
HAL Id: halshs-02945641
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-02945641v1

Submitted on 22 Sep 2020

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépôt et à la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Kabyle in Arabic Script: A History without
Standardisation

Lameen Souag

To cite this version:
Lameen Souag. Kabyle in Arabic Script: A History without Standardisation. Creating Standards, De
Gruyter, pp.273-296, 2019, �10.1515/9783110639063-011�. �halshs-02945641�

https://shs.hal.science/halshs-02945641v1
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr


Lameen Souag
Kabyle in Arabic Script: A History without 
Standardisation
Abstract: The history of writing Kabyle, the largest Berber variety of Algeria, is 
often reduced simply to the history of the development of its currently dominant 
Latin orthography; Kabyle before the 20th century is often viewed as essentially an 
unwritten language. This oversimplification obscures an extensive, though some-
what peripheral, corpus of Kabyle written in Arabic script starting before the 19th 
century and continuing in some contexts up to the present. Unlike Berber varieties 
in some other regions, however, Kabyle shows few signs of ever having developed a 
standard Arabic-script orthography, and the transcription conventions used show 
little or no continuity between manuscripts from different periods. This lack of stan-
dardisation reflects discontinuities in the region’s educational and political history, 
in combination with certain differences between Kabyle and Arabic phonology.

1  Introduction
As might be expected from Arabic’s long history as the dominant literary language 
of North Africa, Berber languages have frequently been written in Arabic script. 
In at least two regions during the pre-colonial era, such writing went beyond the 
sporadic quoting of words or poems and came to be used for a significant corpus 
of largely religiously motivated manuscripts: the Sous Valley of Morocco in the 
west, and the Ibāḍī areas of Libya and southern Tunisia in the east (Boogert 1997; 
Brugnatelli 2011). This contrasts strikingly with the most populous Berber-spea-
king region between them, Kabylie in north-central Algeria. Relatively few Berber 
manuscripts in Arabic script have been reported from the area, even though it 
is known to have contained many zaouias (religious colleges) with substantial 
manuscript collections, and the colonial-era research tradition that provided 
Western academics with their first glimpse of the Sous and Ibāḍī manuscript tra-
ditions (Luciani 1893; Calassanti-Motylinski 1905) treated Kabyle as essentially 
an unwritten language. In present-day Kabylie too, there is little awareness of 
any history of writing Kabyle in Arabic script; Haddadou (2004), of the Univer-
sity of Tizi-Ouzou, devotes a whole section of his L’alphabet berbère to the Arabic 
alphabet, alluding to Moroccan, Libyan, and Mozabite examples, yet mentions 
no examples of its use for Kabyle.
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Contrary to the impressions of colonial-era researchers and modern Algeri-
ans alike, however, several Kabyle manuscripts in the Arabic script survive. They 
are strikingly similar in their content and purposes to the better-known Sous and 
Ibāḍī materials, although rather less numerous. Moreover, the practice of writing 
Kabyle using Arabic script has continued in some contexts even up to the present 
day, despite being rejected by most activists. Nevertheless, a close examination 
of the orthographic conventions used reveals sharp discontinuities. While indivi-
dual materials produced in similar circumstances show some signs of standardi-
sation, such embryonic conventions have rarely been maintained for long. This 
lack of standardisation, and the rarity of Kabyle manuscripts in Arabic script rela-
tive even to other Berber varieties, seem to be the result of two factors: the sharp 
discontinuities in the region’s educational and political history over the past two 
centuries, and the specific differences between Arabic and Kabyle phonology.

2  Contexts of literacy
By the start of the 19th century, the region of Kabylie, largely independent of the 
nominally Ottoman central government in Algiers, was covered by an extensive 
network of zaouias (timɛemmert in Kabyle) – religious colleges providing a brief 
primary education to large numbers of children, and a higher education to the 
minority who stayed longer. Their curriculum included literacy, memorisation 
of the Qur’an, Arabic grammar, Sufism, Maliki law, hadith, interpretation of the 
Qur’an, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and poetry (Daumas 1847, 61–63). Col-
loquial languages were of little concern to this educational system, whose core 
texts were in Classical Arabic and whose scholars in turn normally wrote in Clas-
sical Arabic. However, an important function of graduates was to provide reli-
gious guidance in Kabyle to non-Arabic-speaking lay people, and in some cases 
this motivated them to write down Kabyle texts of their own composition.

The French conquest, starting in 1830 with the occupation of Algiers but not 
encompassing the Kabyle heartland until 1857, had a disruptive effect on this 
system from the start. Parts of the elite fled to Syria, preferring exile to French 
rule, and villages and mosques were destroyed in the process of conquest (cf. 
Hanoteau 1867, 144). In order to govern the newly conquered areas, the French 
state found it necessary to study Kabyle, resulting in a flurry of publications 
incorporating Kabyle text to varying degrees; these were not, however, aimed at 
a Kabyle audience.

In 1871, Shaykh El-Mokrani and Shaykh Aheddad led a major rebellion against 
France, which at its peak involved not only their native region, eastern Kabylie, but 
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most of central and eastern Algeria. When France finally defeated them in 1872, 
the consequences for the region were dire. A heavy punitive tax was imposed, 
beggaring many families, and lands owned by tribes and foundations – including 
zaouias – were confiscated by the state. Leading rebels, including major religious 
scholars, were exiled or executed, and restrictions were imposed on Islamic edu-
cation. In such a situation, the resources available to the zaouias, and the pros-
pects for their graduates, were a fraction of what they had formerly been.

Meanwhile, a new educational system was beginning to provide more attrac-
tive prospects. Between 1873 and 1883, the Pères Blancs opened eight Catholic 
schools in Kabylie; the French government followed suit in 1882, opening another 
eight state schools (Dirèche 2007). In these schools, the language of instruction, 
and more generally of literacy, was French; together with their modern vocatio-
nal focus, this qualified their graduates for subaltern positions within the colo-
nial economy. These schools were attended by only a small minority, but their 
graduates’ relative prosperity gave them an importance out of proportion to 
their numbers. Starting in the early 20th century, the importance of French was 
in creased by labour migration to France, as remittances became a major eco-
nomic resource for Kabyle villages. Somewhat later, the Association of Muslim 
Ulama, founded by Ben Badis in 1931, attempted to redress the balance by expan-
ding Islamic education and shifting it towards a modernised curriculum taught 
in Arabic (Heggoy 1973).

