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M IS GUANCHE BERBER?

Zev Brook
San Diego Natural History Museum

Guanche is an extinct language or languages spoken by the indigenous people of the Canary
Islands. Although it is widely assumed that their language belonged to the Berber branch of the
Afroasiatic languages, this has not been adequately tested. This paper analyses the lexical and
morphological data available in preserved samples of Guanche, and concludes that features shared
with Berber are better explained through borrowing resulting from cultural contact, rather than a
close genetic relationship between Guanche and Berber.

INTRODUCTION

“Guanche” is the name commonly given to the indigenous peoples of the Canary Islands and to their
language.! Located just under 100 km from the coast of Morocco at their closest extent, the Canaries
were settled solely by the Guanches when the Spanish colonial effort commenced at the beginning of
the fifteenth century. The Spanish conquest would eventually wipe out almost all aspects of Guanche
culture, leaving the enduring mystery of how to classify their language or languages.?

The Berber languages are a family belonging to the Afroasiatic phylum, spoken in much of North
Africa before the arrival of Islam. Proto-Berber (PB) can be reconstructed, but it is thought to be
millennia more recent than the divergence of Berber from the rest of Afroasiatic, and a reconstructible
entity likely represents a koiné spoken in Roman times (Kossmann 2013b: 56; van Putten 2019: 228).
This means that if Guanche is indeed more closely related to Berber than to any other family, it is
still not a descendant of PB as the term is usually used; from a phylogenetic perspective, Guanche
would be a stem group and Berber the crown group of a Berber-Guanche total group. When I refer to
“Berber” from here on, I mean the crown group of extant Berber languages.

Guanches were certainly in occasional contact with mainlanders, but they were still severely
isolated in post-classical times. Ancient DNA from pre-conquest skeletal material demon-
strates that the Guanches were closely related to North Africans (Rodriguez-Varela et al. 2017).
However, they used Neolithic technology and had not been touched by the spread of Islam upon
the Europeans’ arrival, indicating a lack of cultural diffusion since at least the eighth century, and

1 I'will use “Guanche” with this meaning throughout, though it was originally only used in reference to the island of
Tenerife. I would like to thank Marijn van Putten, Lameen Souag, and an anonymous reviewer for helpful feedback.
2 T will consider the Guanche lects as being a single linguistic unit for convenience, but there is debate as to whether
the islands’ dialects were actually mutually intelligible (Costa de Macedo 1841).
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likely much earlier (Blench 2021a: 150). The Guanches were also reported as being unable to
swim, and lacked even the maritime technology to make use of their rich marine resources,
preventing regular inter-island contact, let alone any ability to initiate contact with the main-
land (Costa de Macedo 1841: 174).

Mainstream linguistic sources commonly classify Guanche as Berber (see, for example,
Dalby 1998/2004; Hammarstrom, Forkel & Haspelmath 2025), and it is common to take this
as a given that need not even be shown (for example, Blench 2021a; 2021b; Farrujia 2015).
Without making any clear demonstration of Guanche’s supposed Berber affiliation, some authors
even propose sound correspondences that are in fact inconsistent with the lexical matches that
inspired the classification in the first place (for example, Acosta 2019)! Specialists in Berber
have been much less eager to endorse any classification for Guanche. Kossmann (2020: 287)
suggests the thesis of this paper, that Guanche is a non-Berber language with a Berber stratum,
but concludes that any such idea must remain mere “speculation”.

Campbell and Poser (2008: 165) state that “the burden of proof on anyone proposing a
genetic relationship among languages is to show that the evidence presented in favor of the
hypothesized relationship cannot as easily be explained by [...] non-genetic factors”. I will
assess the major pieces of linguistic evidence and attempt to demonstrate that not only can they
be “as easily” explained, but in fact more easily explained, through contact with Berber rather
than through shared ancestry.

