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LINGUISTIC PERFORMANCES
IN THE DIALECT OF MOHAMMEDIA:
ANALYSIS OF PHONOLOGICAL ASPECTS

Abstract. Although the state of the art of dialectologicati@ociolinguistic research concerning
Moroccan dialect is nowadays satisfactory when amexb to other areas of Northern Africa, the
varieties of some regions still lack a comprehemgiescription and have never been analyzed
from a structural point of view. Consequently, #im of the present paper is to take a closer look
at the variety spoken in one of those areas: Mohediiem One of the possible reasons that lie
behind this variety being not much studied may tseproximity, both dialectologically and
geographically, to other mainstream cities, thatehaeen the object of historical and linguistic
studies for a long time. Thus, with the awarenat éxposure to new socio-economic environments
and the expansion of social networks are oftenomsiple for language variati@nthis research
aims at providing a description of the Arabic spoke Mohammedia, and the way this latter is
phonologically evolving, through the adoption ofrass-generational point of view. To this end,
fieldwork was conducted in the city in August 202hd data were collected through audio
recordings involving informants, all women, who mapresent three different age stages: early,
middle and later adulthood, with the oldest infontnaged 78 years old, and the youngest one 21.

In this way, | will try to identify some obsolets well as new emerging traits of the dialect
in question, besides making more general considesabout it.
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1. Introduction

The social changes that a speaking community uodsrgver time are the basis
of the constant evolution of language practiceschvigives an explanation to
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This concept is well expressed by Labov inEnglish in New York cit{1964).



36 SAMERA ABDELATI

the adoption of different linguistic features, aciiog to the age of the speakers.
One of the areas that, after the Second World Want through a demographic
growth, and therefore a process of urbanizatioljaeammedia, which will be
at the centre of our discussion and conclusionardegg historical and, more
consistently, linguistic analysis.

As may be expected, with the concentration of peagming from
various areas of the country and having differestad and ethnic backgrounds,
more language varieties start to interfere and eedgtermining phenomena
like regional dialect levelling and koineizatiom particular, this latter, which
consists in the formation of a common languageetror koine, incorporating
features from more dialects spoken in an areahdms investigated in many studies
focusing on Morocco and its socio-anthropologidaguistics (Caubet 1993,
Messaoudi 2003), which tried to demonstrate whetisrprocess is the result
of recent converging trends, or it goes back t@anier, but undefined, stage.

This paper aims at giving a clearer picturesa@fne aspects concerning the
phonology of the dialect spoken in Mohammedia, twse informants | had
easy access, being a native speaker of this vargself. Therefore, | intend to
focus on the correlation between language use gadibustrating, wherever
possible, the variation of linguistic performan@srong the speakers of this
community, after providing a general overview ¢ tiistorical and geographical
aspects of the city.

2. Historical and geographical data

Mohammedia is an Atlantic city located in the NeWvttestern part of the
administrative region of Casablanca-Settat, arfalg between the two biggest
cities in Morocco, Casablanca and Rabat. As forfits®e name of the town,
Fedala, there are still conflicting opinions amangse who advocate its Berber
origin, XA.H. /Fdala/, and those who argue that the name could Bedito the

Arabic, as well as Islamic utterangeJ=i , /fadl Allah/, meaning “the gift of
God” and referring perhaps to the natural ben#fes the city enjoyed thanks to
its geographical location in the middle of the &sgagricultural regions in the
country. The former interpretation may however berenaccurate, since
sources confirm that Fedala was originally the lahdhe Zenatas, a group of
Amazigh tribes, who dominated the politics of thestern Maghreb in different
periods between the"@and the 18 century. Whatever the original name, in
1959 the city has been named Mohammedia afterhine $ultan of Morocco
Mohammed V (1927-1961).
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This area played an important commercial role uner Almoravid
dynasty (11 century}, but it was especially from thed" and 18' centuries on
that Mohammedia became a popular destination foofgan merchants who
were merely looking for cereals and dried fruitsphrticular, there was a great
competition between the Germans and the Frenchsevead was sanctioned
by the signing of a treaty (1911) that forced tbenfers to leave the city and
abandon their lands in favour of the French, whdeustood the importance of
developing and transforming Mohammedia into an stidial center.

