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ABSTRACT: This paper analyzes the valency structures of the Tarifit Berber verbs. Tarifit Berber is 

spoken in the Rif region of Morocco, North Africa. It exclusively examines how speakers opt for the desired 

valency among the avalent, monovalent, bivalent, and trivalent verbal structures in response to pragmatic and 

discourse demands. Theoretically, the study opts for a synchronic, descriptive approach and relies on data elicited 

from native speakers to capture authentic usage of these valencies. The main thesis of this study is that the 

pragmatic need motivates the choice of valency, as verbs can have multiple valencies. The focal finding of this 

study is that the Tarifit language employs avalent, monovalent, bivalent, and trivalent structures depending on the 

pragmatic demands. That is, the chosen valency derives from the intentions of the speakers.   Valency in Tarifit 

is therefore not a static grammatical property, but it is a flexible phenomenon shaped by the communicative intent 

of the speaker. Conversely, speakers intentionally select a particular valency pattern to fulfill discourse emphasis. 

A valency pattern can be used to foreground specific participants or to background less relevant information. 

Notably, the study reveals that the pragmatic motivation governs valency selection in Tarifit. It also reveals a 

close interplay between morphology, syntax, and discourse within the Afro-Asiatic linguistic context. 

KEYWORDS: Verb Valency, Pragmatics, Tarifit Berber, Sentence Structure, Constituent Order. 

 INTRODUCTION 

Valency is the potential organization of electrons around an atom. For example, the valency of 

sodium (Na) is 1. That is, its atomic structure includes only one electron in its outermost shell. Similarly, 

in the realm of linguistics, this idea of the potential organization of arguments around the atom was 

embraced by many linguists, such as Tesnière (1959), to explain that the verb is the heart of the sentence, 

with different arguments arranged around it according to its valency (Tesnière, 1959). According to 

Tesnière, valency is a term used to talk about ‘the combinatory potential of words’ (as cited in 

Przepiórkowski, 2018). Tesnière appropriated the term from chemistry to compare verbs to atoms. 

Having fully appropriated the concept of valency into linguistics, valency in language centers on the 

verb, as most languages have a word class called a verb (Allerton, 1982).  Allerton argues that this 

centrality of the verb is due to its ability to determine the whole structure of the sentence (1982). 

Therefore, any study of valency should subclassify verbs in a language into the structures they occur in 

(Allerton, 1982). In other words, any empirical research on valency should attempt to discover and 

categorize all the structures in which the verbs of a language can fit. A verb can have a number of 

valencies, which depend primarily on the pragmatic need of the context. Therefore, this paper seeks to 

identify the different pragmatic contexts that determine the valency of a verb. 

(a) V > Action 

 Y-nddah. 

 3SG.M.-drive.IPRV. 

 ‘He drives well.’ 

(b) V > Action Arg1 > Recipient 

 Y-nddah. tomobin 

 3SG.M.-drive.IPRV. car.ACC 

 ‘He drives a car.’ 
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(c) Arg1 > Agent V > Action Arg1 > Recipient 

 Ntta Y-nddah. tomobin 

 3SG.M.NOM 3SG.M.-drive.IPRV. car.ACC 

 ‘He drives a car. 

 

(d) Arg1 > Agent V > Action Arg1 > Recipient Arg3 >  Attribute 

 Ntta Y-nddah. tomobin tfrah 

 3SG.M.NOM 3SG.M.-drive.IPRV. car.ACC big.Adj 

 ‘He driveas a car.  

 Additionally, verbs can occur in different structures in some languages due to the multi-

valencies a verb can have. For instance, in (a), the verb NDH ‘to drive’ does not take any argument. 

However, in (b), the same verb has one argument, which is a direct object. The same verb in example 

(c) takes two arguments, a subject and a direct object. In (d), the same verb takes three arguments: a 

subject, a direct object, and a complement of the object. To analyze valency in the Tarifit language, this 

paper adopts Perini’s method of analysis. Perini, in his 2015 book, presents a coding framework for 

studying verb valency in any language. The coding frame is two-layered (Perini, 2015). According to 

him, the first layer concerns the syntax of the structure under study, usually a sentence. This first layer 

of analysis illustrates how the different arguments around the verb are structured according to the 

combinatory potential of the atomic word: the verb. Perini (2015) argues that the second layer of 

analysis deals with the semantic field of the structure under analysis. The semantic layer, Perini adds, 

shows how the meaning of the structure governs the arrangement of the arguments around the verb 

(2015). Therefore, this paper adopts Perini’s coding frame to analyze verb valency in the Tarifit 

language. This paper addresses the specific gap that the study of valency is usually carried out with no 

regard to the pragmatic aspect of language. Language is not only a structure, but it is also a structure in 

context.  

