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 ABSTRACT  

  
The present study attempts to give a detailed analysis of the so-called al-'Asmaa' al-
Maw uulah in Modern Standard Arabic from the point of view of N. Chomsky's 
Transformational-Generative Theory. The research shows that forms like al-'allaðii, allatii,  
allaðiina, etc. are not the same kind of constituent in deep structures as they are in surface 
structures. They are, in fact, generated through the application of the article transformation 
and the noun segment deletion transformation. As articles, al-'Asmaa' al-Maw uulah   are  
really a special form of the definite article -al. 
KEY WORDS: 
al-'Asmaa' al-Maw uulah ;  al-Maw uul al- aa  ;  al-Maw uul al-Muštarak ; man and maa; 
al- al-maw uulah   
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 1. Introduction     
   Despite the wealth of literature written on al-'Asmaa' al-Maw uulah2 in discussions of 
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) syntax, it is felt that these forms have traditionally been 
treated at a somewhat superficial level. It might be profitable, therefore, to furnish the reader 
with a description of this class of forms from a modern point of view. To be more specific, 
the discussion will be based on the theory of Transformational Generative Grammar. Before 
embarking on this discussion, however, an outline of the treatment of these forms according 
to Arab grammarians will be provided below. 
 

2. Outline 
 

   Ism al-Maw uul (literally the name of what is joined) in MSA is not a separate part of 
speech;3 it is a member of the Noun Class.4 Our traditional lore about MSA grammar 
recognizes  two  kinds  of'  Ism al-Maw uul,  namely,  the  aa  (specific) and the muštarak 
(common). 
 

2.1 al-Maw uul al- aa  (The Specific Relative Pronoun) 
 

   The specific kind distinguishes the entity envisaged in respect of gender (masculine or 
feminine), number (singular, dual or plural) and, in certain instances, (nominative, 
accusative or genitive). The pronoun is marked with the feature [+nominative] if it refers to 
the subject of the matrix, [+accusative] if it refers to its object and [+genitive] if the 
antecedent5 is genitive.6 The basic forms are allaðii for the masculine and allatii for the 
feminine. Thus, we have:7 
 

               Masculine                                                        Feminine 
allaðii      (sg./nom., acc. and gen.)                    allatii (sg. and pl./three cases) 
allaðaani   (dual/nom)                                       allataani (dual/nom.) 
allaðayni (dual/acc. and gen.)                           allatayni (dual/acc. and gen.) 
allaðiina (pl./nom., acc. and gen.)                     allaa'ii8 (pl./three cases) 
 

Examples: 
1a) jaa'a l-waladu9 allaðii10 naja a fi l-imti aani 
     =The boy who succeeded in the examination came. 
 

1b) qaabaltu l-walada allaðii naja a fi l-imti aani 
     = I met the boy who succeeded in the examination.           
 

1c) marartu bi-l-waladi allaðii naja a fi l-imti aani 
     = I passed by the boy who succeeded in the examination.   

2a) jaa'ati11 l-bintu allatii naja at fi l-imti aani 
      = The girl who succeeded in the examination came. 
 

2b) qaabaltu l-binta allatii naja at fi l-imti aani 
     = I met the girl who succeeded in the examination. 
 

 2c) marartu bi-l-binti allatii naja at fi l-imti aani 
    = I passed by the girl who succeeded in the examination. 
 

3a) al-kutubu allatii istacartuhaa mina l-maktabati mufiidatun 
     = The books that I borrowed from the library are useful. 
 

3b) qara'tu l-kutuba allatii istacartuhaa mina l-maktabati 
     = I read the books that I borrowed from the library. 
 

3c) marartu bi-l- aabaati allatii iltahamatha n-niiraanu 
     = I passed by the forests that were destroyed by fire. 
 
 
 



 

4a)  jaa'a r-rajulaani allaðaani arabtuhumaa =The (two) men whom I hit came.    
 

4b) qaabal-tu r-rajulayni allaðayni arabtuhumaa =I met the (two) men whom I hit. 
 

4c) marar-tu bi-r-rajulayni allaðayni arabtuhumaa  = I passed by the (two) men whom I hit.   

5a) jaa'ati I-bintaani allataani naja ataa =The two girls who succeeded came. 
 

5b) qaabal-tu I-bintayni allatayni naja ataa =I met the two girls who succeeded. 
 

5c) marar-tu bi-l-bintayni allatayni naja ataa =I passed by the two gils who succeeded. 
 

6a) haa'ulaa'i humu r-rijaalu allaðiina ar-u l-mu'tamara 
     =These are the men who attended the conference. 
 

6b) qaabqltu r-rijaala allaðiina ar-u l-mu'tamara  
     =I met the men who attended the conference. 
 