Its current population, based on the Census puddidly the website of
Morocco’s administrative region Casablanca-Setsat}03,393, distributed
over 34 k.

Tourism, especially domestic one, is thriving tadhe city, also because
Mohammedia, as mentioned before, is well connettddabth Casablanca and
Rabat, which every year are ranked among the féteadestinations in Africa.

3. Linguistic premises

One of the primary concerns dfalectologicalresearch in North Africa, and
therefore in Morocco, is the classification of Aialvarieties into different
categories, i.e., sedentary and Bedouin didleatso known as pre-Hilali and
Hilali types®, respectively. More specifically, Moroccan diatediave been
divided into four groups parlers citading parlers montagnardsparlers juifs
andparlers ruraux- of which only the last one falls within the Hilgype.

Most studies generally agree in considering thiediaf Casablanca as a
rural variety, since this latter has been the cenfeconvergence of Arabic
speaking families of mainly rural origins, even ugb in recent years the
contrast between urban and rural dialects wentutirca sort of levelling, in
favour of the emergence of a new urban colloquialety, which incorporates
features of different vernaculars. The same conoagy also be applied to
Mohammedia, where migrants, when moving to newdesgial areas, started
abandoning the regional traits of their dialectsgving their willingness to
adapt to the new situation of urban citizens (Mesda 2003: 114-5), and
creating thus a sort of “mixed variety”, which be@athe dialect of the city.
This explains why, when paying attention to thdetiused by old people, we
can detect some variables which are commonly censititypical of Bedouin
varieties, while when talking to young people, theertion of the dialect that

8 Mohammedia — frwiki.wiki

4 Province de Mohammedia et Préfectures | RégionbCasmm-Settat (casasettat.ma)

5 Although considering the tribe as a linguistiit umay generate conflicting information, “Bedouin”
dialects are generally divided into “Hilali”, “Sylai”, and “Ma&sqili” groups, named after the tribes
who settled in North Africa in the icentury (Benkato, 2019).

5 Labels referring to the period before and afterarrival of the Hilalians in North Africa.
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comes out within a precise category becomes a marke difficult task, even
though it remains clear that we are not dealindpwaipure “parler citadin”, if by
this label we only mean sedentary varieties.

Mohammedia is now home to an urban population wlgrated from
different parts of Morocco, mainly rural areas, vehelialects are keener to
exhibit conservative linguistic features. Becaub¢hat, the language used by
old people shows a higher individual differenceijclvhmeans that it presents more
dialectal variation, reflecting the practices eade was accustomed to in their
original region. On the contrary, young people tenghow a more homogeneous
language, sharing most of the features with theaklascan dialect. This may
be linked not only to the geographical proximityviseen the two towns, and hence
to the contact between their interlocutors, buhaps also to the phenomenon of
koineization, assuming it exists, and to the dgualent of new communication
tools which favoured the spread of the mainstreameties of Moroccan
Arabic, i.e., Casablanca-Rabat.

4. Vowels

It is commonly accepted that, except for some nreastern Hilali dialects,
most Moroccan varieties, exhibit a vocalic systemsisting of three long and
two short vowels (EALL: 288):

lal hl fal
lol fal

4.1. Long vowels

Besides the Old Arabic etymological long vowelsjchhare all preserved in the
dialect under investigation, two more vowels odouthe same, i.e.gf and b/.
These ones are not unusual within the phonolo@iaaiework of the Maghreb.
Indeed, since the beginning of the first dialegjatal classifications, it has
been remarked that wherever the old Arabic diphdeotay and *aw were not
preserved, they have been respectively reduceithier & and i/, or £/ and /.
The former trend has been associated to the seyehédects of the Maghreb,
while the latter to Bedouin ones.

What is worth noting here is that the variety ofMmmedia follows the
first pattern among those described above, whichnsi¢hat the abundance of
the vowels @ and 6/ cannot be ascribed to the process of diphthamgkiction,
but rather reflects a different realization of d\dabic phonemesa/ and i/,

" For further reference, see Kaye (1997) and Maan{b@67).
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respectively, signifying that they both functional®phonesrimala, the raising
of /a/ towards &/, seems to be generalised among all speakers,teoagh the
shift is blocked in certain conditions, as will beown below. Regarding//
although not totally avoided by old speakers, e frequent in the speech of
young informants, which led me to suppose that ves tme dealing with an
enlargement, not-so recent, of the phonemic invgrabthis dialect. Thus, one
of the questions my research attempts to answarhiether there are some
prosodic or inner phonetic features that encoutiageise ofd/ or not.