In 1948, the Algerian literacy rate, excluding French citizens, was only 6% 
(United Nations 1955, 436). It was left to the War of Independence (1954–1962) 
to change this situation. The outbreak of the revolution was itself enough to 
provoke belated reforms; with the Constantine Plan of 1958, France attempted 
to appease and remould Algerian public opinion by, among other things, buil-
ding new schools and increasing enrolment. After independence in 1962, the 
pace of change accelerated: the new Algerian government extended education 
through out the country, making literacy one of its highest priorities. The lan-
guage of instruction was initially usually French, since, at independence, most of 
the small minority of graduates in subjects other than Arabic and Islamic studies 
had studied in French and had little command of Standard Arabic. However, the 
government pushed hard to change the language of instruction to Arabic, despite 
opposition from some of those educated in French. By the end of the 1980s, all 
levels up to the end of secondary school, as well as many university subjects, 
were taught in Arabic.

Berber, however, was treated rather differently. The post-independence 
government viewed the idea of Berber identity as divisive, and saw no place for 
the language in education; the only appropriate arenas for its public use were oral 
contexts such as radio broadcasting or music, and even there it was put under 
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pressure. In combination with other factors, this helped provoke increasing hos-
tility in Kabylie to the government’s education policy; one of the era’s first large-
scale protests, in 1980, was triggered by the government’s banning a university 
lecture on Berber poetry. Massive emigration from rural areas to the largely Arabic-
speaking cities throughout this period led to extensive language shift among emig-
rants’ children, compounding the feeling that Kabyle was under threat.

In 1988, the government was forced by budgetary problems and popular 
protests to open up the political arena to independent parties and newspapers, 
creating new options for the use of Kabyle in writing. In 1995, after a large-scale 
school boycott in Kabylie compounded the multiple crises then facing the state, 
it conceded the gradual introduction of Tamazight teaching into selected schools 
(Zeroual 1995). Over the early 21st century, it went further, declaring Tamazight 
first a national language (Bouteflika 2002), and finally an official one (Bouteflika 
2016). In theory, ‘Tamazight’ refers to a language of which all Berber varieties are 
considered to be dialects. In practice, the Tamazight of most government text-
books and of books by Kabyle speakers – which make up the large majority of 
Berber publishing in Algeria – is simply Kabyle with a number of Arabic or French 
loans replaced by neologisms. Even now, Tamazight occupies a very limited place 
in the educational system; it is taught as an optional subject, not available in 
all schools, and has not been adopted as a language of instruction for any other 
subject. However, Tamazight-language publishing, made possible by the post-
1988 liberalisation, continues.

3  Sources
No list of Kabyle works in the Arabic script can be guaranteed or even expected 
to be complete. Many potentially relevant collections remain uncatalogued, and 
the observed domains of Arabic script usage include contexts, such as private 
letters or political posters, which are rarely preserved systematically. Neverthel-
ess, enough material is available from the past two or three centuries to yield a 
general picture. The distribution of this material can only be understood in the 
light of its educational and political contexts.
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3.1  Indigenous efforts in the pre-colonial and early colonial 
periods

3.1.1  The zaouia tradition 

The manuscript libraries of the zaouias of eastern (‘Petite’) Kabylie have yielded 
a small but significant number of manuscripts in Kabyle. None include dates, 
unfortunately; some can be shown to date to the 19th century, while others are 
thought to predate this period, but in most cases no solid evidence is avail-
able. The best documented ones are the religiously focused materials from the 
collection of Shaykh Lmuhub Ulaḥbib of Tala Uzrar (near Bejaia), born in 1822 
(Aïssani 1998), some of which may predate the 19th century. 476 manuscripts in 
this collection have been catalogued (Mechehed 2007), although this does not 
reflect the full picture, since some manuscripts have passed into other hands, 
and many were burned by French troops in 1957. Most of this collection is in 
Arabic, but it includes five Kabyle manuscripts: three copies of translations of 
al-Sanūsī’s Creed (KA 21, KA 22, TIA 08), of which the oldest (KA 21, Fig. 1) has 
been addressed in detail by Gutova (2011); an anonymous poem about the virtue 
of knowledge by Said Ali Cherif, born 1820 (LIT 21/2); and a child’s note (DVS 09). 
Luciani (1893, 159) attests to the existence at his time of a Kabyle translation of 
the same work at the zaouia of Sidi Yahia ben Hamoudi, among the Ait Ourthi-
lane (which he describes as the only example of a Berber Islamic manuscript in 
Algeria). GEHIMAB (2006, 5) mentions another Kabyle creed in manuscript found 
at the zaouia of Tilmiouine (Ouzellaguen), and the Ministry of Religious Affairs 
(2009, 24) gives a barely legible photograph of another theological manuscript in 
Kabyle, cited as belonging to the family of Shaykh Oubelkassem of the zaouia at 
Boudjelil (bombed by the French army in 1956). Another religious poem, from the 
library of Shaykh Aheddad, is mentioned in Aïssani (2012). Manuscript no. 3066 
of the Bibliothèque Nationale d’Algérie is described by GEHIMAB (2006, 2) as a 
10-page verse text on fiqh in the Kabyle dialect of the Soummam valley; the photo 
is illegible.

A rather different genre, equally motivated by the needs of zaouia students, 
is represented by the Algerian Arabic-Kabyle wordlist from the library of Cheikh 
Aheddad, partly reproduced by GEHIMAB (2006, 5) and transcribed and analysed 
by Aïssani (2012). Zaouias often attracted students from outside the region, who 
would have needed to learn Kabyle for practical purposes.

Many early North African Arabic-language texts, such as the early 18th century 
pharmacopoeia of Ibn Ḥamādūsh (2001, 57, 83), contain scattered words in Berber, 
commonly proper names or plant names. While such transcriptions are of limited 
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Fig. 1: First page of manuscript KA 21 from the Lmuhub Ulahbib Collection (Tala Uzrar, Ain-
Legradj, Bejaia, Algeria), a Kabyle translation of al-Sanūsī‘s creed. © Djamel-Eddine Mechehed.
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value, they too may serve as evidence for the development of orthographic conven-
tions. The Voyage of al-Warṯīlānī (1994), in which an 18th century Kabyle religious 
scholar recounts his travels, is of particular interest in that its original form presuma-
bly reflected Kabyle zaouias’ practices; however, a study of the author’s orthographic 
choices would have to be based on manuscripts rather than on later printed versions.