EPIGRAPHY

A strong argument linking the Guanches to the Berbers is a shared epigraphic tradition in the
Libyco-Berber script. This tradition is represented by a series of ancient inscriptions found both
in continental North Africa and all of the Canary islands; these are argued to be situated in such
a way that they were likely produced by the people who lived there rather than itinerant sailors
(Farrujia2015). They can be read, but they are too short and cryptic to allow translation, although
they appear to represent the same language as in North Africa, and certain words believed to
be names match between North African and Canarian inscriptions (Pichler 2007: 57). There are
both archaic inscriptions and Roman-era ones on the eastern islands, complete with accompa-
nying Latin script, which may be related to temporary settlement resulting from a putative visit
to the islands of Juba II, a Roman client king of Numidia (Pichler 2007: 61-64).

It is difficult to determine whether the Canarian samples reflect Berber settlement or Berber
cultural diffusion. If the latter, then it was substantial, akin to the transfer of Chinese script to
Japan, and may even reflect a culture where literacy was limited to the culturally prestigious
Libyco-Berber language rather than any spoken Guanche lect. Given the low semantic content
of the epigraphy, however, it is also possible that the authors did not speak Libyco-Berber, and
merely knew formulaic expressions like <W> for “son of”, akin to the extensive use of the
Aramaic formulae (and the word “son”!) in pre-Islamic Arabic epigraphy (Al-Jallad 2020: 27).

LEXICON: COMMON NOUNS

Most of the known Guanche vocabulary consists of common nouns, and it was on this basis
that early recorders like Abreu Galindo assumed Guanche to be related to Berber and Arabic.
A quick inspection of nearly any language will reveal that “cultural vocabulary” relating to new
customs and means of sustenance, new animals and plants, and new religious or ceremonial
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rites is borrowed more easily than anything else (Campbell & Poser 2008: 166), and these tend
to be nouns. It is striking that obvious Berber words in the lexicon tend to fall into this category,
whereas basic words do not.

Various basic nouns that are commonly resistant to borrowing are attested, none of which
clearly match any known Berber forms. Wolfel (1965) lists various lexical comparanda, often
including not only lexemes from Berber but also various other Afroasiatic languages like Hausa
and Somali, and even non-Afroasiatic languages like Kanuri and Basque, and he does not
require a match in both meaning and form when proposing cognates. When he does compare
reasonably similar items to Berber, there are often basic errors in both the data® and the anal-
ysis: for example, tagoror* ‘(place of) council or tribunal’ (Wolfel 1965: 475) is compared
with Tashlhiyt agrur ~ tagrurt, which refers to cellars and sheepfolds, with no justification for
why these different places would be equated. Even at the time of publication, these problems
were obvious to reviewers, one of whom called his comparative approach “basically unsound
in principle” (Bynon 1967: 450). This tradition of comparison unmoored by linguistic reality is
continued by Militarev (2021 and prior publications).

A selection of basic nouns is given in Table 1 below with comparisons from the various
branches of Berber. The page given under the third column is the reference for the Guanche
form(s) in Wolfel (1965); the Tashlhiyt is from Stroomer (2025), the Kabyle from Dallet
(1985), the Zenaga from Taine-Cheikh (2008), the Awjila from van Putten (2014), the Tamasheq
(Tuareg) from Heath (2005), and the Ghadames from Lanfry (1973), following the notation of
Kossmann (2013a).

Table 1 Comparison chart of basic nouns.

Lexeme Guanche Pg. Tashlhiyt | Kabyle Zenaga Awjila Tamasheq | Ghadames
‘sky’ tigotan 435 ignna igenni igonwdn - asanna azanna
‘sun’ magec, 436, tafukt tiyli, to’f(Pukt tafut tofukk tofat

lion, zeloy | 583 tafukt
‘man’ guan, 405 argaz argaz D, amadan @halos woggid
coran dya’d,
drdgdz

‘woman’ chamato 406 tamyart tamettut | tonaStomt | tomigni tameett talta

‘son’ achicuca 407 iwi emmi ogzih wi rure- tarwa
‘daughter’ zucasa 407 illi yelli tarbad walli elle yalle
‘heart’ atazaicate® | 413 ul ul iy ul ulh ogam