Different structures of valency in Tarifit will be studied in close relationship to the 

language in use. For example, the verb NDH ‘to drive’ in (a, b, c, d) takes different structures with 

different argument numbers. Each argument structure and number will be related to a specific use of 

language in context. Therefore, this paper argues that any valency structure in Tarifit stems from the 

pragmatic aspect of language rather than the structure itself. 

 The language this study investigates is Tarifit. This language belongs to the Afro-Asiatic 

language phylum. In the northern Moroccan region of Rif, people speak Tarifit, a Zenati Berber 

language. According to the RGPH* (2014), around 1,271,000 Rifians speak it as their native language, 

mostly in the Rif provinces of Al Hoceima, Nador, Driouch, and Taza. Apart from Morocco, Tarifit is 

also spoken in Melilla, the autonomous city of Spain. More interestingly, there is a Riffian-speaking 

population in Belgium, the Netherlands, and other European countries. Lafkioui (1997) argues that the 

Tarifit language has a great deal of dialectal variance. However, this paper focuses solely on the Tarifit 

language as a single language that differs from other Berber languages due to unique phonetic and 

morphemic changes (Wolff, 2024). These dialectical variances are limited to phonemic variances, 

usually in free distribution. 

  

 

                                                           

* This abbreviation refers to the so-called “Recensement général de la Population et de l'Habitat,” 

translated in English as the “General Population and Housing Census”. This census is carried out every 10 years 

to get demographical data.   
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BASICS OF TARIFIT MORPHOSYNTAX 

 General Remarks on Tarifit Morphology 

Afro-Asiatic languages express meaning through morphemes that are organized in a discontinuous 

arrangement. That is, unlike languages like English, which organize morphemes one after another, 

Afro-Asiatic languages, like Semitic languages, organize morphemes in a non-concatenative way, in 

which a morpheme can be discontinuously represented (McCarthy, 2005). For instance, in the Tarifit 

language, which is Afro-Asiatic, the bilateral root   (meaning ‘GOING’) can be found in iruḥ ‘He went’, 

adiruḥ ‘He will go’, ŧruḥ ‘She went’, ruḥn ‘They went’ (Masc.),  ruḥnt ‘They went’ (Fem.), ytruḥ ‘He 

is going’, truḥ ‘She is going’, etc. Morphology is described as templatic morphology or root-and-

pattern, as this type of morphology presents fixed patterns or templates of vowels that can express fixed 

morphosyntactic functions of the word. Therefore, Tarifit nouns and verbs have a core structure that 

includes a required root, be it mono-consonantal, bi-consonantal, tri-consonantal, or quadri-

consonantal, and probably more in cases of complex derivations and inflections. Additionally, the 

consonantal root has a required template, or what some scholars call a melody (McCarthy, 2005), which 

is a group of vowels inserted between the root consonants. This is also common to Semitic languages 

such as Classical Arabic and Biblical Hebrew, and also to Berber languages such as the Tarifit language. 

Basically, the root R expresses the core meaning of the noun, but it cannot express gender, number, and 

state without any inserted templates. Templates, in the case of nouns, can express number, gender, and 

state (NGS). 

 Valency Frames in Tarifit 

The verb is the building block of a sentence in almost all languages (Allerton, 1982). Accordingly, 

valency is the valency of the verb. In other words, studying valency entails the sub-classification of the 

verbs of a language into suitable atomic configurations (Perini, 2015). As an exception, some languages 

have verbless sentences, where the sentence has no verb at all but still makes full sense. Tarifit, as an 

Afro-Asiatic language, has verbless sentences. However, this paper argues that the Tarifit sentences are 

verbless in the sense that they only have a dropped verb, as in Morad d lostad ‘Morad is a teacher’, 

where the state verb ‘is’ is dropped from the Tarifit sentence. Many pro-drop languages, like Tarifit, 

present this state of verb dropping. Interestingly, the deletion of the verb in verbless sentences is not 

arbitrary.  

However, this verb omission is pragmatically motivated. In the Tarifit discourse, the relationship 

between the subject and the complement of the subject is already inferable from the context and does 

not require the presence of a copular verb. Based on that, this paper suggests that valency in Tarifit is 

not only a syntactic phenomenon, but it is shaped by pragmatic factors such as information structure, 

discourse salience, and economy of expression. For example, when the speaker intends to refer to the 

subject or its characteristics, the verbless construction is preferred since it sheds light on the nominal 

elements rather than the verb. Conversely, the study of valency in Tarifit entails both an analysis of 

syntactic structures and contextual variation. Therefore, in the description of the so-called verbless 

sentences, the number of arguments will be counted and linguistically described against the dropped 

verb. Similarly, in Tarifit sentences with an explicit verb, the description of the arguments will be 

carried out against the position and nature of the verb. 