3.1.2  Customary law codes 

At least since the Ottoman period, some Kabyle villages created manuscripts summa-
rising their customary law, or qanun, a phenomenon recently surveyed by Gahlouz 
(2011). These were most often written down in Arabic, e.g. the qanun of the Maatka 
copied in 1859 (Millot 1922), or the pre-colonial qanun of the Ait Hichem dating to the 
1830s (Millot 1928). Occasionally, however, they were written in Kabyle; the present 
survey examines the late 19th century qanun of the Ait Ali Ouharzoune scanned by 
Brugnatelli (2006) and partly translated (Anonymous 2009). Another reported 
example is that of the Ait Ouagennoun (Bernard and Millot 1933; Ould-Braham 1986). 
Unlike the zaouia manuscripts, these cases come from western (‘Grande’) Kabylie.

3.2  Colonial efforts

3.2.1  Language teaching materials 

Given that Europeans and Americans are typically much more familiar with the 
Latin alphabet than with the Arabic one, it may appear paradoxical that text-
books and articles intended for their benefit made frequent use of the Arabic 
script. This fact, however, is important for the light it sheds on contemporary 
Kabyle practice. The earliest cases justify this practice on the basis of the spea-
kers’ own habits; thus Hodgson (1834, 38) writes somewhat paradoxically ‘The 
Berber language, having no literature, has properly no alphabet of its own. It is 
written nevertheless by means of the Arabic characters, which are generally used 
for that purpose’, while the dictionary of Brosselard (1844, II) – produced by a 
committee including one Kabyle, Sidi Ahmed ben el Hadj Ali of Bejaia – describes 
the Arabic orthography used as ‘the system of transcription that appears most 
widely accepted’, calling it ‘the Berber alphabet’ (author’s translations, here and 
henceforth). Later works are more dismissive, describing Kabyle as an unwritten 
language (Delaporte 1836, 89; Ben Sedira 1887, III; Boulifa 1897, II), and presen-
ting the writing of Kabyle in Arabic script as an occasional makeshift of the mara-
bout class rather than a well-rooted practice. General Hanoteau’s (1858) influen-
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tial grammar of Kabyle did much to popularise this view: he states that ‘[t]hose 
who speak it borrow its characters from the Arabic alphabet, when they want to 
express their ideas in their language in writing, which they moreover do only very 
rarely, and always with a certain distaste. Kabyle, they say, is spoken, not written’ 
(Hanoteau 1858, 1–2), and later added for good measure that ‛All efforts made 
to find a book written in this language have been, and no doubt always will be, 
fruitless’ (Hanoteau 1867, II).

Nevertheless, Hanoteau continued to include Arabic transcriptions in parts of 
his works, justifying them on the grounds that they make it possible for the learner 
to get a speaker of Berber to read the words written, and thus to correct the learner’s 
pronunciation: ‘This transcription, nonetheless, will not be lacking in utility for 
people who want to study the Kabyle language; it will allow them, in effect, to get 
the texts read for them by a Kabyle’ (Hanoteau 1867, XII). The practicality of this solu-
tion is confirmed by other data. Rinn (1887) presents two Kabyle poems attacking 
Cheikh Aheddad, anonymously sent in Arabic script to a French general in 1872; 
these suggest that, at that period, even the small minority of Kabyle speakers who 
wanted to be seen as vocally pro-French were more accustomed to Arabic script.

The prolific output of René Basset would keep the practice of Arabic 
transcription going for some decades longer. In his Manuel de langue kabyle 
(1887), as throughout his extensive publications on Berber, he used Arabic cha-
racters alongside Latin transcription, on the grounds that (p. VIII) ‘[T]he natives, 
[w]hatever one may do, will not abandon the use of the Oriental characters’, and 
that it allows problematic short vowels to be ignored in writing. In the meantime, 
however, this justification was becoming unnecessary: the demands of French 
administration were creating a minority of Kabyles literate in French.

For this new group, uncomfortably poised between the indigenous and French 
societies, the use of Arabic script could no longer be taken for granted. In a short 
grammar, Ben Khouas (1881, 5–6), presents a paragraph-long argument to con-
clude that ‘[s]ince [...] the Kabyles have much more frequent relations with the 
French than with the Arabs, especially when there is occasion to write something, 
it is preferable in every way, for writing Kabyle, to use French characters’. Text-
books by others in this situation at the same period, such as Ben Sedira (1887) and 
Boulifa (1897), dispense with Arabic characters entirely, or, like Boulifa (1913, 351), 
confine them to a single page by way of preparation for examinations. The same 
trend is observed in contemporary French linguists’ work; Mouliéras (1892; 1893) 
uses Latin characters exclusively to transcribe the Kabyle stories dictated to him by 
informants he describes as illiterate, as does Gourliau (1893), while Luciani (1899, 
33) publishes only the Latin transcription of poems he had actually received in 
Arabic transcription. In 20th century French-language works on Kabyle, whether by 
Frenchmen or by Algerians, Arabic characters are almost uniformly absent.
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3.2.2  Missionary materials 

Insofar as Christian missionaries’ choice of orthography reflects their perception 
of existing usage, it casts light on Kabyle orthographic preferences in a similar 
way to language learning materials. However, sectarian factors also appear 
to have been relevant; Catholic sources consistently avoid Arabic script in this 
region, while Protestant ones show greater variability.

The earliest attempts to render parts of the Bible into Kabyle, from Arabic, 
took place at the behest of the American vice-consul Hodgson. The (Muslim) 
translator he commissioned, the marabout ‘Si Hamet’ of Bejaia, wrote his transla-
tion in the Arabic script. Parts of these (Anonymous 1833) were printed in a modi-
fied Arabic script and distributed in Algeria shortly after the French conquest, 
while another portion was later printed for purely linguistic uses (Newman 1847).

