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The Tuareg use alphabets with characters called 
tafineq (plural: tifinagh). Used today to engrave  
inscriptions on rock or on certain objects and write 
small messages to relatives, these alphabets –  
almost exclusively consonant – derive from much 
older alphabets called “Libyc” or “Libyco-Berber”.  
Sometimes associated with Punic or Latin inscrip-
tions, there are Libyc epigraphs throughout the  
Maghreb today, from Libya to Morocco and even to 
the Canary Islands. The only Libyc inscription that 
has been dated (139 BCE) with a reasonable degree 
of certainty is bilingual (Libyco-Punic) from Dougga 
in Tunisia. But the “Libyc” alphabets apparently  
already existed, several centuries earlier. Their crea-
tors borrowed a few –at least four – letters from the 
Phoenician/Punic alphabets; and apparently used 
simple geometric procedures for the other letters. 
Some centuries later, probably at the time of the 
Arab invasions, the Libyc alphabets disappeared 
from North Africa, to subsist only in the Sahara 
where they became the Tuareg alphabets. For some 
decades, Berber intellectuals – Tuareg, Kabyles or 
Moroccans – have undertaken to modernize them 
by adding vowels, which leads to forms of writing 
very different from those of the past. 
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