 Avalency 

Avalent verbs pose a problem in the study of valency, as there is a shortage of empirical studies that 

come with avalent verbs from different languages and provide a comprehensive linguistic description 

of the phenomenon. Unlike monovalent verbs, which take a single argument (usually a subject), or 

bivalent verbs, which take a subject and an object, avalent verbs take no argument at all. In valency 

terms, avalent verbs are the verbs that take no further argument, and they stand alone in a meaningfully 

structured sentence. In some languages, such as English, avalent verbs are limited to weather verbs, but 

in Tarifit, avalent verbs extend that to encompass subjectless intransitive and existential expressions. 

The valency of a verb in Tarifit presents a standalone verbal valency configuration. Therefore, in Tarifit, 

different valency configurations of the avalent verbs are presented in the following subsection. In 

Tarifit, intransitive verbs, where the subject is dropped, are avalent verbs. That is, the verb, as an atom, 
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does not take any argument. The subjectless Tarifit sentence, where the verb is intransitive, has an 

avalent verb as a nucleus of the construction. This avalency configuration aligns with the idea that, in 

some contexts, the doer of the action is either presupposed or irrelevant to the speaker. That is, the verb 

is in charge of carrying the informational weight of the sentence. For instance, the sentence in (1), 

Ynddah ‘drives’, the prefix {-y} is equivalent to the English {-s}, which (both) mark the subject-verb 

agreement of the first masculine singular subject Ntta ‘He’. This valency configuration is coded as V1, 

as the verb, the atom, has zero arguments. 

 Action-Focused Sub-configuration: V1 

This availability of the subjectless sentence in Tarifit, as in (1), is made possible by the pro-drop 

possibility. Pronoun-dropping belongs to the topic of null anaphora (Welo, 2013). Therefore, the 

dropped subject is either anaphorically or cataphorically known to all parties involved in the discourse. 

The pragmatic meaning of the verb in (1) is that the driver is a good driver. Tarifit favors subject 

omission to maintain the economy of expression. The focus in these cases shifts toward the quality of 

the action rather than the actor performing it. The focus is on the act of driving. The focus of avalent 

configurations is on the verb. Therefore, avalent verbs in Tarifit are all subjectless sentences with 

intransitive verbs. 

(1) V > Action 

 Y-nddah. 

 3SG.M.-drive.V1.IPRV. 

 ‘He drives well.’ 

 Similarly, in many languages, weather verbs are treated as impersonal predicates, weather and 

existential verbs (e.g., yccat ‘rains’), as in (2), present a full pronoun dropping, where the dropped 

subject does not refer to anything personal but to an unobservable natural force. That is, the dropped 

subject is merely a dummy subject. In Tarifit, weather verbs have no argument, as the causer/doer of 

the action is a supernatural entity instead of a normal doer. For instance, in (1), Tarifit expresses the 

raining action in an avalent construction, as the causer of the action is more than the clouds or the sky. 

Therefore, Tarifit uses the avalent construction yccat ‘rains’ to express the idea of raining. 

 Existential-Focused Sub-configuration: V2 

Avalency in Tarifit presents itself whenever the verb is intransitive and requires no subject (whether the 

subject is unimportant, anaphorically, or cataphorically unknown). The avalent construction presents a 

standalone verb that expresses a full meaning in a correct sentence. The avalent verb in Tarifit takes a 

prefix attached to the root to maintain the subject-verb agreement, although the subject is dropped, but 

the agreement is based on it. Therefore, the first valency configuration in this study presents two sub-

configurations: (1) Action-Focused Sub-configuration is concerned with subjectless sentences with an 

intransitive verb, and (2) Existential-Focused Sub-configuration has to do with weather and existential 

verbs (usually intransitive), which require no actual subject because the doer of the action is 

supernatural. 

 

(2) V > Action 

 Y-ccat. 

 3SG.M.-falls.V2.IPRV. 

 ‘It rains.’ 

 Interestingly, the two aforementioned sub-configurations of avalency in Tarifit shed light on a 

very fundamental distinction. While Action-Focused Avalency involves recoverable but omitted agents, 

Existential-Focused Avalency is characterized by a complete absence of an agent, as the action is 
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attributed to forces beyond human control. These two distinctions pave the way for us to analyze other 

argument-reducing constructions, such as patientless passive, which will be discussed next. 

 Patientless Passive Voice Sub-configuration: V3 

According to Siewierska (1984), passive constructions vary across different languages in terms of their 

syntactic and pragmatic functions. O’Grady, Archibald, Aronoff, and Rees-Miller (2001) explain that 

the subject in a passive construction functions as the patient, which receives the action of the verb. 