Despite this overall dissimilarity, a few lexical comparisons with Berber are excellent matches,
namely: ilfe ‘pig’, tahatan ‘sheep (pl.)’, irichen ‘wheat’, tamosen ‘barley’, and ahoren ‘barley
flour’ (Wolfel 1965: 492, 488, 499, 500, 516). These may be compared with widespread
Northern Berber ilof (not reconstructible to PB), PB *#ifat(¢)an (Kossmann 2013b: 154), PB
*irdan (Kossmann 2013b: 53), PB *fumzen (Kossmann 2013b: 53), and PB *af Vin (van Putten
2019: 272). These are all from an agricultural context, exactly what would be expected to

3 Wolfel died prior to publication and the final work was edited by Alois Closs, who may in fact be responsible
for introducing errors in the data, along with typos, indicating that the work was not closely copyedited.

4 As the choice of orthographic variant is arbitrary, [ have chosen for all examples to follow the first form listed
by Wolfel (1965), except when I wish to add an alternate form for comparative reasons.

5 This term is actually glossed as ‘great heart” and may exhibit a circumfix, as discussed below.
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be borrowed most readily. Another agricultural item is ako ‘milk’ (Wdlfel 1965: 519), which
more likely refers to a specific dairy product, like Tashlhiyt ayu ‘sour milk’ from PB *ay}B
(Kossmann 2013b: 53). In some cases, other islands have words for the same items that do
not match at all, which may imply sporadic Berber contact with individual islands, but could
also be an artefact of mistakes by the recorders. For all of these words, the morphological
affixes of the Berber words are preserved in the Guanche items, even when they are internally
unexpected, like the irregular masculine suffix on the feminine noun ‘sheep (pl.)’. One more
item merits being mentioned here, namely, azugquahe ‘brown’ (Wolfel 1965: 425), which
clearly matches Tashlhiyt azgg'ay ‘red’ (with the meaning ‘brown’ also attested in Stroomer
2025: 550). Although not usually considered cultural vocabulary, colour terms are in fact easily
borrowed in many languages of northern Africa (Segerer & Vanhove 2021).

In cases of an excellent match with Arabic, Wolfel suggests a borrowing at a late date or a
mistake by a recorder or copyist: for example, faifa ‘meeting’ from Arabic ta?ifa (Wolfel 1965:
423) and tdmara ‘date’ from Arabic tamra (Wolfel 1965: 507). I agree that these cannot be
genuine Guanche items from before the Spanish conquest, although Woélfel (1965: 505) wavers
on one item, arahormaze ~ achormaze ‘fresh figs’, which he connects to Moroccan Arabic
karmiis ‘figs (collective)’. This word, though found loaned into many Berber lects, is of native
Arabic origin (karm ‘vineyard, orchard’). The match is imperfect, suggesting that this may
merely be a lookalike. If it is indeed a loanword, it would open the door to significantly later
contact than is generally assumed.

There is only one basic word that would be resistant to borrowing and does match Berber
well, namely, ahemon ~ aemon ‘water’ (Wolfel 1965: 513), which matches PB *aman
(Kossmann 2013b: 57). The Berber word is a plurale tantum where the morpheme *am- is
cognate with widespread forms across Afroasiatic, all containing /m/ and usually plural (Takacs
2008: 195-202). If Guanche is in fact closely related to Berber, this could even lend support to
an idea that the initial vowel is in fact a coalescence of the nominal prefix *a- and the original
stem. There are other, unrelated attested words for ‘water’ from other islands, although the
possible presence of this morpheme in the word adexamen (‘submerged’) should give us hope,
as that word is from the island of Palma (Viera y Clavijo 1772: 132). However, one basic word
is not quite a silver bullet: it could be inherited from Afroasiatic, and just happen to resemble
the Berber word, as indeed happened with Bade amun (Chadic). Or it could be an unrelated
lookalike, as has also happened with Nobiin aman (Eastern Sudanic). There is even the possi-
bility that it could have been borrowed: the usual word for water in Hausa (Chadic) is borrowed
from Niger-Congo. Assuming that North African languages with words of this shape for ‘water’
are closely related would be a perilous enterprise.

