
ABSTRACT 

ARABIC ADJECTIVES AND DP STRUCTURES 

The Arabic determiner phrase (DP) has frequently been the target of 

investigation for many linguists (Al Qahtani 2016; Beina 2013; Fehri 1999; 

Kremers 2003). While these authors often discuss the functional structures of the 

Arabic DP and its modifiers, Kremers (2003) proposed that pre-nominal adjectives 

are heads of noun phrases (NP), and that post-nominal adjectives appear as 

adjuncts inside of NPs. In this paper, I argue that Kremers’ (2003) argument is 

implausible, as he proposed an exocentric construction (Al Mahmoud 2014), 

which violates a central constraint of X-bar syntax (Jackendoff 1977). Moreover, 

Kremers (2003) treats post-nominal adjectives as adjuncts to the NP, even though 

they fully agree with the nouns. Using a Minimalist framework (Chomsky 1995, 

1998, 1999), I focus on the basic structure of the Arabic DP and the interaction 

with pre- and post-nominal adjectives. To account for the structure of DP in 

Arabic, I build on Abney’s (1987) proposal of an AP-over-NP structure. I propose 

that there is both a DP-over-AP and an AP-over-DP structure. I account for the 

syntactic structure of predicate adjectives by showing that Arabic has two different 

structures: one with and one without a copula. Attributive adjectives exhibit 

concord in a definite marking with the nouns they modify in a DP-over-AP 

configuration. Lastly, I argue that pre-nominal adjectives are heads that take DP as 

complements. Lastly, I show that pre-nominal adjectives are assigned Case from 

the main clause, and the complement noun is assigned genitive case by D. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this work is to provide an analysis as to how Arabic pre- and 

post-nominal adjectives interact with determiner phrases (DPs) within a 

Minimalist framework (Chomsky 1995, 1998, 1999). Specifically, the data show 

that adjectives in Arabic regularly appear after the nouns they modify. The 

following order is often found in Arabic: D + N + A. The determiner as well as the 

noun both precede the adjective. In these constructions, the post-nominal 

adjectives agree with the nouns they modify in case, number, gender and 

definiteness. However, in some constructions, adjectives can precede the nouns 

they modify. In these constructions, the nouns are marked as genitive (GEN), and 

the constituent order is A + D + N. These pre-nominal adjectives do not agree with 

the nouns they modify in case, number, gender or definiteness.  

In this examination of the Arabic DP, I will discuss the approach taken by 

Kremers (2003). I argue against his analysis, specifically his proposal of an 

exocentric construction (Al Mahmoud 2014), in which the head is not maximal 

and does not project a phrase level. This violates basic X-bar constraints 

(Jackendoff 1977). Additionally, Kremers (2003) treated the post-nominal 

adjective as an adjunct to the NP. However, these post-nominal adjectives fully 

agree with the nouns they modify, which is not a behavioral trait of an adjunct. 

In this study, I provide an analysis for three types of adjective constructions 

in Arabic: 1) predicate (post-nominal), alrajulu saʕidun “the man is happy,” 2) 

attributive (post-nominal), alrajulu alsaʕidu “the man the happy,” and 3) pre-

nominal, saʕidun alrajulu “happy the man.” I argue that predicate adjectives in 

Arabic have two different structures: verbal (without copula) and non-verbal (with 

copula). The verbal sentence, in the past and future tense, is licensed by the 
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functional category TP with a copula. The non-verbal sentence, in the present 

tense, is analyzed as a small clause (SC) since the copula is absent in this 

construction. Also, the attributive adjective shows concord with the noun it is 

modifying, and it has a uDEF feature, which is valued by D.  

Lastly, building on Abney’s (1987) proposal of an AP-over-NP structure, I 

argue that this can be extended in Arabic to be an AP-over-DP structure. I argue 

that the pre-nominal adjective is a head that takes a genitive noun as a 

complement. The prenominal adjective is assigned its case from the main clause, 

and the complement noun is assigned a GEN case by D. 

