the case of 

the dialect spoken by the rural tribes that lived in the Chaouïa region (surroundings of Casablanca) 
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a) On one hand, several North-Eastern Moroccan varieties seem to be both gene-

tically and typologically linked to the Bedouin varieties spoken on the Algerian 

side of the border, which also display interdentals35. 

b) On the other, the Berber substratum and adstratum may also have favoured the 

maintenance of the interdentals in the dialects of this region of Morocco, as these 

sounds occur as allophones in Eastern Riffian (Beni Iznasen dialect): ṯažəlit 

‘queen’, ṯazḏat ‘thin woman’, ṯfuyṯ ‘sun’, ḏạr ‘foot’, ḏạ̄ḏ ̣ ‘finger’, lxədməṯ 

‘work’36. 

Strikingly, this trend of preserving the interdentals seems to be being reversed 

nowadays. So, what are the reasons underlying the stopping of interdental frica-

tives in this dialect? Among the different constraints that may have encouraged 

the abandonment of these sounds, we have identified both language-internal and 

language-external forces. 

 

4.1. Internal factors 

4.1.1. Markedness 

It has been shown that interdental fricatives are universally marked as com-

pared to other sounds such as stops or sibilants. This markedness is supported by 

the fact interdental fricatives are rare cross-linguistically37. Furthermore, they 

tend to be unstable in the languages where they occur, as evidenced by the diffe-

rent phonetic shifts they may undergo. For example, interdentals are sometimes 

fronted or stopped in some English varieties38. 

 

4.1.2. Precarious phonemic contrast 

On the other hand, the number of minimal pairs opposing interdentals and 

their dental counterparts seems to be extremely meagre in Maghrebi dialects. For 

instance, in his 1984 description of Tunis Arabic, Singer only reports three mini-

 
and that of the Zaër, a tribe which settled in the area southwest of Rabat. On this issue, see Aguadé. 

“El dialecto de Casablanca”, pp. 61-62, and “Le parler des Zʕīr”, p. 142. 

35. According to Heath (Jewish and Muslim dialects, p. 25), “The core dialect of W[u]j[da]-

M[uslim] is an extension of Western Algerian dialects, and it is a historical accident that W[u]j[da] is 

separated by the border from its natural hinterland”. On the genetic affinity between some of the Ara-

bic dialects spoken across North-Eastern Morocco and North-Western Algeria, see Behnsted & 

Benabbou. “Les parlers arabes du Nord-Est marocain”, pp. 17-18. 
36. Spirantization is blocked before /m/, /n/ and /l/, e.g.: ṯṛanimt ‘reed’. On this issue, see Elkirat. 

Spirantization in the Beni Iznasen dialect. On the role of the Berber susbtratum/adstratum in the loss 

of interdental fricatives in Southern Moroccan Bedouin dialects, see Moscoso. “Interdentales”. 

37. Brannen. The perception and production of interdental fricatives, p. 92; Maddieson. Patterns of 

sounds, p. 45.  

38. Cf. Hickey. “The scope of English historical linguistics”, pp. 35-36. 
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mal pairs for /ṯ/ – /t/39, two for /ḏ/ – /d/40, and none for /ḏ/̣ – /ḍ/41. Such a precari-

ous phonemic contrast is very likely to have boosted the merger between inter-

dentals and stops in certain Maghrebi dialects. 

 

4.2. External factors 

Other factors that may be responsible for the phonological change under study 

have to do with the notion of salience and the linguistic processes that ensue from 

dialect accommodation42. 

 

4.2.1. Dialect convergence 

As mentioned previously, the stopping of interdental fricatives is common-

place in Morocco. Only the Ḥassāniyya dialect spoken in the South and some va-

rieties in the far north-east exhibit interdental realizations43. In such a context, it 

is reasonable to assume a scenario in which Berkani Arabic would be converging 

towards the mainstream Moroccan varieties (Casablanca, Rabat) which lack in-

terdentals. It is said that in situations of dialect contact the principle of linguistic 

simplification applies and marked sounds are gradually abandoned in favour of 

unmarked or less marked ones. This is in line with what has been observed in 

some recently developed urban centres such as Amman. As a matter of fact, se-

cond-generation speakers in the Jordanian capital alternate interdental realizations 

with their dental counterparts, while third-generation ones show a greater tenden-