6c) haaðaa huwa manzilu r-rijaali allaðiina ar-u l-mu'tamara                                         
     =This is the house of the men who attended the conference. 
 

7a) jaa'ati l-mucallimaatu allaa'ii kurrimna li-'amaanatihinna   
     =The teahers (pl., fem.) who were rewarded for their honesty came. 
 

7b) qaabaltu l-mucallimaati allaa'ii kurrimna li-'amaanatihinna   
      =I met the teachers (pl., fem.)  who were rewarded for their honesty.       
 

7c) sallamtu cala l-mucallimaati allaa'ii kurrimna li-'amaanatihinna 
     =I saluted the teachers (pl., fem.) who were rewarded for their honesty.   
 

Furthermore, the specific Ism al-Ma uul in its singular form, allaðii, does not distinguish 
between a personal [+human] and a non-personal [-human], apart from the fact that the 
items marked for plurality - allaðiina and allaa'ii -  refer  only  to  persons.  Hence  allaðii 
'ab ar-tu-hu  (*that I have seen him/it =that I have seen), for example, covers the (male) 
person whom I have seen and the (masculine) thing which/that I have seen. The feminine 
singular form allatii refers to items marked with the features [+plurality], [±masculine] and 
[-human], e.g. al-kutubu allatii (the books which/that), al-qi u allatii (the cats which/that). 
The lexical entries for the relative pronouns under discussion may roughly be represented as 
follows: 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

allaðii 
+pronoun 
+masculine 
+singular 
±human  

allatii 
+pronoun 
+feminine 
+singular 
±human 

allatii  
+pronoun 
+feminine  
+plural  
-human  

allaðaani  
+pronoun 
+masculine 
+dual 
+nominative 
±human  

allaðayni 
+pronoun 
+masculine 
+dual 
+accusative 
+genitive 
±human 

 

allataani 
+pronoun 
+feminine 
+dual 
+nominative 
±human 

  

allatayni 
+pronoun 
+feminine 
+dual 
+accusative 
+genitive 
±human 

 

8b)(  9)(  

(10a) (10b) (10c) (10d)  

(8a)  



 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.2  al-Maw uul al-Muštarak (The Common Relative Pronoun) 
 

The term al-maw uul al-muštarak is applied mainly to three words, namely, man (one who, 
whoever), maa (that which, what(ever)) and al- (used in the sense of allaðii-group)12. 
 

2.2.1 man and maa 
   The conjunctive pronouns man and maa are distinguished by the features [+human] and [-
human], respectively.13 These two pronouns would thus look like the following in the 
lexicon: 
 

 b.        
 
 
  
 
 
 

Look at the the following examples: 
 

13a)  'iqbal cuðra man14 ictaðara 'ilayka   Accept the excuse of him who apologizes to you. 
 

13b) 'u ibbu man yacdilu        =I love him who is just. 
 

14a) wa-nazala min 'ahlihaa man nazala 
       =There came down from its inhabitants who came down. 
 

14b) 'igfir lanaa maa fara a minnaa        =Forgive us that which erred in us. 
 

14c) 'ac aanii maa 'ac annii       =He gave me what he gave me. 
 

14d) haaðaa maa nactamidu calayhi        =This is (the thing) which we rely on. 
 

In the examples above, man and maa are  used  in  the  sense  of  allaðii (see 4.2.1 below). 
These two forms differ from allaðii-group, however, in never being used adjectivally, but 
always substantively. Moreover, unlike the allaðii-group, which distinguishes between 
[±masc] and [ ±sg], man and maa are fixed and indeclinable. The following examples 
illustrate this point:  
 

15a) 'u ibbu man yu li u l-ii =I love him (sg. masc.) who is faithful to me. 
 

15b) 'u ibbu man yu li aani l-ii =I love them (dual, masc.) who are faithful to me. 
 

15c) 'u ibbu man yu li uuna l-ii = I love them (pl., masc.) who are faithful to me. 
 

15d) 'u ibbu man tu li u l-ii =I love her (sg., fem.) who is faithful to me. 
 

15e) 'u ibbu man tu li aani l-ii = I love them (dual, fem.) who are faithful to me. 
 

15f) 'u ibbu man yu li na -lii  = I love them (pl., fem.) who are faithful to me. 
 

16a)  icmal maa yufiidu wa anaka = Do (sg., masc.) what does good to your country. 
 

16b) 'icmal maa yufiidu wa anakumaa   = Do (dual, masc. and fem.) what does good to your                  
                                                           country. 
 

allaðiina  
+ pronoun  
+masculine 
+plural 
+human  

        allaa'ii   
      +pronoun        
      +feminine   
      +plural  

+nominative 
      +accusative    
      +genitive    
      +human  

 man   
+pronoun  
±masculine  
±singular 
+human 

maa  
+pronoun 
±masculine 
±singular 
- human  

(11a)  (11b)  

(12a) 
 10b, 

12b)(  



 

16c) 'icmaluu maa yufiidu wa anakum =Do (pl., masc.) what does good to your country. 
 