However, in Tarifit, some passive constructions lack the explicit presence of the patient. In other words, 

in the Tarifit language, we can talk about the ‘patientless passive voice’. The patient in these patientless 

passive sentences is omitted. This avalency construction is coded, in this paper, as V3. For example, in 

(3), t-mtac. ‘was eaten.’, the patient is not explicit. The prefix {t-}, which marks the subject-verb 

agreement, is the only trace of the patient being omitted. The prefix {t-} also marks the gender of the 

omitted patient. 

(3) V > Action 

 T-mtac. 

 3SG.F-eat.V3.PASS. 

 ‘It was eaten.’ 

 Conversely, the patientless passive voice in Tarifit decreases valency by one argument. The V3 

may look like the antipassive. However, this is passive voice, as the alignment is nominative-absolutive. 

The agent is made implicit, but the prefix {t-} still shows traces of agreement between the omitted agent 

and the verb. Therefore, most valent structures are valent because valency-reducing occurred on them. 

 Monovalency 

The most common minimalist structure of valency in most languages is the monovalency of the verb. 

In fact, monovalent verbs are usually intransitive verbs, where only one syntactic argument (usually a 

subject) is needed. An example of a monovalent verb in English is run. This verb does not take a direct 

object, as the meaning is completed at the level of the verb. However, in Tarifit, the monovalent verbs 

can either be transitive or intransitive. For the transitive monovalent verbs, the subject is dropped, and 

the direct object, which is the argument, is present, while for the intransitive monovalent verbs, the 

subject is present as the argument. The monovalency configurations in Tarifit take only one argument 

around the monovalent verb. The single argument of the monovalent verb can vary from subject to 

direct object and so on.  

 Verb-Object Sub-configuration: W1 

This valency configuration is assigned the code W. This valency configuration is typical for monovalent 

sentences where the single argument can be either the subject, in the case of an intransitive verb, or the 

object, in the case of a subjectless sentence with a transitive verb. In Tarifit, the subject of the sentence 

can be dropped, as the language is a pro-drop† language. The W1 configuration starts with a transitive 

verb followed by a direct object. The verb ynddah ‘drives’ is used in the V1 configuration as an 

intransitive verb, while in W1 the verb is transitive. This shift stresses how the pragmatic context and 

the syntactic choices affect the perceived valency of the same verb. In V1, the focus is on the action, 

while in W1, it shifts to the object being acted upon. 

 

                                                           

† Pronoun dropping is a characteristic of certain languages where some classes of pronouns can be 

omitted in contexts where the meaning is pragmatically inferable. 
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(4) V > Action Arg1 > Recipient 

 Y-nddah. tomobin 

 3SG.M.drive.W1.IPRV. car.ACC 

 ‘He drives a car.’ 

 In (4), the verb ynddah ‘drives’ takes only one argument in this valency configuration for many 

reasons. First, the verb is transitive. Therefore, it takes a direct object. Second, the subject of the 

sentence is dropped, as it is known to the parties of the discourse. Despite the fact that the subject is 

dropped, its presence is encoded in the verbal prefix (e.g., {y-} for 3SG.M), which maintains the 

subject-verb agreement and ensures grammaticality. The pragmatic meaning of the sentence is that he 

can drive a car, but no information about how good or bad his driving skills are. Conversely, the 

pragmatic focus shifts from the quality of the action to the capability of interacting with a specific 

object, which is the car. The object turns into the center of the information weight, showing how valency 

structure supports focus manipulation in discourse. Interestingly, this configuration unearths the 

existing interaction between the morphosyntactic structure and the pragmatic salience in Tarifit. 

 Verb-Object Sub-configuration: W1 

 Another monovalent structure, coded as W2, is found in sentences with an explicit subject and 

a verb. The monovalent verb in this construction takes only one argument, which is an explicit subject. 

This valency configuration requires the verb to be intransitive. The pragmatic meaning of the sentence 

in (5) is that someone is able to drive, but no information about how good his driving skills are is 

provided, and also no information about the type of vehicle he can drive. In other words, the action of 

driving, in W2, is context-specific, where the action of driving makes sense only in relation to the context 

where the utterance is produced. Therefore, the W2 construction is very context-sensitive, and it requires 

knowledge of the context of the utterance. 

(5) Arg1 > Recipient V > Action 

 Ntta y-nddah 

 3SG.M. 3SG.M.drive.W2.IPRV. 

 ‘He drives’ 

 Another monovalent structure, coded as W2, is found in sentences with an explicit subject and 

a verb. The monovalent verb in this construction takes only one argument, which is an explicit subject. 

This valency configuration requires the verb to be intransitive. The pragmatic meaning of the sentence, 

in (5), is that someone is able to drive, but no information about how good his driving skills are is 

provided, and also no information about the type of vehicle he can drive. In other words, the action of 

driving, in W2, is context-specific, where the action of driving makes sense only in relation to the context 

where the utterance is produced. Therefore, the W2 construction is very context-sensitive, and it requires 

knowledge of the context of the utterance. 