Serious efforts at Christian proselytisation in Algeria started a generation 
later, in 1868, when the newly appointed Catholic Archbishop of Algiers, Cardinal 
Lavigerie, founded the Pères Blancs; starting in 1873, they also established village 
schools in Kabylie (Dirèche 2007). From the start, their efforts, liturgical (Alle-
mand-Lavigerie 1868; 1869) or lexicographic (Creusat 1873; Olivier 1878; Huyghe 
1901), made exclusive use of Latin characters, again characterising Kabyle as an 
unwritten language.

Protestant evangelisation – initially based at Djemaa Saharidj near Tizi-Ouzou 
– largely followed the Catholic lead in this respect, justifying the choice on the 
grounds that French schools were in any case spreading literacy in the Latin script 
by then (Rutherfurd and Glenny 1900, 146; Cuendet, Hocart and Lamb 1893). Never-
theless, they hedged their bets with a supplementary printing of Mark and Luke 
in Arabic script (British and Foreign Bible Society 1904), specifically intended for 
students from traditional Islamic schools (Canton 1904, 16): ‘Stirred by the energy 
of western life, the marabouts taught the Kabyle lads the Arabic character, and for 
these a transliteration of St Luke was in progress’. This would be the last missionary 
publication in Kabyle using Arabic script, as far as I have been able to find.

3.3  The early 20th century

3.3.1  Poetry 

One of the earliest and most important printed works by a Kabyle author aimed 
partly at a Kabyle audience, Boulifa’s (1904) anthology of Kabyle poetry, uses 
both Latin and Arabic characters. Since the author’s pedagogical works intended 
for Frenchmen do not include Arabic script, this choice was most likely intended 
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to make the poems legible to a wider audience of literate Kabyles. Yet the expan-
sion of French education in the region starting from 1880 (Dirèche 2007), along 
with the closing of zaouias, would leave the Arabic characters meaningless to 
later generations. Mouloud Feraoun (1960, 10–11) bears eloquent witness at once 
to Boulifa’s success in appealing to a Kabyle audience and to the change in edu-
cational patterns that made this practice obsolete:

They are incapable of reading the poems gathered by Boulifa in the Arabic transcription; 
if they tackle the French transcription, they can be sure of reading them well only when 
it comes to a poem that they already know […] It is “the Book”, the only book of young 
Kabyles. You find it in the villages, old and venerable, as it was published more than half a 
century ago […] It is never complete; a number of its missing pages have been offered to a 
friend, to continue their clandestine career in others’ hands.1

The use of Arabic script would still be continued, however, by those Kabyles who 
opted for a traditional or reformist (Ulama) education. Yacine (1987) presents an 
extensive corpus of reformist Islamic and nationalist poetry in Kabyle by Qasi 
Udifella, originally written down in vocalised Arabic letters by Hadj Boubekar in 
the 1940s in the Biban region in the extreme east of Kabylie. The choice of Arabic 
characters was natural, given their political alignment.

3.3.2  Popular music 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Kabyle song titles (and sometimes lyrics) could often 
be found in Arabic script, as can readily be seen by examining the LPs of Cherif 
Kheddam, Slimane Azem, or El Hasnaoui. In fact, Cherif Kheddam, educated at 
the zaouia of Boudjelil in eastern Kabylie, often wrote his own lyrics in Arabic 
script (GEHIMAB 2006). This minor domain of Arabic-script Kabyle becomes less 
prominent in the 1970s (Idir’s albums, to take an influential example, simply use 
Latin script), and later vanished almost completely.

1  Les poèmes recueillis par Boulifa, ils sont incapables de les lire dans la transcription arabe ; 
s’ils s’attaquent à la transcription française, ils ne sont sûrs de bien lire que lorsqu’il s’agit d’un 
poème qu’ils connaissent déjà […] Il est “le Livre”, l’unique livre des jeunes Kabyles.  On le trouve 
dans les villages, vieilli et vénérable, tel qu’il fût édité, il y a plus d’un demi-siècle [...]  Il n’est 
jamais complet : nombre de ses feuillets manquants ont été offerts à un ami pour poursuivre en 
d’autre mains leur carrière clandestine.
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3.4  Official recognition

The post-independence Amazigh identity movement, reacting against the uniform 
Arab identity urged on them by the Algerian state, conspicuously avoided the use 
of Arabic script. The Neo-Tifinagh script proposed by the Académie Berbère quickly 
attained emblematic status for signs and mottos, while the Latin orthography later 
popularised by Mouloud Mammeri (1976) came to be generally adopted for longer 
works. However, political liberalisation following 1988 created arenas outside 
of Amazigh activism for the written use of Kabyle; already during the 1989–1990 
election campaigns some parties created posters with slogans in Kabyle in Arabic 
script (not examined here). Soon afterwards, the Algerian state, facing intense pres-
sure on multiple fronts, offered the Amazigh activists a limited compromise. Since 
1995, the Algerian state has provided limited teaching of Tamazight (conceived as a 
single language) in selected schools; since 2002, Tamazight has been recognised as 
a national language, and in 2016 it was declared an official one as well.

3.4.1  Educational materials 

The decision to teach Tamazight required the creation of textbooks and dictio-
naries acceptable to the state. As such, it brought previously unconcerned parties 
into the orthography debate. While the use of Arabic script was by and large 
strongly opposed by Amazigh activists, particularly in Kabylie, it was strongly 
favoured by significant segments of the state and of Algerian public opinion 
outside the region. The dictionary of Tagamount (1995), published just in time for 
this decision, reflects the debate: while primarily using Latin characters, it pro-
vides an Arabic transcription in the Kabyle-French/Arabic section, alongside the 
Arabic translations. This grudging concession to Arabic would not be followed 
up in subsequent dictionaries, however: while Kabyle dictionaries have since 
become a routine sight in Algerian bookstores, even those that give Arabic trans-
lations almost always avoid giving Arabic transcriptions.