LEXICON: NUMERALS

Much has been made of the first decade (1-10) of Guanche numerals, as analysed in Wolfel
(1965) and Barrios (1997), which is one the clearest lexical links to Berber. Only Recco (1341)
represents a record prior to colonization, and shares with the second-oldest record, Cairasco
(1582), the distinction of lacking any Arabic borrowings among the numbers. Cairasco’s
numerals are from a counting song that basically agrees with Recco but seems to have been
misparsed, so Recco will be the focus of analysis as the oldest and clearest attestation of the
precolonial Guanche numeral system (see Table 2).
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Table 2 The first decade of Guanche numerals.

one| two | three | four | five | six |seven| eight | nine | ten

nait | smetti | amelotti | acodetti | simusetti | sesetti | satti | tamatti | aldamorana | marava

The numbers 4-8 and 10 match very well with the set that can be reconstructed to PB, as seen
in Tashlhiyt:® 4 kkuz-t, 5 smmus-t, 6 sdis-t, 7 sa-t, 8 ttam-t, 9 ttza-t, 10 mraw. The fact that the
endings match the feminine -¢ is a helpful morphological clue that will be discussed below.
There is no arguing that these numbers are Berber in origin, and the same is likely true of
‘nine’. It is difficult to etymologize unless we assume a scribal error and link it with marava
‘ten’. Emended as *alda-marava, the literal meaning of ‘nine’ could be something similar to
‘[one] less than ten’. A subtractive strategy for forming ‘nine’ is known from various African
languages, including in Mande (Perekhvalskaya & Vydrin 2019), but is not attested in Berber.
The second decade (11-16 are recorded in Recco) also matches the Tashlhiyt word order, in
which the number in the ones’ place precedes the word ‘ten’ (for example, yan d-mraw ‘eleven’).

The lower numbers 1-3 are much harder to match with Berber, on the other hand. Taking
Tashlhiyt again, we see: 1 yat, 2 snat, 3 krad-t. For ‘one’, Wolfel (1965: 613) reconstructs a
form *nay-it that he seeks to connect to Zenaga ndyyu’n, an emphatic form of yu’n ‘one’ that
is obligatory when counting (Taine-Cheikh 2005: 271), but this proposed cognate maps to the
emphatic morpheme rather than the numeral itself. Another approach argues that the letters
n and v have been confused by copyists, and that ‘one’ should be amended to *vait (Barrios
1997: 105); this is motivated by an attempt to match it to later attestations for ‘one’, which are
usually of the form ben. This finds internal justification with the emendation made to ‘nine’,
and is tempting to compare with Proto-Berber *yiwar-at ~ *wiya?-at (Kossmann 2021: 233).
There is some similarity for ‘two’, although it requires that we either invoke yet another scribal
error (for *sinetti) or a change in the nasal more irregular than observed in any other consonant
in the other numerals. Given that ‘one’ and ‘two’ require emendations to produce a match, and
‘three’ simply resists any match at all, a relationship to Berber would not be obviously appli-
cable were these first three numerals to be analysed in isolation.

A distinction between the first three and higher numerals is likely not a coincidence but
instead reflective of a borrowing pattern widely observed in North Africa. Souag (2007) shows
that when Berber languages borrow numerals in the first decade from Arabic, as most of them
do, the lowest numerals (either just 1, 1-2, or 1-3) are preserved from PB, with the higher
ones being Arabic, but the cutoff is almost never higher, and the pattern is never inverted.
Other languages in North Africa have borrowed from Berber, in turn, in exactly this way: the
Songhay language Tadaksahak has native words for 1-2 and Berber words for the rest up to
‘ten’ (Christiansen-Bolli 2010: 139). The record from Cedefio (c. 1685) has arba ‘four’ and
cansa ‘five’ (obviously from Arabic Parba$(a) and xamsa, possibly mediated through Berber),
which suggests that Guanche borrowed numerals easily, although this list may be spurious or
miscopied. And the PB numerals themselves are probably not native either; the numerals 5-9
are very likely pre-Arabic borrowings from Semitic (Kossmann 2013b: 60—61)!