Note that even though all the informants are badhraised in Mohammedia,
only the younger ones can be said to have “urtigmst. Indeed, the older speakers
lived in a totally different environment, which alsnplied another level of social
interaction and networking.

4.1.1. &

As mentioned before, in the dialect of Mohammettia,Old Arabic diphthongs
layl and /aw/ are reduced t dnd {i/, respectively, which means that the long
vowel k/ arises from other processes. First, it shoulgpt@ted out that the
phenomenon afimala only occurs in medial position, and this explaitsy /a/
shifts to £/ in beb, nes, while cases likésa andst preserve the lower realization
of the vowel. This variation is also blocked whahig adjacent to an emphatic
or uvular consonant, as well as tb(¢ba#k, basla, ras, nhar).

However, | could remark that the presenceebfd not always ascribable
to 7Zimala, since it is not totally unusual to find casesainich £/ replacesi/
instead ofd/, and it seems that this happens only among yaunfigmants: the
same Arabic worgayr (‘only’), is pronouncegsir by my oldest informant and,
more than onceger by my youngest one. The same is truexéyr (‘good’), whose
two possible outcomes axa, andxer.

If we look at these last examples from a compagatiachronic perspective,
we could conclude that//is the outcome of the vowel lowering of, frather
than a direct realization of the diphthong /ay/.wdwger, given the limited
occurrences in my corpus, the proliferation of teisdence is an aspect that, in
any case, deserves greater attention and furtkiestigation, which will allow
us to make more accurate conclusions as to whethey be considered as a
new phenomenon in expansion among young speakers.or

4.1.2. b/

The following rowsshow cases of lowering of the etymologiddltb /6/, which
are very widespread in the corpus under investigairom the following examples it
emerges that this phenomenon is nearly alwaydeglidly the contiguity of the
same phonemes, among which emphafidd/, t/) and velar @/, /x/, /g/) consonants:
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(1) f os-slah hna ndru lo-ftor [...], w o alli
in DET-morning 1PL do:IPFV.1PL DET-breakfast and LRE
thott os-swani w alli...
put:IPFV.3FSG DET-trays and REL

“In the morning we prepare breakfast [...], and thisrene who brings
the trays, one who...”

(2w  wegt as-shor’®  n-nodo n-tsahhro
and time DET-suhoor get.up:IPFV.1PL eat.suhoor:IRPY
“And when the time of Suhoor arrives, we get upat’

(3) la ma kKn-3 3S-9( ta ykin
if NEG be:PFV.3MSG DET-market until be:IPFV.3MSG
9S-9( Cad yttoksa

DET-market then  buy.clothes:IPFV.3MSG
“If there is no market, then he will wait for thearket to buy clothes”

Note that the phenomenon of vowel lowering, gehesaleaking, is more frequent
when the Arabicd/ is adjacent to an emphatic consonant, rather tinanvelar
one; on the contrary, velar sounds are more liteellicit this process when they
are contiguous to short vowels, that will be death in the next paragraph.

However, it should be considered that is strongly encouraged by the
proximity of ra (L) too, in about 80% of cases, which suggest thatphoneme
is undergoing a process of pharyngealization duetich it exerts the same
phonetic influence as emphatic consonants:

(4) nxaliw-h hukka yfor
let:IPFV.1PL=3MSG like.that steam:IPFV.3MSG
“we let it steam like that”

(5) ydxol fadd-ha  y#f Crost-o
enter:IPFV.3MSG to=3FSG see:IPFV.3MSG wife=3MSG
“he enters to see his wife”

Further examples based on the most common occag@nspeakers’ speeches are:

Yzoro (‘they visit'), az-zoran (‘the visit’), man mor (‘after’), ar-rat’in’
(‘the routine’),darori (‘necessary’).

