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Abstract:

Language varieties in the urban communities of Tlemcen in the
northern part of Algeria are interesting and varied. Language there
had strongly been influenced by history. Because the town was
invaded by various peoples including the Romans, the Berbers, the
Arabs, the Spanish, the Turks, the Jews, and later the French, it
was subject to many cultural and linguistic influences over the
years. With each conquest, changes took place in linguistic life.
Interestingly, the Arab invasions had perhaps the most lasting and
extensive effects. Yet, there are linguistic signs of the other
cultures all over the land.

The present work will, thus, be an attempt to show the linguistic
influence of these cultures over the Tlemcenian peoples’ speech by
providing samples from each influence. In this respect, phonetic,
phonological, and morphological levels will be taken into account.
This work will also be an answer to the following questions: how
was this linguistic influence achieved in a society like Tlemcen?
Did the terms keep their original semantic meaning and their
pronunciation or did they receive some modifications?

The evolution of the language of what is nowadays known as Tlemcen
took place in an atmosphere of change manifested largely by the
continuous migration of different peoples from the outside world. It
was not only invasion but rather a steady flow of peoples from all
directions bringing additional experiences and elements of other
cultures that improved language in Tlemcen. By the end of the
nineteenth century, Tlemcen had become the crossroads of civilisation
through which passed the Arabs, the Berbers, the Turks, the Jews, the
Spanish, and the French. Some of these people remained temporarily
while others stayed indefinitely. In either way, these different
influences integrated linguistically in various ways.
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Thanks to its geography, being the crossroads of the North-South ways
towards black Africa (Sedjelmaca and Mali), East-West (Morocco,
Tunisia, and Lybia), and in connection with Europe (Andalusia and
France) by the ports of Oran and Honaine, Tlemcen attracted different
civilisations and dynasties throughout its history. These forces
included the Romans, the Berbers, the Arabs, the Spanish, the Turks,
the Jews, and the French. Not only did these influences bring social,
economic, and political reforms over the land and its people, but
cultural and linguistic changes as well.

The Berbers, tribal people of an unknown origin, were among the
earliest inhabitants of Tlemcen. They invaded the area in the third
century, and could play an eminent impact over the land and its
people. When they went away, the Berber tribes left a rich vocabulary
which had been transmitted from one generation to another. The
Berber linguistic influence can be, for instance, resented through the
use of words like: \zeli:f\ (head of the sheep), \fekru:n\ (turtle), and
\li:dem\ (grease). Other Examples of Berber words used in the
Tlemcenian dialect are given in table one below. The selected words
are classified according to their grammatical function as it is
illustrated:

List One
1. Nouns:

Noun | Transcription | Berber meaning English
meaning

hels Ikeeyat/ kayet /kaghat/ paper

e /meehbas/ mahbas /mahbas/ ajug

‘ . oukermousse )
g sl /Ikeermu:s/ Jukarmu:s/ figs
Ol \Ika:nu:n\ kanune \kanu:n\ a furnace
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2. Verbs:
Verb | Transcription | Berber meaning Engll_sh
meaning
< likubb/ ikubb /ikubb/ He spills
- (Youm.s.)/
2N [tarfad/ tarfad /terfed/ She lifts
uas /kamas/ ikumas /ikmumas/ | He wraps
3. Adjectives:
— i . English
Adjective | Transcription | Berber meaning -
meaning
Py amslhane Ni
e mli: famolhacn/ ice (m.s.)
Atellmisse Myopic
oulia | /mialmas/ Jestlami:s/ (ms.)
/massu:s/ amssas Insipid
e ' Jamassees/ (m.s.)
: Obvious
b ; ;
ke /baejan/ ba:yan /ba:ysn/ (ms)
4. Other word categories:
Items Transcription Berb_er Engll_sh
meaning meaning
bassah Is it
H fbaggah/ \baggsah/ right?
. _ ala khatar
B -EgT [Slaxa:tar/ /% laya:tar/ Because

Around the end of the seventh century A.D, the Arabs emerged
in Tlemcen. They conquered the area and introduced the religion of
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Islam and the Arabic language. It is worth noting that the Arabic
language became widespread in the sedentary areas of North West
Africa and had been overrun by relatively small groups of Arab
conquerors who settled for the most part in urban centres like Tlemcen
for instance. By the tenth and the eleventh centuries, the process of
arabisation was to take place thanks to the efforts of Banu Hillal and
Banu Selim. These people, in fact, came from El Hijaz. They were
headed by a famous linguist called Abou Amru Ibn El Alaa. The
language they introduced at that time became known as “Pre-Hilali
Dialect”. The introduction of the Arabic language in Tlemcen did not
lead to the extinction of the Berber language. In fact, both languages-
Arabic and Berber- co-existed and gave birth to a mixed language
known in history as the Arab-Tamazight language.