 Verb-Adverb Sub-configuration: W3 

Equally important, the W3 construction is similar to W2 in being a monovalent construction. However, 

the W3 is different from the W2 in having a single argument as either a direct object, a complement of 

the subject, or an adverbial. For example, in (6), the intransitive verb Fhm ‘Understand’ is followed by 

an adverb of degree. The W3 construction is a subjectless monovalent construction with the argument 

being usually an adverb, let it be an adverb of degree, location, time, and so on. 
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(6) V > Action Arg1 > Manner 

 Fhm-gh attas 

 understand.1SG.M. a lot 

 ‘I understand a lot.’ 

 Ergative Sub-configuration: W4 

Some languages, like English, treat the voice as either active or passive. In other words, the agent is 

either active (explicit) or passive (implicit). However, Tarifit languages have an in-between state of 

voice where there is no doer of the action. The action exercises power on the patient without any 

participation of any agent. This is called the ergative construction. This supports the claim that Tarifit 

language is a pragmatically driven language, as long as the three voices (active, passive, and ergative) 

configuration allows richer pragmatic options for the language users. 

(7) Arg1 > Patient V > Action 

 Zzaj yarraz 

 glass.ERGATIVE break.PAST 

 ‘The glass broke.’ 

 The ergative construction is coded, in this paper, as W3. This monovalency construction takes 

a pre-verbal argument, which is a patient (subject). In (7), the patient (the glass) receives the action 

(breaking). Therefore, Zzaj yarraz. ‘The glass broke.’ holds a heavy pragmatic load to it. The ergative 

excludes the agent from the action circle. This exclusion of the agent in ergative constructions is used 

in the Tarifit language to express a state of neutrality in the spoken discourse. Zzaj yarraz. ‘The glass 

broke.’ entails that the speaker is taking a neutral position. The glass either broke by itself, or the breaker 

of the glass is preferred not to be mentioned for some reason. This monovalent construction is, therefore, 

used to avoid mentioning the doer of the action, if there is, or prefer not to include the doer of the action 

in the sentence. The Tarifit language makes great use of the ergative construction to a great extent. 

 Passive Sub-configuration: W5 

Another monovalent construction is found in passive voice sentences. This monovalent structure is 

coded as W5, where the argument is pre-verbal, and it is a patient who receives the action. The passive 

construction in the Tarifit language fully passivizes the doer of the action, as in (8) Tazat tmtac ‘The 

fig was eaten.’, the doer is not mentioned in the sentence. The pragmatic difference between the ergative 

in (7) and the passive in (8) is that the passive allows the listener to inquire about the doer of the action 

if s/he does not know the doer, while the ergative construct, in nature, excludes the doer from the form 

and the meaning. 

(8) Arg1 > Patient V > Action 

 Tazat Tmtac. 

 fig tmtac.PASS 

 ‘The fig was eaten.’ 
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 Bivalency 

Bivalency is the valency configuration where the verb takes two arguments. In other words, the verb’s 

capacity to take two arguments in a sentential construction. In the language understudy, Tarifit, bivalent 

verbs usually appear in constructions where the subject (Agent) and the object (Recipient, Theme, or 

Patient) exist around the verb. The presence of the two aforementioned arguments is either explicit or 

implicit through morphological agreement. Therefore, this section analyzes the different sub-

categorizations of bivalent valency through the identification of argument order, verb transitivity, and 

the pragmatic clues that account for these distinct valency structures. The bivalency, in this paper, is 

coded as B, with multiple subcategorizations such as B1, B2, and so on. 

 Agent-Focused Sub-configuration: B1 

The B1 sub-configuration of the Tarifit bivalent verbs is named Agent-Focused since the subject (Arg1) 

of the construction is explicitly overt, and it comes before the verb. The verb in the B1 construction 

must be transitive, as it requires a direct object (Arg2). The argument order is like the English sentence 

SVO. The two arguments, around the verb, form the so-called bivalent construction, more specifically, 

the B1 construction. As in (5), the subject-verb agreement is accomplished by means of the prefix {-y}. 

(9) Arg1 > Agent V > Action Arg2 > Recipient 

 Ntta y-cc-a aɣrum 

 3SG.M.NOM 3SG.M.-eat-PRV bread.ACC 

 ‘He ate bread. 