Notwithstanding the widespread preference for Latin script (Sini 2004), 
Kabyle supporters of the Arabic script can still be found. A notable example 
is Salah Belaid, of the University of Tizi-Ouzou. He devotes nearly half a book 
(Belaid 1999) to the issue of which writing system to choose for Berber, coming 
down strongly in favour of Arabic. By way of examples, he gives a text transcribed 
into Tifinagh, Latin, and Arabic characters (159–166) and a glossary of neologisms 
drawing extensively on previous authors’ work (215ff). Like most other writers on 
the subject of which script to choose for Kabyle, however, he does not appear 
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to have published any books in Kabyle, so there is little incentive for would-be 
readers to learn his orthographies.

Up to the present, the disagreement over script choice has been resolved by 
making official materials for the study of Berber available in three scripts: Latin, 
Arabic, and Tifinagh. In practice, Latin script overwhelmingly predominates in 
Kabylie, but official examples of the use of Arabic script can still be seen, e.g. 
Ministry of Education (2003), Hrouch et al. (2010). As will be seen below, the 
Arabic orthography used in these textbooks, described in detail by Gaci (2011), is 
rather eccentric, being chosen basically to maximise compatibility with the Latin 
transcription, and does not correspond to any of the practices seen elsewhere.

3.4.2  Religious materials  

The post-1995 climate of relative openness to Tamazight affected not only the edu-
cational system, but also a domain whose control is almost equally important to the 
state: Islamic religious publications. The preference for Arabic orthography was, 
unsurprisingly, particularly strong in this domain – although even here, non-state-
funded publications have used Latin script. A group led by the Kabyle religious 
scholar Si Mohand Tayeb has published first selections from the Qur’ān (2003) and 
later a full translation (2012), printed in Saudi Arabia with funding from Algeria’s 
Ministry of Religious Affairs. In this work the Arabic script is used, with some addi-
tional characters. The decision to write in Arabic script attracted criticism from 
Kabyle activists, but was vigorously defended by the author (as quoted in Chachoua 
2010): ‘My principal long-term goal is to defend Berber against those who want to 
turn it away and distance it from Islam. […] I have often, in many published articles 
and letters to various political authorities, called for the adoption of Arabic letters 
for writing Berber, and I would do the impossible to make this happen’. Rebahi 
(2009), in a booklet funded by the same ministry, gives two short religious poems 
in Kabyle, written in Arabic script, with translations.

3.4.3  State media 

A national radio channel using Tamazight (mainly but not exclusively Kabyle), 
Radio 2, has been maintained since independence. The question of script choice 
hardly arises for broadcasting, but since at least 2011 this channel has also had a 
webpage (Radio 2) at the national radio service’s website. At no point has this page 
been translated into Kabyle or any other Tamazight variety. From 2011 to 2013, it 
was bilingual in Arabic and French, with Kabyle programme titles and headings 
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transcribed in Arabic script on the Arabic site and in Latin script on the French 
site. By 2014, this was no longer the case: since then the Radio 2 page has been 
available only in French, not in Arabic, and the programme titles and headings 
(still in Kabyle) are transcribed in Latin script (and later also Tifinagh). The only 
remaining trace of Arabic script in 2014 was the station motto at the top of the page, 
transcribed in Tifinagh, Arabic script, and Latin script – and by 2017 this had been 
replaced by the name of the station in Tifinagh script plus translations into French 
and Arabic. More recently, a Tamazight TV channel (TV 4) has been created; this 
station too makes frequent use of Arabic script to transcribe Tamazight titles or 
slogans, including Kabyle ones, but the texts in question remain very short.

In 2013, the state-owned primarily Arabic-language newspaper Ech Chaab, 
founded in 1962, started carrying columns in Tamazight written in Arabic script 
(Rubrique Radar 2013). Some, but not all, of these columns were in Kabyle, e.g. 
Lakhdari (2013).

3.4.4  Books on heritage 

The most conspicuous contributor in this domain is the historian and ex-FFS 
deputy Mohamed Arezki Ferad. His history of his native Azeffoun (2003), pri-
marily written in Arabic, includes many Kabyle poems and sayings written in 
Arabic script. In his study of Tipasa Berber proverbs (Ferad 2004), an attempt to 
document the oral traditions of a Berber dialect falling outside the Kabyle conti-
nuum proper, he acknowledges that the Latin script has taken the lead at present, 
but vigorously defends his choice of the Arabic script, arguing that ‘in view of 
the richness of the Berber cultural stock recorded in Arabic characters (books, 
contracts...) and the cultural factors that have brought together the Berber and 
Arabic languages, the Arabic script is a candidate for filling the principal role in 
the advancement and development of Berber in the future’ (63). The author has 
gone on to produce other books focused on Kabyle heritage, including an over-
view of the region (Ferad 2007) and a study of Kabyle Sufi poetry (Ferad 2011). 
More academically oriented Arabic-medium studies of Kabyle folklore also some-
times make use of Arabic script, such as the thesis of Ṭabarkān (2012).

4  Orthographic conventions and their contexts
The number of texts written in Kabyle in the Arabic script, while not enormous, 
is sufficiently large to raise the question of standardisation. How have different 
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authors dealt with the problem of representing phonemes with no direct Arabic 
equivalents? To what extent have they been influenced by one another’s conven-
tions, or more generally adopted similar conventions? When and in what milieux 
have standards, if any, emerged, and how long have they been maintained?

4.1  Challenges for orthography design

All of the phonemes of Classical Arabic as pronounced in Algeria are to be found 
in Kabyle except the stop ḍ (in eastern varieties đ ̣is also missing). Since Arabic ḍ 
is usually pronounced đ ̣in the region except in careful speech, this gives authors 
a choice between ḍ and đ ̣to represent the phoneme đ.̣ Kabyle, however, also has a 
number of consonant phonemes lacking in Classical Arabic, most conspicuously 
g and ẓ (shared with Algerian Arabic). It distinguishes affricates č, ğ (mainly in 
geminates) from fricatives š, ž (conventionally transcribed c, j), while Arabic does 
not (depending on the underlying dialect, Arabic ğīm is regionally realised either 
as ğ or as ž). It also marginally distinguishes affricates ts, dz (the former is usually 
derived from underlying geminate tt, while the latter is very rare) from both t, d 
and s, z, while Arabic has no phonemic affricates. It has a broader distinction, 
usually predictable but contrastive in some contexts, between stops (b, t, d, k, g) 
and spirants (ḇ, ṯ, ḏ, ḵ, ḡ); of the spirants, only ṯ and ḏ have Arabic counterparts. 
The distinction between plain l, r and emphatic l,̣ ṛ is marginally contrastive both 
in Kabyle and in Algerian Arabic (for l it is arguably contrastive even for Classical 
Arabic), but is consistently not made in Arabic script; that between š and š ̣is even 
more marginal in Kabyle, and absent in Arabic. Kabyle also has a series of labio-
velarised back consonants (kʷ, gʷ, xʷ, ɣʷ), with no direct equivalent in Arabic, 
but often corresponding in loanwords to Arabic short u. Of these, note that the 
affricates ts, dz and the spirant series are not phonemic in Shilha and in Libya, 
simplifying the situation faced by would-be writers there.