 

16d) 'icmalii maa yufiidu wa anaki =Do (sg., fem.) what does good to your country. 
 

16e) 'icmalna maa yufiidu wa anakunna  =Do (pl. fem.) what does good to your country. 
 

2.2.2 al- almaw uulah (Conjunctive al-) 
   

The article al-  is  used  as  a  conjunct  noun  in  the  sense  of  allaðii and its variants when 
attached to a present or past participle and a simple epithet.15 Thus, (17a-c) are equivalent to 
(18 a-c), respectively: 
 

17a) al-qaatil =the killer 
17b) al-maqtuul =the one killed 

17c) al- asanu l-wajhi =he who is handsome in the face 
 

18a) allaðii yaqtulu =he who kills 
18b) allaðii yuqtalu =he who is killed 
18c) allaðii asuna wajhuhu =he who is handsome in the face 
 

Besides, it is sometimes, though very rarely, used as a relative pronoun when it is prefixed 
to:16 
 

i. an adverbial noun: 
 

19a) man laayazaalu šaakiran calaa al-macah =he who is grateful for what he has 
 

ii. a nominal proposition: 
 

19b) mina l-qawmi al-rasuulu llaahi =of the people of whom is the Apostle of God  
 

iii. a verbal proposition: 
 

19c) maa 'anta bi-l- akami al-tura aa ukuumatuhu 
       =You are not the judge whose judgement is approved. 
 

In all these examples, al- is used as a relative pronoun in the sense of allaðii. Thus, 
 

al-macah =allaðii macah 
al-rasuulu llaahi =allaðiina rassuulu llaahi 
al-tur aa =allaðii tur aa 
 

3. Syntactic Function of the Relative Pronoun 
 

   The main function of the relative pronoun in MSA is that of connecting two clauses 
together. In transformational terms, this would naturally suggest derivations like, 
schematically: 
 

20a) at-talaamiiðu darasuu bi-jiddin =The students (pl., masc.) studied hard. 
 

20b) at-talaamiiðu naja uu =The students (pl., masc.) succeeded. 
 

20c) at-talaamiiðu allaðiina darasuu bi-jiddin naja uu 
       =The students (pl, masc.) who studied hard succeeded. 
 

21a) a aalibataani faazataa bi-l-jaa'izati =The students (two, fem) won the prize. 
 

21b) a aalibataani masruurataani =The students (two, fem) are pleased. 
 

21c) a aalibataani allataani faazataa bi-l-jaa'izati masruurataani 
       =The students (two, fem) who won the prize are pleased. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

22a) al-fataatu jaa'at =The girl came. 
 

22b) al-fataatu kaanat aa'ibatan =The girl was absent. 
 

22c) al-fataatu allatii jaa'at kaanat aa'ibatan =The girl who came was absent. 
 

In each of the above examples, sentence (a) is embedded in the NP of sentence (b). Thus, the 
embedded sentence modifies the NP in sentence (b). Relativization, therefore, is a 
productive source of modifiers in MSA. 
 

4. Assumptions 
 

4.1 The 'Article' Character of the specific Ism al-Maw uul 
 

   To start, in a TGG, for each sentence - and hence, derivatively for each part of each 
sentence - there exist two distinct syntactic structures as part of its overall grammatical 
description: a deep structure that determines semantic interpretation and a surface structure 
relevant to phonetic interpretation.17 
 

   The two aspects of syntactic form are in general related to each other by a long and highly 
complex set of transformational rules that, furthermore, derive a sequence of intermediate 
forms. More elaborately, deep structure in such a grammar is viewed as a level of linguistic 
analysis where (i) basic grammatical relations between fundamental grammatical categories 
are defined; (ii) selectional restrictions and categories receive lexical representations; and 
(iii) appropriate grammatical transformational rules are provided. The role of the 
transformational component of grammar is that of relating deep structures to surface 
structures. 
 

   We mention all this only because it is fundamental to our basic claim here which is that 
the relative pronouns allaðii, allatii, allaðiina, etc. are not the same kind of constituent in 
deep structures as they are in surface structures. They are in fact surface realizations of what 
in deep structures are types of definite article.18 In recognition of this, we will show below 
how  relative  clauses  are  generated  from  deep  structure.  In  order  for  relativizing  
transformation to apply, there should exist two underlying strings that have one NP - always 
definite, never indefinite - in common (see endnote 24). Thus in 
  

23a) at-tilmiiðu allaðii aadara ma buubun  
       =The student who went away is lovable. 
 

the underlined construction originated as 
   

 23b) at-tilmiiðu aadara  
       =The student went away. 
 