The Arabic language in Tlemcen is not used in its correct form. It had
experienced some phonological and morphological modifications.
Indeed, the Arabic language in Tlemcen had been affected by some
foreign items of other languages notably, the Berber language, the
Spanish language, the Turkish language, and the French language. For
instance, the urban communities of Tlemcen do not differentiate

between the phonemes /8/ and /d/. They tend to pronounce both
phonemes as [t]. In addition, they pronounce the Arabic phonemes /z/
and /t/ as [d3/ and [ts] respectively. Words like /tmar/ (dates) and
/3n&:n/ (garden) are pronounced by the natives as [tsmer] and
[d3na:n/. Another instance is related to the suffix morpheme {ah} of

the third person singular (masculine) which is pronounced by the
natives as [u]. A sentence like /naddarbzh/ (I hit him) is rather

pronounced as [naddabu]. Similarly, a word like /ktee:baeh/ (his book)

is pronounced as [ktee:bu].

After the emergence of the Spanish in Tlemcen by sixteenth century,
new linguistic items were introduced in the Tlemcenian dialect.
Indeed, the Andalusian tradition formerly dominated the linguistic life
of Tlemcen. The inheritance of the Andalusian linguistic items
stemmed basically out of art and music which prospered in Islamic
Spain between the ninth and the fifteenth centuries. The Andalusian
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musical traditional form swept beyond EI Andalus over the North
West African littoral in Morocco and Tlemcen for instance. The
introduction of the Andalusian music as well as other crafts in
Tlemcen could but help the expansion of various items and words like:

tableta [t able:ta] (a small table or a bar - of chocalte for instance),

tabla [ta:bla/ (a table), and serdj [serd3] (a saddle) which are
widely used among the Tlemcenian urban community nowadays.

Other examples of Andalusian linguistic influence over the
Tlemcenian vocabulary are given in table two below:
List Two
1. Nouns:
Noun Transcription AndaIu_5|an Engll_sh
meaning meaning
blua /gabba:t/ zapatos Shoes
skl /lmeerjo/ armario cupboard
08 /do:ro/ Douro (5 pestas) old money
2. Verbs:
Verb Transcription English meaning
> [2e dzi/ To come
PPN Ixabbi/ To hide
3. Adjectives:
Adjective Transcription Andalu_3|an Eng“.Sh
meaning meaning
skl L /bara :t o/ barato Cheap
Shaida /mfantaz/ Fantasia Snobbish
8N /largo/ largo Big
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The Spanish influence over the Tlemcenian dialect is also felt
throughout the use of the voiceless glottal stop /2/ or “al hamza” as a

variant of the Arabic gaf. Therefore, words like: " J&" (he said to me),
and "ssd" (coffee) are pronounced respectively as [2alli] and

[2hwa]. Similarly, a sentence like "Ll (it is clean), is
pronounced as [ri:han?ij].

The Turks settled in Tlemcen in the sixteenth century. Their
commercial motivations could but help shape linguistic life in the area.
The Ottoman period was, in fact, characterised by fierce trade
competition among rival Mediterranean seaports, both Christian and
Muslim. The interaction between Turkish traders and native peoples
stimulated the introduction of Turkish items in the local speech.
Turkish vocabulary was further adopted through the different
marriages of Turkish soldiers with native women as it is illustrated in
table three below:

List Three
1. Nouns:
Noun | Transcription Turk!sh Engll_sh
meaning meaning
: . bagmak Woman’s
slady | /oo fma 12/ /batsmak/ shoe
Jhsok | [tarbu:§/ terbu$ /terbuS/ Red hat
; A traditional
& :
ey /burae:k/ borek /borek/ cake
daig /kaftsee/ kofte /kofta/ Mince meat
haaa /samgal/ samsa /samsa/ A trig;(téonal
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2. Verbs:
Verb [Transcription Turk!sh Engll.sh
meaning meaning
e o PRI To spill
u-' -
i | ft§art§a?/ | cirgir /ASirtSir/ water
g ISu:/ Ss /Su/ Look!
3. Adjectives:
Adjective | Transcription Turk!sh Engll_sh
meaning meaning
co o cercev Twisty
(el g /mfajafl /tSertSev/ shape
59oka \matru:za/ terzi /terzi/ | Decorated

After the Turks, Tlemcen as the whole of Algeria witnessed a colonial
period which could, in its turn, bring different linguistic changes in the
area and exercised an influence on its people. As a matter of fact, in
Tlemcen the French language is regarded as a language of prestige
spoken among old generations as well as younger ones. Nonetheless,
French had undergone some modifications, and words like
“infermier”, “fourchette”, “lampe” and “college” for instance are
respectively pronounced [fermli], [for§i:ta], [lemba] and [ku:li:d3].

In addition, people tend to combine Arabic and French to produce
utterences like: [wgalna lla pla:3 & diz3:r fo ggah] (we arrived to

the beach at ten in the morning).

The emergence of different civilisations throughout the history of
Tlemcen deeply influenced the linguistic aspects of the Tlemcenian
speech variety. It was, in fact, the adoption of different foreign lexical
items from the Berber, the Spanish, the Turkish, and the French
languages which have made the Tlemcenian dialect quite different
from the other Algerian varieties. = The Tlemcenian dialect’s
peculiarity also reflects the natives’ ethnic identity.
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