The vowel inventory of Kabyle is rather smaller than that of Classical Arabic; 
whereas Arabic distinguishes short a, i, u from long ā, ī, ū, Kabyle contrasts one 
lax vowel, ə (conventionally transcribed e), with three tense ones, a, i, u. (In 
Shilha, the lax vowel no longer has any phonemic status.) Mapping the Kabyle 
system onto the Arabic one poses some difficulties. In Kabyle, the tense set are 
phonetically long in open syllables when stressed, and shorter elsewhere; this 
encourages a phonetic rather than phonemic transcription into Arabic charac-
ters. The lax vowel, however, is consistently short, so overtly representing length 
tends to create ambiguity with it. Moreover, word-finally, Arabic distinguishes ā 
(alif mamdūdah) from à (alif maqṣūrah, written with an undotted yāʾ) on purely 
morphological grounds not directly paralleled in Kabyle.
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4.2  Observed solutions

Table 1 sums up the observed responses to the most important of the issues in 4.1, 
by source (for the numerals under ‘Tense vowels’, see 4.2.2). Note that eastern 
Kabyle varieties, used in several of these sources, do not have a phoneme đ.̣ Only 
a limited selection of the Bible translation of 1904 was available.

Table 1: Orthographic choices by source. 

đ̣ g ẓ ts č ḇ ḵ ḡ Cʷ Tense 
vowels

ə

Zaouias:
KA 21 (Gutova 2011) - ك ? ّت ش ? ك ك ? 2 َـ
Poem in honour of Aheddad (GEHIMAB 
2006, 3)

ض ڨ ز ? ? ب ڨ ? 1 َـ

Aheddad wordlist (GEHIMAB 2006. 5, 
Aïssani 2012)

ض ڭ ز ? ش ب ك ڭ ? 2 َـ

Customary law:
Ait Ali Ouharzoune (Brugnatelli 2006, 
Anonymous 2009)

ض ڭ ز ? ? ب ك ڭ ُـ ,- 3 َـ

Language teaching:
Brosselard (1844) - ڭ ز ّت چ ب ك ڭ - 3 َـ
Hanoteau (1867) ض ك ز ّت ش ب ك ك - 2 َـ
Rinn (1887) - ڨ ز ? ش ب ك ڨ ? 3 -
Basset (1887) ض ڭ ز ت چ ب ك ڭ - ,و (various) -
Bible translations:
Anonymous (1833) - ڨ ز ̈س چ ب ك ڨ ُـ 2 َـ
BFBS (1904) ڨ ب 2 َـ
Early 20th century:
Boulifa (1904) ض ڨ ز ت چ ب ك ڨ - ,و 4 -
Udifella (Yacine 1987)  ٬ظ

ض
ڨ ز ت ?  ٬پ

ب
ك ڨ ? 3 َـ

Educational materials:
Tagamount (1995)َـ - ڨ ز ت ? ب ك ڨ - 1 ْـ ٬َـ
Belaid (1999) - text ظ ڨ ز ت ? ڤ ك ڨ ? 4 -
Belaid (1999) – lexicon  ٬ض

ظ
? ٛز ؔت ? ٛب ٘ك گ ُـ 4 -

Hrouch et al. (2003) ض ڨ ٛز ت ٚس ب ك ڨ - 5 آ
Ministry of Religion:
Anonymous (2003), Tayeb (2012) ظ ڨ ژ ست شت پ گ چ ُـ 3 َـ
Folklore:
Ferad (2003) ض ق ز ّت شت ب ك ق ُـ 4 َـ
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Other minor points of variation have been omitted from the table. These rarely 
relate to consonants, although one source – the first Bible translation (Anony-
mous 1833) – makes the particularly eccentric choice to represent ṯ with a new 
character seemingly based on Greek theta: a fāʾ shape with a dot inside the loop 
(not in Unicode). However, earlier sources use the maghribī script, while modern 
ones use naskhī; this entails a difference in the dotting of fāʾ (under in maghribī, 
over in naskhī).

More commonly, differences relate to vocalisation. Initial geminates are often 
written with al-, particularly for coronal consonants. Some sources, such as the 
qanun of Ait Ali Ouharzoune, the poem in honour of Shaykh Aheddad, and the 
poetry of Udifella, frequently write word-final -en using tanwīn (-an). Final -a is 
sometimes written with à or even with tāʾ marbūṭah, and final -u with wāw+alif. 
The use of šaddah to mark gemination is not always consistent.

The textbook of Hrouch et al. (2003) stands out in a number of respects. 
While other sources normally transcribe initial epenthetic schwa using an alif, 
this textbook systematically omits it. Likewise, most sources write initial i and 
u with alif (usually followed by yāʾ or wāw), but this textbook uses yāʾ+hamza 
and wāw+hamza. Almost all sources write clitics as part of the same orthographic 
word as their host, whereas this textbook separates them with a hyphen. In all 
these respects, and in others to be seen below, this textbook calques the Latin 
script orthography that was dominant by the time of its publication.

4.2.1  Consonants

A majority of the consonants are shared between Arabic and Berber; as a result, 
most consonants are represented identically in all texts. The exceptions, however, 
are informative.