8 Note that in the worghdr < *suhiir, the sibilant gets pharyngealized in contact wlith this
word refers to the meal eaten before dawn duriegribnth of Ramadan.
®  The French loarutine undergoes this process too.
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4.2. Short vowels

Although the prevailing vocalic system of Mohamnaediisplays two short
vowels (4/ and 1/), | would not totally exclude the presenceaf since | could
find some minimal pairs, although extremely ranat toppose:

[al # /ol dort 'l did” # dart ‘I turned around’tmar ‘dates’ (Indef. PL.)# trr
‘it has matured’.
/al #+ hal: gar€a ‘bottle’ # qurSa ‘draft’, &arba ‘one drink’ # &irba ‘soup’.

4.2.1. /o/

Again, the phenomenon of vowel lowering, which ierexcommon when the
etymological vowel /u/ is short, is triggered byetlsame phonemes that
transform#/ into /o/ (§ 4.1.2).

(6) t€oZni ta-wwa Ixobz
knead:IPFV.2S5G also=3MSG DET-bread
“You knead the bread too”

(7) kanot ol-¢diza bmSi
be:PFV.3FSG DET-mother-in-law go:IPFV.2FSG
txtob

ask.for.the.hand:IPFV.2SG
“The mother-in-law used to go ask for the hand”

ad-dhor (‘the lunch’),dork (‘now’), I-borma (‘the pot’), horr (‘pure’),
tSrob (‘she drinks’).

After the examination of both long and short vowtietst undergo this phenomenon,
it is worth noting that in most cases the inforrsatieind to preserve, or restore,
the high vowelil/, when a verbal element is followed by a suffig,,ia negative
particle or a possessive pronoun, which lengthewspaces the stress on the
vowel. This is the reason why we find:

nhotto (‘we put’) VS nhotti-ha (‘we put it’)
ndiro (‘we make’) VSka-ndirii-ha (‘we make it’)
ki-labso (‘they wear’) VSma-ki-labsii-S (‘they do not wear).

This is a trend that, however, is not always raspedn fact, especially in the speech
of younger informants, we do also find divergentris: for the first illustrated
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verb, there are some recorded caseshofto-ha. The fact that this practice is
mostly affecting younger people may suggest traptiocess of vowel lowering is
still being gradually extended to cases where & been previously avoided,
such as those aforementioned.

5. Consonants
5.1. Assimilation

This section will focus on sound changes arisemfassimilations that have
affected the dialect of Mohammedia, alongside nstoccan varieties. From
my data it emerges that the assimilation of thealnesnsonant /n/ is frequent
when the same precedes a voiced or voiceless dgofrli.e., /t/ or /d/.

(1) Botd y-kin mid yAw ¢add-u N-ras
when be:IPFV.3MSG sick come:lPFV.3PL to=3MSG DEopte
“When he gets sick, people come to visit him”.

In this casefandfollowed by the possessive pronoun produces tha fadd-uy

in which /n/ disappears in favour of a double /iiie same process happens
commonly with personal pronouns in which /n/ prexsefl/, hence the fornita,

tti, ttumaare widespread alongsidés, nti, ntzma In these cases, in fact, we are
dealing with a trend, rather than a phonologica/, land this is the reason why
the correspondent forms with the nasal precediagddntal are not completely
lost in this dialect: they simply coexist with thaes showing assimilation, and
the choice of either seems totally random, sin¢k fisms are acceptable.

This concept does not apply to the cases in whishralation is triggered
by the presence of two similar sibilants within #aene lexical element. Whenever
these phonemes are contiguous, it is the secondhateaffects the former
(Ph. Marcais, 1977: 20-21):

(2) ma  nxros-§ bla byad
NEG go.out:IPFV.1SG-NEG without symbolic.offer
“l don’t go out without any symbolic offer”

This example shows the assimilation of the last oddhe Arabic vertxaraza
which is adjacent to /3/, hence Z + § > §3. Theesphenomenon leads to
articulations likeyt2\ww»7 andZiz (‘he gets married’; ‘two'<tawazy, yZzahzo
(‘they prepare’<¥ahazy $ms(‘sun’ <*Sam$, where the mutation takes place
even though the similar segments are separatethby phonetic elements.
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5.2. Elision of consonants

Strategies of deletion of consonantal elementsvatespread in this dialect and
concern the etymological fricativag &nd /h/ in particular.