cy for stopping interdentals44. However, the opposite phenomenon is also attes-

ted, and we can mention various cases of Arabic dialect contact situations in 

which the interdentals were maintained. For instance, Ghamdi migrants in the city 

of Mecca do not accommodate to the local merging dialect and tend to keep the 

interdentals of their native vernacular45. This phonological maintenance could be 

motivated by the positive social values speakers attribute to their native variety. A 

similar situation can be observed in Glaymin, a Southern Moroccan town where 

speakers of Ḥassāniyya tell their children not to stop interdentals as Moroccans 

do46. A further example is to be found in Bahrain, where Shi‘i speakers stop in-

 
39. ṯābot ‘firm’ – tābot ‘repentant’, ṯəmm ‘eighth’ – təmm ‘finish!’, ṯqul ‘to become heavy’ – tqul (-

li) ‘you tell me’, cf. Singer. Mundart der Medina von Tunis, p. 42. 

40. ḏroʕ ‘ell’ – droʕ ‘millet’, stāḏən ‘to ask for permission’ – stādən ‘to invite’, cf. Singer. Mundart 

der Medina von Tunis, p. 42. 

41. Idem, p. 43. It should be recalled that, as is usually the case in the overwhelming majority of 

non-merging dialects, historical */ḍ/ systematically arises as [ḏ]̣ in Tunis Arabic. 

42. On the notion of salience, see Trudgill. Dialects in contact, pp. 13-14. 

43. Heath. Jewish and Muslim dialects, pp. 131-132. 

44. Al-Wer. “The Amman dialect”, pp. 560-561. 

45. Alghamdi. “Mecca”, p. 42. 

46. Taine-Cheikh. “Les hassanophones du Maroc”, p. 97. 
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terdentals when using their communal dialect, but pronounce them when in public 

situations. Such a variation is believed to be induced by the fact Shi‘i speakers 

perceive their native dialect as having lower prestige47. 

 

4.2.2. Stigma 

Another sociolinguistic factor that may have fostered the gradual collapse of 

interdental fricatives in Berkani Arabic is related to the high salience of these 

sounds. Given that interdental realizations are uncommon in Morocco, it is not 

unrealistic to assume that their gradual regression in Berkani Arabic is due to lin-

guistic stigmatization. Nonetheless, we could not find any example of Arabic dia-

lect in which the set of phonemes under study bears linguistic stigma48. 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

In this paper I have examined the change in the use of the interdental frica-

tives in relation to age among speakers of Berkani Arabic. The results of my sur-

vey suggest that younger speakers tend to stop */ḏ/̣ more than older ones. Fur-

thermore, they reveal that plain interdentals have almost totally faded away in 

Berkani Arabic, while the emphatic one is still relatively frequent and widespread 

throughout the corpus. The following conclusions may be drawn from the present 

study: 

5.1. Our data on Berkane mimics the situation described for other dialects in the 

region (Oujda49, Huwwāṛa50), that is, there is a sharp decline in the use of inter-

dental fricatives. 

5.2. It would be worth considering whether the notion of phonological merger is 

suitable for explaining the stopping of interdental fricatives in Moroccan vernacu-

lars. Phonemic contrast actually seems to be extremely weak in non-merging Ma-

ghrebi dialects, but a more in-depth study is necessary to check whether minimal 

pairs have existed diachronically. 

5.3. As shown by the analysis of other variables, linguistic change in Berkane 

may be primarily motivated by a process of convergence whereby speakers of pe-

ripheral vernaculars gradually adopt features from the dominant central varieties, 

namely Casablanca-Rabat51. 

 
47. Holes. Language variation and change. 
48. Emphatic/ḏ/̣ is said to be looked down upon in some Levantine varieties and so it is avoided by 

some speakers, but the same is not true for plain /ṯ/ and /ḏ/, cf. Al-Wer. “A variationist view of the [ḏ]̣ 

/ [ḍ] opposition in modern Arabic dialects”, p. 25.  

49. Benítez Fernández. “Le parler arabe d’Oujda”; Behnstedt & Benabbou. “Les parlers arabes du 

Nord-Est marocain”, p. 5. 

50. Behnstedt & Benabbou. “Les parlers arabes du Nord-Est marocain”, p. 17. 

51. On this issue, see Ech-Charfi. “Dedialectalization”. 
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