This paper is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, I provide a brief summary 

of the historical background of the Arabic DP and present some information about 

the pre-nominal and post-nominal adjectives. Chapter 3 is divided into two 

sections. In the first section, I discuss Kremers’ (2003) analysis, focusing on his 

proposed syntactic structures for post-nominal and pre-nominal Arabic adjectives. 

In the second section, I highlight problems with Kremers’ analysis, more 

specifically, with his proposed exocentric construction (Al Mahmoud 2014), and 

provide evidence to show that his argument is implausible. Additionally, he treats 

the post-nominal adjective as an adjunct to the NP, even though they fully agree 

with the nouns they modify. Chapter 4 is also divided into two sections. In the first 

section, I discuss predicate adjectives in Arabic and provide data that show the 

predicate adjective does not assign its case by default as proposed by Mohammad 

(1990) and Fehri (1993). In the second section, I provide my analysis of the data 

and demonstrate that the predicate adjective has two different structures. Chapter 5 

also has two sections. In the first section, I document the attributive adjective 

construction and show how it fully agrees with the noun it modifies in all phi-

features, uCASE, and definiteness. In the second section, I examine the data and 
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produce the structure of the Arabic attributive adjectives. Chapter 6 is divided into 

three sections. In the first section, I discuss the genitive construction in Arabic and 

how adjectives are incorporated in these constructions. In the second section, I 

discuss the pre-nominal adjective in Arabic and its construction. From the data I 

provide, I analyze in the third section. Finally, in Chapter 7 I provide a brief 

conclusion that summarizes the three types of Arabic adjectives: predicate (post-

nominal), attributive (post-nominal), and pre-nominal. In this chapter, I also 

include a discussion regarding the findings of the analysis of the Arabic adjectival 

system.  

 



CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

There have been numerous investigations of the Arabic DP structure by 

many linguists. Some authors have focused mainly on the fundamental and 

functional structures of the Arabic DP and modifiers (in particular Mohammad 

1988; Mead 1993; Fehri 1999; Kremers 2003; Beina 2013; Al Qahtani 2016). 

Fehri (1999) argued that many modifiers of NPs in Arabic may be either pre-

nominal or post-nominal. Chomsky (1995) asserted that Arabic pre-nominal 

modifiers are often in disagreement with the modified nouns in gender, number, 

definiteness, and case. In contrast, post-nominal modifiers agree with the nouns 

being modified in gender, number, definiteness, and case (Al Mahmoud 2014). 

Kremers (2003) examined this issue and showed that the structures of the pre-

nominal modifiers are distinct from the post-nominal modifiers. This means that 

the DP acts as a complement to the pre-nominal modifiers, whereas post-nominal 

modifiers act as adjuncts to NPs. Kremers (2003) described the two structures 

explained above for pre-nominal and post-nominal modifiers. Stepanov (2001) 

argued that a single syntactic representation can be used for both post-nominal and 

pre-nominal adjectives.  

2.1 Predicate Adjective 

The predicate adjective follows the noun and agrees with the noun in all 

phi-features, as shown in the following example.  
 
1) a. alrajulu saʕidun 

al- rajul  -u  saʕid  -u -n 
DEF- man-NOM.SG-M happy-NOM-INDEF.SG-M 
“The man is happy.” 
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Various proposals regarding predicate adjective structures in the Arabic 

language have been made. Bakir (1980), Fehri (1993) and Bahloul (1994) argued 

that “there is a copula in non-verbal sentences but it is not overt” (as cited in Al-

Horais 2006:103). Bakri (1980) and Fehri (1993) also argued that non-verbal 

sentences have null copulas in their structure. In opposition to these arguments, 

Benmamoun (2000) argued that a deleted copula is not feasible since, when a 

copula is overt in Arabic, the accusative case is assigned to the predicate.  

