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A Note on Terminology


Various terms have been used to refer to the Amazigh people and their language. This variety reflects the waves of civilizations that settled in North Africa throughout the centuries. To avoid confusion, I will briefly define the terms as I use them in this book: Amazigh, Tamazight, and Berber.

In naming the Amazigh people, the term Barbaroi was used by the Greeks and the term Barbarus by the Romans. With the coming of Arabs, the Arabic term بربر (barbar) started to be used, especially by Ibn Khadun. The Romans also used the term Mazices, which phonologically echoes “Amazigh” and its cognates, as a tribal name to refer to the indigenous African, including the Amazigh people (Brett and Fentress 1996: 5). As for the French colonizers, their used term became berbère, and the Spanish colonizers used bereber. The English equivalent is Berber.

On the other hand, the term Bavares was used by Camp-fabrer (1955) under the rubric “Semitic names,” with the explanation that this term gave us Berber, just as the term Mauri gave us the term Moor.

In the middle of the twentieth century, the term Berber started to be replaced by the term Tamazight to refer to the language and Imazighen to refer to the people who use this language. The former term originated in the Moroccan dialect of the Middle Atlas and spread to the other countries of the Maghreb. More specifically, the terms Amazigh and Tamazight have been used by the Amazigh people to refer to “an Amazigh man” and “an Amazigh woman” respectively. The word Tamazight has also been used by lay people and academics to refer to the language, and sometimes to the specific variety used in the Middle Atlas, as opposed to Tarifit (used in the Rif region, in the northeast) and Tasousit (used in the Souss region, in the south).

In the sixteenth century, Leo Africanus (1981) advanced that the terms Amazigh and Imazighen are related to “free,” which leads to the idea that Imazighen meant “free men.” Chaker (1987) contests the idea that the root {m z g} is related to the meaning of “free” in the Amazigh language. It is also important to note that the Amazigh term amajegh is used by the Tuareg populations to express “nobility” (Brett and Fentress 1996: 6). They add:


The binomial noble/free gives us a self-image that is perhaps the closest we can come to a universal Berber trait. It is not random or tied to a specific historical moment.



As for the word Amazigh (Amazighe in French), it is increasingly used by academics, mainly linguists, since the outset of the twentieth century to refer to all the dialects and varieties of the language. This term was institutionalized in 2001 by the Royal Institute of the Amazigh Culture (Institut Royal de la Culture Amazighe). In French, Amazigh is masculine, and Amazighe is feminine.

I experienced these shifts in terminology firsthand in my research, and I think they are normal when languages experience shifts in their official or perceived status, as is the
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