(3) tobg™ ta-yya l-mahal-a thayd
go:IPFV.3FSG also=3FSG to=house=3FSG take.BW:.IBFSG
hwayz-a ddowwos ta hi

clothes=3FSG take.a.shower:IPFV.3FSG also 3FSG
“She goes too to her house, she takes off hered@thd takes a shower”

This sentence is full of elisions: first, in theyeeentta-yyd™ there is the loss of
/h/, the initial sound of the Arabic worda (‘also’), which is exactly the same
of what happens in the next to last word, and therelision of the glottal /h/ in
the third-person pronoumya (‘she’).

Note that the fornta is always the result of the dropping/ef and can never
be the outcome of the second-person personal pndosing the initiah-, since,
in that case, the dental sound would have beenleduis seen before.

As for thehi we find at the end of the sentence, this is a redidiorm of
the feminine personal pronouniya which occurs very rarely in my data, and
that, in my opinion, can be associated to old spesalsince it is never realised
as such by middle age or young informants.

Moreover, inmakal-a andhwayZz-g we can recognise the same process,
whereby the feminine possessive pronoun suffix ieéduced to /-a/, after the
loss of /h/ in a prevocalic context. This lattethimwvever much more resistant
than its male correspondent, which systematicélbns the elision of /h/ when
following a consonant, so that only /-o/ remaié&an-o (‘his neighbours’),
klam-o (‘*his words’) mart-o(‘his wife’).

As my data reveal, this is very similar to what peps when /h/
constitutes the Arabic object pronouhy -ha, -hun) attached to the verb in a
final or pre-vocalic position. However, this elisideems to be more frequent
with the plural persons of the final-weak verbsihgwhe desinencew'?, as
the following examples show:

19" In this dialect, the verbs shows a continuous alternation between /m/ andédgardless of
the phonetic environment.

1 Other forms too are frequem-wwa ta-wma ta-na.

2 In this dialect, all the Arabic final-weak verisowcase the reconstruction of the last radical.
Studies of Arabic dialectology have considered phéctice as typical of sedentary dialects.
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(4) kandro I-halba [...] ngasliha, rsalgiha
PRVB-do:IPFV.1PL DET .fenugreek wash:IPFV.1PL WekV/.1PL
nssddu Cltha nfa dz-daz
close:IPFV.1PL on=3FSG with DET-chiken
ngalliwa Mozyan
brown:IPFV.1PL well

“We add fenugreek, we wash it, we boil it, thenpueit with the chicken
and brown it well”

(5) ylhag wagqt ad-dhor
arrive:IPFV.3MSG time DET-early.afternoon
ka-yddiw [-0Z2-Zamo§
bring:PRVB:IPFV.1PL DET-mosque

“When the time arrives for the early afternoon grayhey bring him
to the mosque”

In the last example, the context makes it cledrthieaverbka-yddw is supposed to
be followed by the objective pronoun referring tongone previously mentioned,
although h is dropped. This premise does not mean that tbgeatlustrated
process concerns only the Arabic final-weak veifiim,igh; in the corpus, in fact,
we do also find many cases in which /h/, preceded bonsonant, gets elided:
xass-ay-yaxud-at&if-a instead okass-hay-yaxud-haandt&if-ha, respectively.

Based on the distributional frequency of the pheaoom, we may
hypothesize that this has begun to affect Aramealfiveak verbs in the first
instance, and then started spreading slowly evether types of verbs, although,
to date, the elision of the glottal /h/ in the aijee pronoun cannot be considered
as completely generalized in either verbal category

This phenomenon is not new to modern Arabic digleahd, as Yoda
(2017: 85-86) points out, it can be observed ealpedn the pronouns or pronoun
suffixes, along with some cases in which /h/ isntral and pre-vocalic consonant,
as happens in some sedentary varieties, i.e., Judmnc. This tendence
generates forms likéda (< CA hada), adak, adak-23-Siwhich, in the dialect of
Mohammedia, survive beside those who do not shavtiaes deletion of /h/,
being these last ones more frequent.