 

and it is embedded in the sentence 
  

 23c) at-tilmiiðu ma buubun 
       =The student is lovable.   

Our claim is that in MSA the specific relative pronoun of every sentence occurs in deep 
structures as the definite article. Then to generate (23a) from the strings (23b) and (23c) the 
repeated article in the repeated NP should contain the feature [+Relative]: 
 
 

23d) *at-tilmiiðu al[+relative] tilmiiðu aadara ma buubun 
       =the student the student went away lovable 
 
 

Now the deep structure of sentence (23a) above looks something like 
 
 
 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                   
   
 
 
 
The article transformation must be applied. It adjoins to the noun a segment labeled [+Art] 
 with all of the features contained in the noun except [+N]. This generates the following 
structure: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The relative clause transformation adds the feature [+Relative] to the second occurrence of 
the segment [+Art] in the repeated NP. The first article segment will be replaced by al- from 
the lexicon; the second, which contains the feature [+Relative], will be subject to the 
application of the relative pronoun suffix transformation. When this transformation is 
applied, it generates the structure below: 
 
 
 
 

tilmiið 
  +Noun  
  +nominative 
  +singular          
  +definite  
  +masculine 
  +human  

tilmiið  
  +Noun  

+nominative 
  +singular 
  +definite 
  +masculine    
  +human    

aadar 
+VB 
+V  

ma buub 
+VB 
-V 
+singular 
+masculine 
+nominative 
±human 
-definite 

S 
VP  NP 

VB19   S NP  

NP VP  N    

VB19   N 

S  

VP  
NP 

VB   S NP 

ma buub 
+VB  
-V 
+masculine 
±human 
-definite  

VP NP N  

aadar 
+VB 
+V  

VB  N 

tilmiið  
   +Noun  
 +nominative 

   +definite     
   +masculine    
   +human  

tilmiið  
  +Noun 

+nominative 
  +definite 
  +masculine    
  +human  

+article  
+nominative 
+definite 
+masculine 
+human 

 

+article 
+nominative  
+definite 
+masculine 
+human 

 

(23e) 
 

(23f) 
 



 

 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
The next step is a new transformation: affix transformation. This transformation  
introduces a segment which will eventually become the relative pronoun suffix laðii. Thus, 
the resulting string would be: 
 

23h) *al-tilmiið allaðii tilmiið aadar ma buub 
        =The student who student went away lovable 
 

which is ill-formed. This string awaits the application of an obligatory relativized noun 
deletion transformation. This has the effect of deleting the noun of the relativized NP, as in 
the structure below: 
 

 23i) X- Art –N – Art – Relative –N –Y   X- Art - N- Art + Relative -Y 
 

resulting in the string: 
 

23j) al-tilmiið allaðii aadar ma buub =the student who went away lovable  
 

Similar to the relative pronoun affix transformation there are: 
i. The noun suffix transformation: This will introduce a segment resulting eventually in the 
noun suffix -u, since tilmiið is marked [+nom]: 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
result:  al-tilmiiðu 
 
ii. the verb suffix transformation: This will introduce the segment which eventually becomes 
-a: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

+affix 
+masculine 
+singular  
±human  

-al 
+article  
+definite 
+masculine 
+singular 
+human 
+relative 

  tilmiið  
Noun+ 

+singular 
+nominative 
+definite 
+masculine 
+human  

   +affix    
   +nominative    

      Relative Pronoun 
 

NP 

N 

 

(23g) 
 

(23k) 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
result: aadara 
 

iii. The verbal suffix transformation: This will introduce the segment which eventually 
becomes -u, since ma buub is in the nominative case: 
 

 
 
   
 
 
 
 
  
result: ma buubu 
 

iv. Since ma buub is marked with the feature [-Definite], the nunnation20 suffix 
transformation must apply to introduce the segment that eventually becomes -n: 
 
                                                               
                                                            
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
result: ma buubun 
 

v. The morphophonemic rules will convert al-tilmiiðu into at-tilmiiðu. Thus, the final 
structure of the sentence is (23a) above. 

aadar 
+VB 
+V 

+affix 
+singular 
+masculine  

ma buub 
+VB 
-V 
+singular 
+masculine 
+nominative 
±human 

    +affix 
+nominative 

ma buubu 
+VB 
-V 
+sg 
+masculine 
+nominative 
±human 
-definite  

+affix 
+nominative 
+nunnation  

  VP 

 VB 

  VP 

  VB 

 VB 

(23l) 
 

(23m) 
 

(23n) 
 

 VP 



 

It is noteworthy that the relativizing transformation discussed above will fail to account for 
the  generation  of  structures  such  as  (24a)  below.  This  follows  from  the  fact  that  the  
relativized  NP  in  the  structure  is  marked  [+proper].  It  follows  then  that  it  does  not  occur  
with the definite article:21 
 

24a) mu ammadun allaðii ðahaba =Mohammad, who went away,….. 
 