 

 The B1 bivalency sub-configuration has a rich pragmatic load. The B1, termed Agent-Focused, 

sheds light on the agent of the sentence that carries out the action. Of course, the two arguments are 

important, but this sub-configuration puts more pragmatic weight on the agent who is considered the 

main element in the action process. In Tarifit, the pre-verbal subject is pragmatically driven. In other 

words, when the speaker initiates the sentence with the subject, normally the focus is on the agent who 

carries out the action. The weight, in this construction, is linear in the sense that the focus starts on the 

subject (agent), then on the action, and finally on the object. The construction holds the idea that the 

agent has eaten, and, less importantly, the agent has eaten bread. For example, Ntta ycca aɣrum ‘He ate 

bread’ can be either used as an answer to the question O yccin? ‘Who ate?’ can be used for providing 

implicitly requested information. The focus is on the ‘who’. 

 Action-Focused Sub-Configuration: B2 

As opposed to the previous bivalent sub-configuration, the B2 construction, in Tarifit, is referred to as 

Action-Focused as long as the action of the sentence is fronted at the beginning of the sentence. This 

sub-configuration dictates the subject to be post-verbal. The argument order is VSO. The secondary 

position of the subject to the verb makes it pragmatically adjacent to the action. Similar to the B1 

construction, the B2 sub-configuration requires the verb to be transitive, the subject to be post-verbal 

(Arg1), and the object to be the second argument. 

(10) V > Action Arg1 > Agent Arg2 > Recipient 

 Y-cc-a ntta aɣrum 

 3SG.M.-eat.-PRV 3SG.M.NOM bread.ACC 

 ‘He ate bread.’ 
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 The B2 sub-configuration justifies the reason why the Tarifit language is a highly pragmatic 

language, which offers a plethora of different structures and argument structures to accommodate 

different pragmatic contexts. The selection of a certain argument structure is always based on the 

pragmatic context where the utterance takes place. The B2 is an argument structure that a speaker can 

use to prioritize the action at the expense of the rest of the sentence parts, namely the subject and the 

object. The B2 functions as the passive voice in other languages, but it is not passive in the linguistic 

sense. It is passive only on a discoursal level, where the verb is put before the subject to promote a sense 

of priority to the action. This sub-configuration is usually an answer to the question Ma ycca? ‘Did he 

eat?’  or provide contextually required information. The focus is on the ‘what happened’. 

 Recipient-Focused Sub-Configuration: B3 

Another bivalency sub-configuration is the B3 construction. This construction takes two arguments, as 

it is bivalent. The argument order is like a reverse English sentence, OVS. The object (Arg1) is always 

at the beginning of the sentence in this bivalency sub-configuration. The action verb is centralized, 

while the subject (Arg2) is put at the end of the construction. 

 

(11) Arg1 > Recipient V> Verb Arg2 > Agent 

 Aɣrum y-cc-iṭ ntta 

 3bread.ACC 3SG.M.-eat.-PRV 3SG.M.NOM 

 ‘He ate bread.’ 

 This parts-of-the-sentence order has a very rooted pragmatic meaning in the Tarifit language. 

As opposed to the Agent-Focused in B1 and the Action-Focused in B2, the Patient-Focused in B3 gives 

primacy to the patient, who receives the action. For example, in (11), the order is OVS, where the 

object/patient is the focal focus of the sentence. In (11), the primary focus is on aɣrum ‘bread’ rather 

than the action or the doer of the action. In Tarifit, if a speaker is asked O yccin aɣrum? ‘Who ate the 

bread?’, the answer is going to be Aɣrum yccit ntta. ‘He ate the bread.’, where the focus is on bread. 

Though the question is about who ate the bread, we have three probable answers. The answer can either 

focus on the agent, the action, or the object, depending on the focus. Therefore, the answerer of the 

question has the ability to seamlessly shift the focus of the discourse. This fluidity of discourse in Tarifit 

allows shifting focus. 

 Verbless Sentence Sub-Configuration: B4 

Although Allerton (1982, 1) believes that the verb is the building block of a sentence in most languages, 

Tarifit, alongside other languages, proves to have sentences without any verb. The verbless sentence in 

Tarifit has no explicit verb phrase that heads the clause. Therefore, such clauses are verbless. This 

verbless construction is frequently spotted in sentences with state verbs. For example, in (12), the state 

verb connects the experiencer (subject) with the attribute (complement of the subject). 

(12) Arg1 > Experiencer Arg2 > Attribute 

 Nc mɣaɣ 

 1SG.M.NOM mɣaɣ.Adj 

 ‘I've grown.’ 

 The B4 is not spotted in construction with action verbs. Therefore, the verbless sentences in 

Tarifit are linked to sentences that express the state of an experiencer, as in (12), where the 

experiencer Nc ‘I’ experiences the state of being mɣaɣ ‘grown’. The absence of the state verb is also 
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valid for the verb to be, not for other verbs. For instance, in (13), which is also a B4 with an explicit 

state verb, justifies the fact that only the verb to be can make verbless sentences possible in Tarifit. 

 

(13) Arg1 > Experiencer V > Action Arg2 > Attribute 

 Nc tbanɣd mɣaɣ.Adj 

 1SG.M.NOM  look.StateVerb.B5 mɣaɣ.Adj 

 ‘I look grown.’ 