In addition to i/ and /h/, there are other cases, although rarevhich an
etymological /I/ does not appear. This only oconben there is a /t/ between
two liquids. Ingat I-ih (‘she told him’), in fact, the elision of the fir8f, makes
it easier to pronounce this segment. Therefoiig,pbssible to find the format
only in cases where the verb is followed by thepsition /I-/.
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5.3./g/ - /lg/

One of the main topics that drew the attention efghtebi dialectologist since
the earliest works has been the variation of /gdctvcan be realized as /g/, and
more rarely /. This oscillation has also been considered ingmirfor the
identification of sedentary and Bedouin collogwalieties (Cantineau, 1960).
As for the distribution of these variants in MorancArabic, it seems that /qg/
and 2/ prevail in the Northern areas and in the histrjre-Hilali varieties of
Rabat, Fes and Taza, while /g/ and /g/ are moraremmin rural varieties and in
the Southern regions. In the variety we are deisgjbindeed, there are no
instances of as a reflex of the Old Arabigaf, and hence only /g/ alternates
with /g/. Although there are some lexemes for witioly one variable is preferred,
it is easy to perceive that the former prevails agnold and middle-aged
speakers, who tend to employ /g/ in most casestapreserve /g/ chiefly when
the same is adjacent @ (baga, gabla) or to liquid phonemegy(iba, glid). On
the contrary, young informants show a more balardisttibution of the two
variables, mainly because /g/ is considered lesstigrous, and it is usually
associated with rural origins. Moreover, one’s lilstic behaviour is also affected
by their social activities. Thus, with the transfiation of Mohammedia into an
urban area, the possibility of meeting and intengctvith new people, as well
as education, may have favoured the spread ab ftertain extent.

5.4. Interdental fricatives

Interdentals have undergone a phonological mergbtdaroccan dialect, whereby
It/ -> It/, d/ -> /d/ andd -> /d/, although it is still possible to find exceptioins
some areas (Guerrero, 2023). In Mohammedia, th@ssoants are completely
lost, according to the shift described above. Hawethe speech of my oldest
informant contains some few instances of the imtetal {/ being realized as the
labiodental /f/: in the same sentence she altesrdate andtani < *zani. This
sound was recorded only in three occasions, arayalim the same lexeme, which
makes it hard to make conclusions about its spaeaahg old speakers. What can
be asserted with certainty is that the interdeatiatulation is never preserved.

5.5. Affrication of /t/

The affrication of the dental /t/ in Moroccan digle mainly in sedentary
varieties, has been attested for a long time, duwhich many variants of the
etymological phoneme have been identified. Thisnphgenon has often been
attributed to the influence of the Berber substrgtand it affects the realization
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of the etymological /t/, as well as of the /t/ ded from {/ (Cantineau 1960: 37).
In Mohammedia, affrication is very common, but tdeeo-dental # and the

alveo-palatal /t/ realizations, which are the most recurring aliéres to the /t/
allophone, seem to be more common among young epeakhis may be
indicative of the more recent spread of affricatfoom Moroccan historical
urban centers to other regions.

(6) ol-?akfarlya ma Ki-b$wv-3 [-dybr-hom
DET-most NEG PRVB-go:IPFV.3PL-NEG  DET-house=3PL
“Most (of them) don’t go home”

Except for the presence of sibilants (/s/ andth&} block affrication, my data
would suggest that the occurrence of this proceseot dependent on the
adjacency of some specific phonemes, and this cbeldan index of its
generalisation to several environments among yspegkers. However, affrication
is conventionally seen as a feature of the diadpciken in Casablanca and,
given the proximity between the same and Mohammaédiecomes difficult to
draw a conclusion about whether this phenomenorspigad from Casablanca
to the surrounding cities, or it has simultaneoadfgcted more areas.

Conclusion

This paper contributes to the understanding of plogical aspects of the
dialect of Mohammedia, which has never been desdribefore, and to the
exploration of the way it is evolving from one geat@n to the next. As it turns
out, some linguistic traits, although not comphetebw to old speakers, are
being generalised more and more among young oreshé lowering ofdl to
/a/, the prevalence of /g/ over /g/, the affricatmft/. However, since most of
these phenomena are also to be found in other modeieties and are not
exclusive to the dialect of Mohammedia, we may higpsize that more recent
converging trends, resulting from the process dfidiaation, are progressively
levelling the difference between varieties spokethe new urban areas.

Thus, besides offering a more general overvieweflinguistic practices
implemented by the speakers, the present studystsgdpat some traits, especially
those associated to Bedouin dialects and to thesdghikers of Mohammedia,
are gradually disappearing, and that innovative oé¢he language are still taking
place in the community under study, generatingouerilinguistic layers which
reflect the changes of the physical space.
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