The deep structure of (24a) above will be something like: 
 

 
 
 

     
   

                                                          
     
    
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
To account for the generation of (24a), we formulate an ad hoc rule22 that attaches the 
segment [+Art] to the repeated NP. Thus, the underlying representation of (24a) may 
roughly be the string:   

24c) *mu ammad al-mu ammad ðahab =Muhammad the Mu ammad went away. 
 

The relative clause transformation will add the feature [+Reletive] to the article: 
 

24d) *mu ammad al[+relative] mu ammad ðahab 
 

The application of the relative pronoun suffix transformation will result in: 
 

24e) *mu ammad allaðii mu ammad ðahab =Mu ammad who Mu ammad went away 
 
The relativised noun deletion transformation will give the following string: 
 

24f) mu ammad allaðii ðahab 
 

The final string (24a) will result after the application of the noun suffix and verb suffix 
transformations. 
 

Furthermore, the transformation presented above will not account for the generation of 
structures like (25a) below, where the relativized noun is the first member in a construct 
phrase:23 
 
 

25a) saacatu mu ammadini llati štaraahaa 'amsi   
       =Muhammad's watch that he bought yesterday 
 

The deep structure of (25a) may roughly be represented as follows: 
 

mu ammad  
+Noun 
+proper 
+singular 
+nominative 
+masculine 
+human 
-article 
+nunnation  

mu ammad 
+Noun 
+proper  
+singular 
+nominative 
+masculine 
+human 
-article 
+nunnation  

ðahab  
+VB 
+V 

NP 

S 

VP NP  N  

NP 

VB N 

(24b) 
 



 

 
    
 
   
                   
     
    
     
          
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 (For the generation of (25a), see (25e) below.) 
 

Now consider the following: 
 

25c) saacatu laylaa allatii fuqidat = 
    i) Layla's watch which is lost                 ii) a watch for Layla, who is lost      

This string of words has two different interpretations: was it Layla that was lost or was it 
Layla's watch that was lost? The ambiguity here arises form the fact that the clause allatii 
fuqidat has two nouns in front of it - saacatu and laylaa - and there must be a signal to tell 
which noun it goes with. The underlying representations of (25c) are the following: 

 

 
 
 
   
   
                 
               
                                                             
             
 
 
 
 
 
 

saaca 
+Noun 
+definite  
+singular 
+nominative 
+common 
-human  

mu ammad 
+Noun  
+proper 
+genitive 
+singular 
+masculine 
+human 
-article 
+nunnation  

saaca 
+Noun 
+definite 
+singular 
+nominative 
+common 
-human  

mu ammad  
+Noun 
+proper 
+genitive 
+singular 
+masculine 
+human 
-article 
+nunnation  

saaca 
+Noun 
+definite 
+singular 
+nominative 
+common 
-human 

laylaa  
+Noun 
+proper 
+genitive 
+singular 
+feminine 
+human 
-article  
nunnation -  

laylaa  
+Noun 
+proper 
+nominative 
+singular  
+feminine 
+human 
-article 
-nunnation  

fuqidat 
+VB 
+V 

   VP 

S 

   VB 

NP 

NP 

N 

N 

  ištaraahaa 'amsi 
 

 N   

N 

NP 

  NP 

S   NP 

 N 

VP 

VB 

NP N N 

(25b) 
 

(25d) 
 



 

  
   
     
  

 
 
  
 
 
            
               
           
 
 
 
 
 
 (25d) and (25e) would resemble (25f) and (25g), respectively: 
 

25f) saacatun lilaylaa al-binti llatii fuqidat 
       = a watch for Layla, the girl who is lost  
      = a watch for Layla, who is lost     

25g) saacatun lilaylaa fuqidat 
        a watch for Layla is lost =Layla's watch is lost. 
 

Applying an ad hoc rule of the type we suggested above, we may safely say that the 
deep structure of (25d) will roughly be: 
 

25h) *saaca laylaa al-laylaa fuqidat =watch Layla the Layla is lost 
 

Applying the transformation applied to (24a) above and in the same order (*25h) will give 
the final string (25c). 
 

To account for the generation of (25e), the ad hoc rule will attach the segment [+Art] 
to the first noun of the repeated NP which has the features [+Def] and [+common]: 
 

25i) *saaca laylaa  al-saaca laylaa fuqidat =watch Layla the watch Layla is lost  
 

The application of the relative clause transformation will add the feature [+Relative] 
to the article: 
 

25j) *saaca laylaa  al[+relative] saaca layaa fuqidat 
 

The application of the obligatory relativized noun deletion deletes the noun of the 
relativized NP, giving: 
 

25k) saaca laylaa allatii fuqidat =Layla's watch which is lost 
 

The application of the noun suffix and verb suffix transformation will result in the 
final string (25c). 
 