 

 The state verb tbanɣd ‘look’ in (13) is explicit in the sentence, while the verb to be in (12) is 

not explicit. Therefore, any state verb, apart from the verb to be, is the core of the B5 construction. As 

a result, the verb to be in Tarifit is always implicit. The B constructions are bivalent in nature. The 

following section will explore the trivalent constructions, which take three arguments. 

 Trivalency 

Verbs can be monovalent, bivalent, or trivalent, based on the number of arguments they can handle 

(Höllein 2020 et al.). Therefore, trivalency refers to the capacity of a verb to take three arguments. 

However, this paper argues that it is the pragmatic context that forces the verb to be monovalent, 

bivalent, or trivalent. The pragmatic need is what imposes the valency needed; therefore, the verb 

selected is based on the pragmatic need. When it comes to the linguistic analysis of trivalent verbs, 

Abdurahmanov (2020) argues that the first argument (actant) is usually a subject, the second argument 

is a direct object, and the last argument is an indirect object. This section deals with trivalent verbs in 

Tarifit and how the pragmatic context affects the valency of verbs. 

 Complex-Transitive Sub-Configuration: TV1 

This trivalency configuration is assigned the code TV1. In fact, this trivalency concerns 

complex-transitive verbs where the first argument (arg1) is a subject (agent), the second argument 

(arg2) is a direct object, and the third argument (arg3) is an indirect object (recipient). This trivalency 

configuration branches into different substructures. The valency structure TV1 in (14) showcases the 

first example of the TV valency configurations. 

(14) V > Action Arg1 > Agent Arg2 > Object Arg3 > Recipient 

 Y-wc-a ntta aɣrum i-ymmas 

 3SG.M.-give.TV1.-PRV 3SG.M.NOM brhead.ACC to-his mother. PP 

 ‘He gave his mother bread.’  

 The TV1 is called the action-focused trivalent sub-configuration. The latter is a pragmatic focus-

shifting structure in Tarifit. The VSOoid parts of the sentence in this sub-configuration are 

pragmatically rich. The fronting of the verb Ywca ‘gave’ connotes the pragmatic priority of the verb 

over the other parts of the sentence. Tarifit language has different orders, such as SVO, VSO, and OSV. 

For each order, the peak of the focus starts from the left, decreasing to the right. Therefore, for the sake 

of economy, we will not go over the agent-focused and the object-focused in this section. 

 Ditransitive Sub-Configuration: TV2 

Focus shifting in Tarifit is made easy by the availability of different parts-of-the-sentence orders. The 

TV2 trivalency sub-configuration is termed Ditransitive in this paper. This valency construction follows 

the order SVOdCs. This construction uses the explicit subject to express the agent of the action. The 

subject agrees with the verb using the infix {-n-}. The root manifests in the letter Q, which holds the 

meaning of calling. The infix {-a-} is an inflectional morpheme that expresses the past tense.  
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(15) Arg1 > Agent V > Action Arg2 > Recipient Arg3 > Attribute 

 Nitni q-a-n -ayi Yamina 

 3PL.M.NOM Call.-PAST-3PL.M. me.ObjPRO.ACC SG.M.ACC 

 ‘They call me Yamina.’  

 The TV2 trivalency construction holds a very significant pragmatic focus-shift example. The 

explicit subject is always a way to focus on the doer of the action, as the doer is important, as in (15), 

where the people who call her Yamina are as important (to the speaker or to the listener) as the act of 

naming her Yamina. The name Yamina is attributed to her by people. However, the namer (people) and 

the name (Yamina) in TV2 are the focus of the discourse. Therefore, each valency configuration is 

determined by the discoursal path of the speech. 

 DISCUSSION 

The concept of valency was appropriated from chemistry to describe the capacity of a verb to take, in a 

combinatory way, arguments (Tesnière, 1959). This combinatory capacity of verbs allows the verb to 

be either monovalent, bivalent, or trivalent (Höllein et al., 2020). However, this study argues that a 

verb can have different valencies depending on the pragmatic needs of the context. In other words, 

one verb can be avalent (no argument), monovalent, bivalent, or trivalent in different contexts. For 

example, in (a), the verb NDH ‘to drive’ is avalent, in the sense that it does not require any 

argument. Moreover, in (b), the same verb ‘to drive’ is monovalent, taking one argument. In (c), 

the same verb takes two arguments (bivalent). In (d), the verb NDH ‘to drive’ takes three arguments. 

Therefore, it is trivalent. 

