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Summary in English 
A grammar of Darfur Arabic 
 

The Arabic spoken in Darfur, the most western region of Sudan, is on all levels 
much influenced by the other languages that are also spoken in that area. 
Furthermore, Darfur Arabic closely resembles the Arabic colloquial as is it 
spoken in Chad, especially in the eastern part of this neighboring state. In spite 
of substantial variation in Darfurian Arabic speech, the following, most salient 
features have been established. 
 At the phonological level, the Darfur Arabic phoneme inventory lacks the 
‘typical’ (Old) Arabic consonants q, ɣ, the velarized consonants and notably the 
pharyngeals ħ and ʕ. In general, gutturals are either omitted, mixed or 
(variably) replaced by other phonemes. The phonological rules largely coincide 
with other varieties of West Sudanic Arabic (i.e. the Arabic spoken in North-
East Nigeria, Chad and Kordofan), particularly with Eastern Chad. Examples 
include such as strong vowel harmony, weak consonant and vowel lengthening, 
avoidance of consonant clusters at the beginning or end of words and stress on 
pronominal suffixes ending in -i. 
 From a morphological and syntactical perspective, one of the most typical 
features is the absence of gender distinctions, i.e. some words or morphemes 
display historical gender distinctions, but only show arbitrary agreement with 
the context in which they are used. The verb phrase haːrabat, e.g., which 
historically denoting ‘she fought’, may have a masculine subject and 
consequently mean ‘he fought’; and 3SG pronoun hu, historically ‘he’, can refer 
to a woman. Some word (forms), such as the names for the colors, the genitive 
particle bitaː and the 3SG imperfect verb conjugation, (virtually) do not exhibit 
any historically feminine forms. Furthermore, because of the obvious 
preference for historically masculine forms of pronouns, a tendency towards an 
invariable pronominal system seems to be at work. 
 Other particular morphological features of Darfur Arabic are the 1SG 
independent pronoun aˈni and four genitive particles (bitaː, hagː, hana and 
heːl), the latter feature being exemplary for the variability in the dialect. The 
definite article al- is often omitted, but the particle le can serve to introduce the 
object of a clause. Most of the remaining pronouns, such as the relative pronoun 
al-; the particles, such as the existential particle fiː; the adverbs; prepositions 
and singular and plural noun patterns, generally accord with Sudanic Arabic. 
Particular West Sudanic morphological features are the -aːj suffix as a marker of 
the diminutive or singulative, the extended use of the pseudo-dual (e.g. ruːseːn 
‘heads’) and the ab(u)- or amː- prefixes in compound nouns. However, the 
language variety does neither exhibit a reflexive nor a reciprocal pronoun, at 
least not in the corpus of sound recorded texts that serve as the data on which 
this grammar is based. In comparisons, not the elative form aCCaC is used but 
CaCiːC min, as in kabiːr min ‘bigger than’. Color terms carry extended meanings 
other than hue, such as abjad ‘white’ ‘pure’ ‘clean’ and a.mar ‘red’ ‘light’ 
‘beautiful’. 



 

 The verbal morphology of the Arabic spoken in Darfur is also mostly in line 
with other Sudanic colloquials, with some interesting divergence. Speakers are 
consistent in using the so-called nəktəb-nəktəbu feature, and the b-prefix 
almost exclusively marks the 3SG imperfect conjugation. The t-prefix, as the 
marker of the historical 3.SG.F imperfect conjugation, is virtually absent and I 
hypothesize that the -i suffix indicates transitivity in some finite SG imperfect 
verbs. As in urban Chadian and Nigerian Arabic, verbs with roots that end in a 
historical pharyngeal, are often reanalyzed and conjugated as tertiae infirmae 
verbs. The productive number of derived verb patterns, participles and verbal 
nouns, is limited. It is remarkable that no clear case of the al-prefix marking 
detransitivization, reflexivity or reciprocity occurs in the corpus, since it does 
occur in other varieties of West Sudanic Arabic. 
 The regular occurrence of SV or OV word order is maybe the most striking 
and typical syntactic feature of Darfur Arabic. Furthermore, arbitrary historical 
gender agreement leads me to conclude that there are no synchronic gender 
distinctions. Number agreement is more consistent, but  fluctuates.   
  
Many linguistic features typical of the Darfurian Arabic colloquial can be 
explained by interference with the Nilo-Saharan substrates or implicit L2 
learning strategies. Some of these features are shared with the those that typify 
Arabic based pidgin and creole languages. Its derivational morphology is too 
well developed to categorize the dialect as another pidgin or creole, however. 
The Arabic of Darfur takes up a middle position between a full-fledged Arabic 
dialect and a pidgin or a creole. Darfur Arabic is a contact language, stigmatized 
in Sudan in favor of Sudanese Standard Arabic, the powerful normative 
language (variety) in Sudan. 
 