 

saaca 
+N 
+definite 

singular+  
+nominative  
+common 
-human  

laylaa 
+Noun 
+proper 
+genitive 
+singular 
+feminine 
+human 
-article 
-nunnation  

saaca 
+Noun 
+definite 
+singular 
+nominative 
+common 
-human 

laylaa 
+Noun  
+proper 
+genitive 
+singular 
+feminine 
+human 
-article 
-nunnation  

fuqidat 
+VB 
+V 

    NP

VB 
N 

VP 

S 

NP 

  NP 

N 

N N 

(25e) 
 



 

4.2 al-Maw uul al-Muštarak 
 
4.2.1 man and maa 
 

   So far we have shown that the traditional relative pronouns   allaðii,   allatii,   
allaðiina,  etc. have essentially the same type of derivation and status as traditionally 
recognized definite articles. They are in fact special forms of the definite article. Now 
we turn to consider the forms man and maa when they appear in sentences like those 
under (13) through (16) above. It is assumed here that the conjunctive pronoun man 
occurs in deep structure as al-ša  al[+relative] ša  (the person who) or ša   (a 
person who) and that maa occurs in deep structure as al-šay' al[+relative] šay' (the 
thing which), or šay' (a thing which)24. The two pronouns differ from allaðii-set in 
that only one transformational rule is needed to delete al-ša  al[+relative] ša  or  
al-šay' al[+relative] šay' or šay'  and substitute man or maa for them, respectively. 
Observe the following examples: 
 

26a) 'u ibbu man yacdilu  
        =I love him who is just. 
 

26b) 'igfir lanaa maa fara a minnaa       
        =Forgive us that which erred in us. 
 

The underlying structures of (26a) and (27b) are roughly (27a) or (27a') and (27b) or 
(27b'), respectively: 
 

27a) 'u ibbu  al-ša a al[+relative] ša a yacdilu 
27a') 'u ibbu ša an yacdilu 
 

27b) 'igfir lanaa  al-šay'a  al[+relative] šay'a fara a minnaa 
 

27b') 'igfir lanaa šay'an fara a minnaa 
 

4.2.2   al- almaw uula 
 

The so-called   al-almaw uulah occurs in such sentences as (28a-d) below: 
 

28a) al- araaratu   al-šadiidatu          
       =The heat which is severe 
 

28b) ar-rajulu   al-mucallimu  
       =The man who is a teacher 
 

28c) ar-rajulu  al-muzaaricu   
       =The man who is a farmer 
 

28d) al-fataatu   al-muhaððabatu  
       =The girl who is polite 
 

Most Arab grammarians consider this type of al- as the definite article.25 It is assumed here 
that this al- is a relative pronoun - a phonological representation in surface structure of the 
segment [+Article] in deep structure. The underlying representations of (28c) and (28d) 
above are, respectively, the following: 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
       

  
  

 
  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
   

 
   
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The relative clause transformation adds the feature [+Relative] to the second occurrence of 
the segment [+Art] in the repeated NP in each of the above deep structures. Thus (28c) will 
roughly be: 
 

28g) *al-rajul al[+Relative] rajul muzaaric    

 and (28d) will be: 
 

muzaaaric   
+Noun 
+nominative 
+definite 
+masculine 
+human 
+singular  

      rajul 
+Noun  
+nominative 
+definite  
+masculine 
+human 
+singular  

+article 
+nominative 
+definite 
+masculine 
+human 
+singular  

   rajul 
+Noun 
+nominative 
+definite 
+masculine 
+human 
+singular  

+article  
+nominative 
+definite 
+masculine 
+human 
+singular  

muhaððaba 
+VB 
-V  
+nominative 
+definite 

feminine+  
+singular  

fataat 
+Noun 
+nominative 
+definite 
+feminine 
+human 
+singular 

+article 
+nominative 
+definite 
+feminine 
+human 
+singular 

    fataat 
+Noun 
+nominative 
+definite 
+feminine 
+human 
+singular  

+article 
+nominative 
+definite 
+feminine 
+human 
+singular 

NP 

NP 
S 

VP NP 

N  N 

   N  

S 

VP 

VB              N 

 N 

NP 

NP 

    NP 

(28e) 
 

(28f) 
 



 

28h) *alfataat al[+Relative] fataat muhaððab 
 

The relative pronoun suffix transformation does not apply to such strings as (*28g) and 
(*28h) above because it will generate the final ungrammatical strings: 
 

28i) *al-rajulu allaðii muzaaricun 
28j) *al-fataatu  allatii muhaððabatun 
 

The application  to  *(28g)  and  *(28h)  of  the  relativized  noun deletion  will  give  rise  to  the  
following strings: 
 