6 All Tashlhiyt forms are from Stroomer (2025). All numerals except ‘ten’ are quoted in the feminine form, and
where possible, a hyphen is inserted to separate the stem from the suffix, where the stem shows the original form
preserved in the masculine before regressive devoicing or progressive pharyngealization. The Tashlhiyt forms
are representative of PB (Blazek 1999: 58), and are used because the PB reconstructions remain contentious.
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As an added problem, these numerals may not even represent those used syntactically, as
they may just be counting forms, given the likely context of their elicitation. In many Berber
languages that do preserve some PB forms, like Central Atlas Tamazight, only the Arabic forms
are used when counting (Abdel-Massih 1971: 22). To give an example from a different part
of the world, if all we knew of Japanese numerals were in the syntactic environment used for
the phrases ‘one person’ through ‘ten people’, we would assume it to be a Sinitic language,
because all above ‘two’ are Chinese borrowings, except for a hybrid form for ‘four’. However,
if all we knew were the numerals used to count the days of the month, which exclusively use
native Japonic words, we would never suspect any Chinese influence at all. Of course, neither
of those conclusions would be correct: Japanese is unrelated to Chinese but has experienced
heavy contact.

MORPHOLOGY

It should be evident from the failures of the “mass comparison” method, which gave us Amerind
and Nostratic, that inspecting the lexicon without historical context is never sufficient to estab-
lish a genetic relationship. Despite the fact that the lexical matches are most consistent with
borrowing, some might still argue for shared inheritance. Wherever possible, lexical items with
regular sound equivalences and matching semantics should also be coupled with morphology
matching in form and function (Campbell & Poser 2008: 176). This is obviously asking a great
deal of Guanche, which is poor in word lists and even poorer in actual phrases or sentences that
can be analysed. However, we can analyse individual words for morphological elements.

The texts are few and specialists in Berber have been wholly unable to interpret them
(Kossmann 2020: 287). No early recorders included texts, and at least some texts have turned
out to be of wholly false attribution, complicating matters further (Barrios 1997: 167). Given
that these may not even be coherent, we will focus on the level of the word, where much effort
has gone into finding morphology, much of it without unambiguous success.

One of the hallmarks of Afroasiatic languages is gender marked with a feminine suffix
containing /t/ or a trace of it. This suffix is obviously present in the Guanche numerals presented
above in the form -##i, although it appears to be either reduced or missing entirely in ‘one’. If
most of them are borrowings from Berber, this is not especially surprising; Berber also borrows
Arabic numerals in the feminine form. However, ‘two’ and ‘three’ are likely of native origin
and need to be explained. They could be the result of analogy to the higher numbers, or else the
feminine suffix would really be native to Guanche, supporting membership in Afroasiatic. In
either case, ‘one’ might be exempt if it also served as an indefinite marker, an explanation used
to justify its resilience and irregularity in Berber (Kossmann 2013b: 309). Other Afroasiatic
morphological elements are few and far between; a prefix m- for tools is rare, but Wolfel argues
for it in the case of masiega ‘roof” (Wolfel 1965: 557).