The consonant đ,̣ where present, is overwhelmingly written as ḍād, whose 
pronunciation (except in careful speech) is the same and which has a far higher 
frequency in Arabic than đạ̄ʾ. The only sources to use đạ̄ʾ consistently are the book 
of Belaid, a linguist teaching Arabic, and the Qur’an translation, whose authors 
had presumably been trained in recitation and hence in careful pronunciation of 
Classical Arabic phonemes; both would be expected to be unusually sensitive to 
the distinction in “proper” Arabic pronunciation between ḍ and đ.̣

In sources from the 19th century or earlier, g is normally represented by a kāf, 
with or without three extra dots. The choice to base the letter for g on k corresponds 
to traditions established in the region much earlier (cf. Ibn Khaldūn (1969, 32),  
van den Boogert (1997)). However, a three-dotted qāf is overwhelmingly predo-
minant in 20th century sources, anticipated by the Bible translation of 1833 (but 
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not by Newman’s (1847) transcription from the same source!) and by Rinn (1887). 
This reflects the influence of bilingualism in Algerian Arabic, where the reflex of 
classical qāf is often g rather than q, and corresponds to normal modern Algerian 
practice in Standard Arabic when transcribing place names.

No efforts are made to distinguish ẓ from z until the late 20th century – and 
even in those texts, actual usage is not entirely consistent. Hrouch et al.’s use of 
zāy with a circumflex may be a rare instance of Belaid’s work influencing others, 
but may represent independent innovation; in either case, a possible source of 
inspiration at this late period is Sorani Kurdish, which uses ڕ. and ڵ. The Qur’ān 
translation’s use of a zāy shape with three dots follows in the footsteps of Chafik 
(1990) and Baamrani (2003) for Moroccan Berber, and takes advantage of this 
character’s presence in Unicode and in major digital fonts.

Very few sources seem to have felt any need to distinguish ts from its usual 
underlying source tt. Of those that do, Belaid (who adds a small sīn on top of the 
letter tāʾ) and the Qur’an translators (who use a cluster t+s) have already been 
observed to be particularly sensitive to minor details of pronunciation, while 
Anonymous (1833) may well have created the character (the letter shape of sīn 
plus the two dots of tāʾ) in response to the requests of the American consul who 
commissioned him.

The low textual frequency of č makes it difficult to generalise with confi-
dence, but in texts predating the 1980s, it is normally represented as šīn except in 
works produced for foreigners.The latter often (but not always) use jīm with three 
dots, a letter borrowed directly from Ottoman Turkish. Among more recent works, 
Ferad and the Qur’an translators represent it as a cluster (t+š), again correspon-
ding to common practice in Arabic transcriptions of place names in Algeria, while 
Hrouch et al. add a haček to sīn, probably calqued from the Latin orthography.

The treatment of spirants is further complicated by the existence of variation 
within Kabyle; not all dialects necessarily have ḇ, for example. In any case, we 
find that 19th century materials consistently write bāʾ in the positions where we 
might expect ḇ. Most 20th century sources do the same, but Udifella and the Qur’an 
translators both represent it as a bāʾ shape with three dots below – it is unclear 
whether the latter got it from the former, but in view of the religious content of 
Udifella’s poetry it cannot be excluded. Belaid is strikingly inconsistent on this 
point (and the combination of qāf with three dots for g and fāʾ with three dots for 
ḇ that he uses in his sample text creates intolerable systematic ambiguity.)

Spirant ḵ and ḡ are almost never distinguished from stops k and g. Belaid 
makes sporadic attempts to do so, but the only source systematically distingu-
ishing them is the Qur’an translation. The novelty of the latter’s choice is clear 
from the signs chosen. The choice of jīm with three dots for ḡ can only reflect awa-
reness of the Egyptian pronunciation of jīm as g, an awareness that would have 
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been unlikely in earlier periods, while that of kāf with a line on top for ḵ likewise 
reflects the assumption that an Algerian audience will not be familiar with the 
usage of this letter for g, an assumption which is certainly correct at present but 
which would have been much less well-founded in the 19th century, when some 
literate people would likely have been aware of Ottoman Turkish practice.

There is little consistency in the representation of labiovelarisation even 
within a single text, but insofar as it is represented it is usually represented using 
a ḍamma. Basset (1887) and Boulifa (1904) occasionally use a wāw instead.

4.2.2  Vowels

Due to the system incongruity discussed earlier, vowels are a much more conspi-
cuous source of variation than consonants, despite being much fewer in number. 
The schwa is almost always written with a fatḥa, but for tense vowels there is 
considerable vacillation between short and long representations. A given word’s 
transcription may differ even within the same manuscript, but five main distri-
butions may be identified, falling along a continuum from preference for short 
vowels (greatest in early and religious sources) to preference for long ones (grea-
test in recent and secular ones):
1. All vowels are written short, without exception (except sometimes in Arabic 

loans, which optionally retain their original orthography). This is observed 
in the Aheddad poem, e.g. ْاسُِفْغِث <isufɣiṯ> issufɣiṯ ‘he got him out’, ِانَْب  <anbi> 
ennḇi ‘the prophet’ (an Arabic loan!), and in Tagamount’s (1995) dictionary. 
In this system, Arabic vowels are used purely for their quality, and no effort is 
made to identify length with tenseness.

2. Most vowels are written short; in the rare exceptions (more or less common 
depending on the source), only one vowel per orthographic word is written long 
(excluding Arabic loans). This vowel is always tense, and normally in a penul-
timate or final open syllable. This is observed in KA21, e.g. َارُِمْنعَِر  <urimniɛara> 
ur imniɛ ara ‘it does not prevent’, ْذِيس  ’asakkuḏīs> asekkuḏ-is ‘his seeing>  اسََكُّ
(Gutova 2011, 56, 64); in the Aheddad wordlist, e.g. َمَر  <uratnuddumara>  ارَُتْندُُّ
ur tnuddum ara ‘do not get sleepy’, َارُْثطَِّسَار  <urṯaṭṭisāra> ur ṯeṭṭis ara ‘do not 
sleep’; in the Bible translations, e.g. َْإنَِّياَسْ ايَرَْڤز   <innayās ayargaz> inna-yas ay 
argaz ‘he said to him: O man’ (Anonymous 1833, Lk. 12:14), ْاكََّڨيِ لوََنقَرََغ  <akkagī 
lawanaqaraɣ> akkagi la-awen eqqareɣ ‘thus I say to you’ (British and Foreign 
Bible Society (1904), Lk. 15:10, quoted in British and Foreign Bible Society 
(1965)); and in Hanoteau (1867), e.g. ْذَكْجُفاَر  <ḏakjufār> ḏeg (i)jufar ‘in the lower 
clothing’ (p. 205), َْذِمُلبَن  <ḏimulaban> ḏ imulaben ‘are lizards’ (p. 179). In most 
examples the long vowel seems to be stressed, and hence is in fact phonetically 
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longer; this orthography thus indicates a sensitivity to the length distinction 
that is phonemic in Classical Arabic but merely phonetic in Kabyle.