28k) al-rajul almuzaaric    
28l) al-fataat al-muhaððab   

The application of the noun suffix and adjective suffix transformations will result in the final 
strings (28c) and (28d) above: 
 

al-rajul+u  al-rajulu 
al-muzaaric+u  al-muzaaricu 
al-muzaaricu+ø (where ø is the adjective suffix for adjectives that have the feature [+masc] 

 al-muzaaricu 
al-rajulu  ar-rajulu 
 

Since al- of al-muzaaricu occurs in medial position, the a-gets deleted:  
al-muzaaricu  l-muzaaricu,  
al-fataat + u  al-fataatu 
al-muhaððab + a(t) (where a(t) is the adjective suffix for adjectives which have the feature 
[+feminine])   al-muhaððaba(t)  
almuhaððabat + u    al-muhaððabatu 
almuhaððabatu  l-muhaððabatu 
 

It can be seen that the relative pronoun suffix transformation is subject to certain 
restrictions. One such restriction can be stated as follows: The relative pronoun suffix 
transformation does not apply to nominal and adjectival predicates. To be more precise, it is 
applicable only to predicates that are verb phrases. The following rule may account for this: 
 
29)  relative pronoun  art + suf. /----------------VP /N' 
 

The rule indicates that the relative pronoun is to be rewritten as an article + suffix when 
followed by a verb phrase and when, at the same time, it occurs with the second occurrence 
of a noun N' in a repeated NP. 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

   To conclude this obviously brief discussion, it may be said that an attempt has been made 
in this paper to transformationally describe a class of forms often called al-'Asmaa' al-
Maw uulah   in MSA syntax. We have shown in particular that these forms are not the same 
kind of constituent in deep structures as they are in surface structures. In deep structures, al-
'Asmaa' al-Maw uulah  are article segments. Surface structures containing forms like 
allaðii, allatii,   allaðiina, etc. are generated through the application of the article 
transformation  and  the  noun  segment  deletion  transformation.  As  articles,  al-'Asmaa' al-
Maw uulah   are really a special form of the definite article. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Endnotes 

1. Referred  to  in  English  as  the  nomen cojunctivum; alternative terms: relative pronouns, 
conjunctive  pronouns. See Wright, 19 55, Vol. I: 105, Vol. II: 270. 
 

2. See endnote (9). 
 

3. Arab  grammarians  prescribe  three  parts  of  speech,  to  use  traditional  terminology:  the  
Noun, the   Verb and the Particle. 
 

4. The syntactic function 'Ism al-Maw uul   in the clause it introduces, however, 
corresponds to that   of the relative pronoun, the relative adverb and the interrogative 
pronoun in English.  
 

5. In sentences like jaa'a allaðii naja a fi l-imti aani (*Came who succeeded in the 
examination = The person who succeeded in the examination came) and jaa'a allaðii 
zaarathu l-bintu *(Came who visited him the girl=The person whom the girl visited came), 
the antecedent is realized as zero. It is assumed here that these sentences have the following 
underlying forms: 
jaa'a al-waladu allaðii naja a fii al-imti aani 
jaa'a al-waladu allaðii zaarat-hu al-bintu 
These are forms which we have not dealt with. See Wright, 1955, Vol. I: 273. 
 

6. In  this  respect,  MSA  is  different  form  English.  In  the  following  English  sentences,  for  
example,    we  use whom, instead of who despite the fact that it refers to the subject of the 
main clause: 
i. The two men whom I met are teachers. 
ii.The girl whom I kissed is my sister. 
 

In MSA we have the opposite. The MSA counterparts of these two sentences would be (iii) 
and (iv), respectively: 
iii. ar-rajulaani allaðaani qaabaltuhumaa mucallimaani 
iv. al-fataatu allatii qabaltuhaa (hiya) šaqiiqatii 
In (iii), allaðaani refers to ar-rajulaani, which is the subject (mubtada') of the main clause 
and it agrees with it in case as well as in gender and number. The suffix -aani is the dual 
masculine ending of the noun in the nominative case; -ayni is the dual masculine suffix of 
the noun in the accusative or genitive case. 
 

7. We are dealing in this paper with those pronouns which appear in modern literary work 
only. See Ibn Aqeel, 1974, Vol. I, Part I: 137-76; cf. Hashimy, 1354 Hij 99-109; Wright, 
1955, Vol. I: 270-74, Vol. II: 317-24. 
 

8. The feminine plural relative has three different forms: allaa'ii, allawaatii, allaatii. For the 
present work, we use allaa'ii to  represent  (11b)  above,  sine,  we  think,  it  is  the  form most  
commonly used nowadays. 
 