The most fruitful Berber morphological element to look for would be ¢- -#, a distinctive
combination of prefix and suffix which marks the feminine in nouns and appears to be a Berber
innovation.” If -##i is native, we would expect to find it in women’s names and other semanti-
cally feminine words, or else a cognate form like fa- or the circumfix #- -t. Many toponyms
begin with fe-, and a significant portion of those toponyms end with -fe as well, but it is diffi-

7 We could also look for plural affixes, but the Berber borrowings discussed above show that the word lists do
not reliably distinguish singular from plural in the first place, so they would be impossible to confirm.
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cult to know what they literally mean (Louft 2007: 83). Some common nouns exhibiting a
wide semantic range also appear to have this shape; see, for example, tagasaste ‘tree lucerne’
(Wolfel 1965: 573), (a)tazaicate ‘heart’ (Wolfel 1965: 413), and tigot(an) ‘sky/heaven’ (Wolfel
1965: 435), although we have to assume that the -an in the last example represents a plural affix
(despite the fact that it looks more like a Berber masculine form).® This pattern is suggestive of
morphology, but it does not clearly indicate a gender distinction.

Ballester (2014) analyses these forms that are, at least in morphology, a good match for
Berber’s feminine, and finds that their function is difficult to pin down. He assigns the prefix
ta- and the circumfix ¢- -¢ different purposes, with the former being interpreted as an article
and the latter as a diminutive. Confusingly, various large things, like tasarte ‘West African
Spanish mackerel’ (Wolfel 1965: 564), a fish which can be a metre long, are justified as simply
belonging to the feminine gender rather than being true diminutives, which in turn assumes a
gender system like that of Berber. If a system of grammatical gender not tied to natural gender
existed in Guanche, it would obviate any need for Ballester’s semantic gymnastics. However,
such a gender system has not been sufficiently demonstrated, and we cannot exclude the possi-
bility of a lookalike circumfix with unknown function in Guanche.

If - -te is not a lookalike, it is also possible that the circumfix is borrowed from Berber,
along with some aspects of the Berber gender system. For example, Tadaksahak (Songhay) has
borrowed ¢- -t from Berber as a marker of the feminine, as well as for diminutives. Although
Tadaksahak has no gender agreement and therefore cannot be said to truly have grammatical
gender, this borrowed marker does carry semantic meaning, and is used for lexical deriva-
tion of native Songhay words as well as Berber borrowings (Christiansen-Bolli 2010: 81-88).
Moroccan Arabic, which has a comparatively lower Berber lexical load, has also borrowed ¢- -¢
exclusively as a circumfix for native roots, never borrowed ones (Zellou 2011). In the case of
intense contact, even morphology that seems suggestive of Afroasiatic gender may in fact be
borrowed as well.

CONCLUSION

Reasons of shared geography, genetics, epigraphy, and lexicon have led many to claim that
Guanche belongs within Berber, but the former three have no solid footing, and the same can now
be said for the lexicon. We are only beginning to understand the complex contact phenomena in
North Africa well enough to identify patterns of lexical transfer. Despite Greenbergian tenden-
cies towards lumping that still hold some currency today, careful application of the comparative
method suggests there may be many isolates that represent distinct language phyla indigenous
to Africa (Hombert & Philippson 2009), and Guanche may constitute one of them. Pace Farrujia
(2015), people originating from prehistoric North Africa are not required to be Berber.

It should not be surprising that there are likely extinct phyla native to North Africa, given the
massive exodus of farmers and reshaping of societies that presumably occurred as the “Green
Sahara” finally aridified into the desert we know today (Blench 2014: 1). Various Nilo-Saharan
families like Songhay and Saharan may possibly represent a phylum or phyla indigenous to the
Sahara, although extant diversity in Songhay seems to have originated from farther south (Souag
2012: 208-209). Occasional substrate vocabulary may be the only record of most extinct phyla;

8 PB masculine *-dn and feminine *-en (van Putten 2019: 292). These forms would have to be misheard or
merged, consistent with identifying aemon with adexamen, as suggested above.
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such a hypothesis for the origin of Guanche remains impossible to test, but it should make us
rethink the implicit null hypothesis that Guanche must be related to any extant language.

Whether Guanche is truly an isolate or a member of an otherwise unknown branch of
Afroasiatic seems impossible to determine with current records. However, 1 hope to have
shown that there is no compelling reason to assume Guanche is most closely related to extant
Berber languages, and in fact there is strong evidence that shared traits can be explained more
effectively by substantial contact with Berber.
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