3. If a word contains any tense vowels, usually either one or two of them is 
written long (although, more or less frequently depending on the source, 
they may also all be written short). This is observed in Brosselard (1844), e.g. 
 ūlāɣar> ulaɣer ‘there>  اوُلَاغَرْ ,ṯamašahūṯ> ṯamašahuṯ ‘story’ (p. 129)>  ثمََشَهوُثْ
is no point’ (p. 286); in the qanun of Ait Ali Ouharzoune, e.g. ْايَزَِيض  <ayazīḍ> 
ayaẓiḍ ‘rooster’, ًيسَْكِيدْبا  <yaskīdban> yeskiddben ‘accusing of lying’, ْازََاليِس 
<azālīs> azal-is ‘its value’; in Rinn (1887), e.g. بابور  <b’bwr> babur ‘Babor (place 
name)’ (p. 58),  سعوذيو <sʕwḏyw> s uʕuḏiw ‘with a horse’ (p. 56); in Udifella’s 
poems, e.g. ْاكَْيوُغَال  <akyūɣāl> a-k yuɣal ‘he will return you’,  ْالتِّهدُِيث  <attihudīṯ> 
n teyhudiṯ ‘of malice’, ْيتَْنذَِياَس  <yatnaḏiyās> yettnaḏi-yas ‘he seeks for him’; in 
the Qur’an translations, e.g. ْلمُُور  <lumur> lumur ‘affairs’, َْثمِِثل  <ṯimiṯāl> ṯimiṯal 
‘example’. In the qanun, unusually, even schwas may optionally be written 
long in final syllables: ْيرَْوَال  <yarwāl> yerwel ‘he fled’.  This practice too reflects 
phonetic reality to some extent, in that vowels before the main stress seem to 
have shorter duration.

4. All tense vowels are normally written long, except sometimes in antepenulti-
mate or earlier positions. This is observed in Boulifa (1904), in Ferad (2003), 
e.g. ْأوُحْذِيق  <ʾūḥḏīq> uḥḏiq ‘polite’ (p. 240), ْثاَزَاليِث  <ṯāzālīṯ> ṯaẓalliṯ ‘prayer’ (p. 
 aḏamīrūḥ> aḏ-am iruh ̣‘it will go for you’ (p. 235), and in Belaid’>  أذََمِيرُوحْ ,(257
(1995), e.g. الطموبيل  \  ثمليليث ,lṭ(w)mwbyl> eṭṭumubil ‘car’ (p. 166)’>  الطوموبيل 
 ṯmlylyṯ ʾntwṯl’yyn> ṯimliliṯ n tuṯlayin ‘language contact’ (p. 216). In> أنتوثلايين
that most tense vowels are written as long, this probably reflects interference 
from colloquial Algerian Arabic, which has the same vowel system as Kabyle, 
but with schwa as the normal reflex of Classical short vowels, and tense 
vowels for Classical long vowels.

5. All vowels are written using matres lectionis, even schwa (only in the text-
book of Hrouch et al. (2003)). This practice can be explained neither in terms 
of Classical nor of Algerian Arabic; rather, like much else in this textbook, is 
obviously calqued from the Latin orthography which by that time was pre-
dominant for Kabyle. Examples: تيخسي  <tixsi> ‘ewe’, ئزآم  <ʾizem> izem ‘lion’.

Basset (1887) cannot readily be placed in any one category, since he quotes texts 
from several different sources.

In all but the last of these systems, schwa is written using a fatḥah, as is a in 
certain circumstances. This, to varying degrees, creates ambiguity between e and a.
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5  Conclusions
Kabyle has repeatedly been written in Arabic script since the pre-colonial period, 
particularly in the east. This practice was a natural outgrowth of religious edu-
cation, and as such was never suppressed entirely despite difficult conditions. 
However, despite a history of at least three centuries, only those conventions 
imported directly from Arabic are stable; where orthographic choices must be 
made, those choices vary substantially from one source to the next. A few long-
term trends are observable, in particular the replacement of kāf with qāf as a basis 
for transcribing g and an increasing preference for matres lectionis over diacritics 
in representing vowels, but most of the variation is purely individual. A neces-
sary precondition for this variation was the existence of significant divergences 
between Arabic and Kabyle phonology, notably greater than those observed for 
Shilha. While those divergences made the task of establishing a consistent ortho-
graphy more difficult in principle, the fact that no one solution to these chal-
lenges has ever been consistently adopted for long primarily reflects historical 
rather than linguistic facts. At no point has any one writer’s or school’s Arabic-
script work been sufficiently widely read to be imitated, and all but the most 
prominent of one generation’s orthographic innovations have been forgotten by 
the next. This is to be expected given the repeated massive upheavals that have 
affected education in the region and the fact that teaching Kabyle has never been 
a primary goal of any of its educational systems, and is unlikely to change: while 
the belated introduction of Kabyle teaching after 1995 has provided a powerful 
new tool for standardisation, the general preference among today’s Kabyle-lan-
guage writers and teachers for Latin makes it practically certain that this standar-
disation will only affect the now-dominant, and already relatively stable, Latin 
orthography.

This chapter’s conclusions are fairly solid insofar as they concern the print era; 
more data on political posters and album covers would be helpful, but appears 
unlikely to alter the overall picture. However, data on Kabyle manuscripts, parti-
cularly those dating to the pre-colonial period, remains frustratingly scanty. There 
is no reason to believe that all relevant manuscripts are known, and almost all of 
those that have been reported in the literature are still unpublished. Any conclu-
sions concerning manuscript practices are thus necessarily somewhat tentative, 
and should be tested against newly discovered or newly published manuscripts 
as they become available.
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