 These examples account for the multi-valencies a single verb can have based on the 

pragmatic need of the context. In other terms, the combinatory capacity of the verb is inherent in 

the verb itself, but which valency to use is radically determined by pragmatic context. Therefore, 

the valencies of a verb can be besieged and documented in a valency dictionary. However, another 

dictionary of valency in use is required to fully locate each valency in a pragmatic frame. For 

instance, the verb NDH ‘to drive’ has four valencies. Each of these four valencies fits in a very 

specific context to fulfill a required pragmatic need. In (1), the verb y-nddh ‘he drives’, as an avalent 

verb, fulfills the pragmatic need of focusing on the action of driving and how skilled the action of 

driving is. The absence of an explicit subject redirects the focus to the action of driving instead of 

the doer of the action.  

Therefore, the avalent construction is generally motivated by the pragmatic need of focusing 

on the action and the quality of the action, as also manifested in (2), where the weather verb y-ccat 

‘rains’ does fully exclude the subject, as what causes rain in all languages is beyond nature. In 

addition, in (3), the avalent structure manifests in the patientless passive sentences where the patient 

is implicit. As for the monovalent structures, in (4), for example, ynddah tomobin ‘He drives a car.’ 

takes one argument, which is a post-verbal direct object. The verb NDH ‘to drive’, in this structure, 

takes no subject. The verb NDH acts as an intransitive verb as it does not require an object. As 

opposed to the valent structures, where the focus is on the action, the monovalent structures put the 

primary focus on the direct object. Another monovalent structure is found in (5), where the subject is 

the argument and the verb is intransitive. The latter structure puts focus primarily on the subject. For 

trivalent structures, in (14), the verb is complex-transitive. Ywca ntta aɣrum iymmas. ‘He gave his 

mother bread’ takes three arguments: a post-verbal subject, a direct object, and an indirect object. 
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CONCLUSION 

This paper attempts to uncover and analyze the valency structures of the Tarifit verbs and how the 

pragmatic need necessitates the selection of a certain valency over another. Four major valency 

structures were found. First, the avalency is where the verb has no argument at all. Second, the 

monovalent structures have one argument. Third, verbs that take two arguments are referred to as 

bivalent. Finally, the trivalent verbs take three arguments. Each valency structure branches out into sub-

structures that are different in some aspects but systematically adhere to the general valency rules. For 

instance, the argument in a monovalent structure, in this paper, can be either a subject or an object, 

depending on the pragmatic need. This paper has not directly dealt with valency-changing. However, 

aspects of valency-changing are exemplified in the analysis, such as passivization, pronoun-dropping, 

ergativization, and so on. Based on our analysis, Tarifit language tends to reduce valency whenever 

possible to achieve a balanced law of economy. As a pro-drop language, subject pronouns are usually 

omitted, except if the pragmatic need requires a focus on the doer of the action. Table 1 summarizes the 

valency frames in the Tarifit language.  

This paper has shown a solid interaction between valency and alternations in discourse, as each 

valency is motivated by the pragmatic need. In addition, topic-changing motivates changes in valency 

in Tarifit. Another motivator of valency changing and selection is emphasis. The speaker can use 

different valency structures to redirect emphasis from the subject to the action, from the action to the 

subject, or from the subject and action to the object. This emphasis-shifting is made easy by the flexible 

order of arguments, such as SVO, VSO, OSV, and so on. Finally, this paper calls for more research on 

the Tarifit language. 

 

 

Table 1. Valency frames in Tarifit 
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V1 Avalency Subjectless + 

Intransitive 

Ynddah. He drives. 

V2 Avalency Subjectless + 

Intransitive 

Yccat. It rains. 

V3 Avalency Patientless + 

passivized Verb 

Tmtac. It was eaten. 

W1 Monovalency Subjectless + 

Transitive 

Ynddah tomobil. Drives a car. 

W2 Monovalency Agent + Intransitive Ntta ynddah. He drives. 

W3 Monovalency Subjectless + 

Intransitive 

Fhmgh attas. I understand a 

lot. 

W4 Monovalency Patient + Intransitive Zzaj yarraz. The glass 

broke. 

W4 Monovalency Patient + passivized 

Verb 

Tazat tmtac. The fig was 

eaten. 

B1 Bivalency Agent + action + 

Direct Object 

Ntta ycca ɣrum. He ate bread. 

B2 Bivalency Action + Agent + 

Direct Object 

Ycca ntta aɣrum. He ate bread. 

B3 Bivalency Direct Object + Action 

+ Agent 

Aɣrum yccit ntta. He ate bread. 

B4 
Bivalency Subject + Subject 

Complement 

Nc mɣaɣ. I am grown. 

TV1 Trivalency Action + Agent + 

Direct Object + 

Indirect Object 

Ywca ntta aɣrum i-

ymmas. 

He gave his 

mother bread. 

TV2 Trivalency Agent + Action + 

Direct Object 

Qanayi Yamina. They call me 

Yamina. 
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