 9. The article al- has two forms in the surface structure: al- used initially and after a pause: 
al-waladu jaa'a (The boy came); l- occurring medially: kitaabu l-waladi (The boy's book). 
However, the l- gets completely assimilated to a following sun letter,  to  use  traditional  
terminology. Sun letters include: 
 

 
 
 
 
For example: al- aalib  aalib (the student), al-šams  aš-šams (the sun) 
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The rest of the consonants are what Arab grammarians would call moon letters. They 
include the following: 
 
 
 
 
 

For example: al-ciraaq (Iraq); al-walad (the boy) 
 

10. For  clarity  of  analysis,  the  full  forms  allaðii, allatii, allaðiina, etc. will be employed 
wherever they occur in the sentence. 
 

11. The i in jaaiat-i is an epenthetic (prothetic) vowel which is inserted after the first 
consonant in a three-consanant cluster. This insertion is obligatory since a three-segment 
(medial) cluster does not exist in MSA. 
 
12. See Galaayinee, Part I, 1973: 132; Sayyid, Part I: 1975: 144; cf. Hashimy, 1354 Hij: 101. 
 

13. Cf. Sayyid, 1975: 144-5. 
 

14. Cf. mani ctaðara 'ilayka. See endnote (11) above. 
 

15. Cf. Akhfash (cited in Khudharee), 1940: Part I: 74; see Saqee, 1970: 72. 
 

16. Arab grammarians argue that the use of al- as a relative pronoun in examples like those 
cited  above is very rare and is noted only in poetry. See Ibn Aqeel 1974, Vol. I, Part I: 156 
and 1972 Vol. II, Part II: 110-11. cf. p. 106. On classification of al-, see Suyootee, 1360, 
Part II: 43-6; Zejjajee, 1969: 30-50; Galaayinee, 1973, Part I: 150-7, Aed, 1974: 186-94. 
 

17. See Chomsky, 1968: 38. 
 

18. cf. Suyootee (n.d.) I:82. 
 

19. In this analysis, forms like aadar and ma buub are represented as verbals (VB) in the 
deep structure with the features [+V] and [-V], respectively (cf. Jacobs and Rosenbaum, 
1968: 100, 108). 
 

20. Nunnation is the process of suffixing final -n to declinable (i.e. mucrab) nouns that are 
established  in,  or  possessed  of,  the  nominal  character  to  the  fullest  extent  (i.e.  mun arif): 
rajulun, rajulan, rajulin (a man - nominative, accusative, genitive, respectively. Nouns that 
are declined with nunnation have three terminations to indicate the three cases, namely, -u 
nom, -a (acc.) and  i- (gen.).  Such  nouns  are  referred  to  as  triptotes  (examples  above).  
Unlike triptotes, diptotes, which are declined without   nunnation, have only two 
terminations, namely, -u (nom.)  and   -a (acc. and gen.): raa'u and raa'a (a desert). 
Moreover, nunnation and al- are mutually exclusive in MSA. Thus, we have al-kitaabu (the 
book), kitaabu-n (a book), but not *al-kitaabu-n (*the/a book). On nunnation, see Ibn Aqeel, 
1974, Vol. I, Part I: 17-21; Samarra'ee, 1961: 114-25; Ibn Hisham, 1966: Part I: 13-16. 
 

21. Proper nouns in MSA are definite even though in general they occur without an explicit 
article.There are exceptions, of course, including: 
al- aari     (Al-Haarith)                         al-saciid      (Al-Sa'eed)  
al-cabbaas   (Al-'Abbaas)                       al-fa l         (Al-Fadhl)         

These are transformed from their original application to that of proper nouns. See Ibn Aqeel, 
1974, Vol. I, Part I: 183-6. 
 

22. The ad hoc rule will add the segment [+Art] to proper nouns which contain the feature 
[-Art] and  to common nouns which have the feature [+Def]. 
 

23. Arab grammarians consider a noun definite if it is the first member in a construct phrase: 
kitaabu laylaa (Layla's book); baytu l-mucallimi (the teacher's house). 
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24. In MSA, relative sentences used as noun modifier are annexed only to an immediately 
preceding noun that is [+Definite], never [–Definite]. Consider the following: 
ar-rajulu allaðii jaa'a =the man who came 
ar-rajulu allaðii zaarathu I-bintu =the man whom the girl visited 
al-maliku allaðii yacdilu =the king who is just 
Cf. *rajulun allaðii jaa'a =a man who came 
*rajulun allaðii zaarathu I-bintu =a man whom the girl visited 
*malikun allaðii yacdilu =a king who is just 
rajulun jaa'a =A man came. 
rajulun zaarathu I-bintu =a man whom the girl visited 
malikun yacdilu =a king who is just 
25. See Ibn Hisham, 1968: 192-3.  
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