Mohammad (1990) and Fehri (1993) proposed a default nominative case 

for predicate adjectives in non-verbal constructions, “arguing that T cannot act as 

a case assigner since it lacks lexical support,” and this default case would not be 

the result of a Probe-Goal Agreement relationship (Alazzawie 2016:154). Similar 

to English of, this proposed default case results from the lack of markers to 

indicate possession, rather than from the relation of probe-goal agreement 

(Alazzawie 2016). Soltan (2007), who adopted a minimalist approach in 

implementing a small clause analysis, proposed that the default nominative case is 

employed in sentences with verbal and non-verbal copulas.   

2.2 Attributive Adjective 

The attributive adjective in Arabic always follows the noun and agrees with 

the head noun in all phi-features, uCASE feature and definiteness, as shown in (2). 
 

2) a. alrajulu alsaʕidu 
al-rajul  -u   al-saʕid-u 
DEF-man-NOM-SG.M  DEF-happy-NOM-SG.M 
“the happy man” 
 

 b. fataatun saʕidatun 
fata-at-u -n  saʕid-at-u-n 
girl-F-NOM.SG-INDEF  happy-F-NOM.SG-INDEF 
“a happy girl” 
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According to Corbett (2006) in Hebrew, the repetition of a definite article 

on the noun phrase cannot be agreement, but is the effect of some “mechanism for 

marking definiteness multiply on the noun phrase” (p.136). Beina (2013) stated 

that:  

 
[o]ne thing that differentiates concord in Arabic from subject verb 
agreement is that in a DP both the noun and the adjective modifying 
it show the definiteness marker, something which leads Fehri (1999) 
to argue that since adjectives inside DP host the definite article they 
must be directly associated with their own DP. (p. 38) 

 

Fehri’s (1999) proposal is illustrated in example (3). 

3)                    DP 

3   

D’ 3                   

D                      NP    

3    
                                        N’ 

3 
DP                       N 3          

D’            

 3 
D                      AP 

 
(Beina 2013:38) 
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Al Mahmoud (2014) follows Cinque (2005), who proposed that a NP needs 

to merge with Agr, and Koizimi (1995), who claimed that the Agr head has a 

maximal projection of AgrP. Al Mahmoud (2014) stated that: 

 
[T]he strong nominal features of the [Spec, AgrP] head (Agr) checked 
and licensed within the determiner phrase (DP) triggers leftward noun 
phrase (NP) movement, thus forming postnominal adjectives” (Al 
Mahmoud, 2014, p.1). 

 

Following this line of research, Al Mahmoud (2014) has proposed the 

following structure for postnominal adjectives, as shown in example (4).  

4)                    DP 

3 

D’ 

3 
D                     DegP 

 [+DEF]      3 
Deg’  

3 
AgrP 

3 
Agr’ 3 

NP 

3 
AP                     NP 

 
 
 

(Al Mahmoud 2014:5) 
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2.3 Pre-nominal Adjective 

Prenominal adjectives in Arabic do not agree with the noun, as Shlonsky 

(2004) stated: 

 
[P]re-nominal modifiers are never in a Spec-head relationship with an 
Agr-bearing head, neither directly, nor indirectly. This is the reason 
for which obligatory agreement is not required. Note that agreement 
is not precluded in such a configuration, it is simply not obligatory 
(see Guasti and Rizzi 2002)” (p. 33). 

 

According to Mead, “in construct state (Genitive construction) structures in 

Standard Arabic, the head noun carries the case assigned to the whole projection 

and assigns genitive Case to the NP following” (Mead 1993:33). Therefore, Mead 

proposed that the Arabic genitive structure consists solely of a DP. Within this DP, 

the head noun is projected from the NP, the complement of D, and raises up to D. 

From there, it assigns genitive case to the governed DP projected from the NP. 

The structure is given below, following Fehri (1989) and Mohammad (1988).  

5)                    DP 

3 

SPEC                     D’ 

3 
D                       NP 

 ʕamm-a     3	

 uncle-ACC       SPEC                    N’ 

 al-Ɂawlaad-i  3  

the-children-GEN                              N 

(t) 

  

 
(Mead 1993:33) 
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6) raɁaytu ʕamma alɁawlaadi 

raɁayt-u ʕamm-a al-Ɂawlaad-i 
I-saw-NOM  uncle-ACC DEF-children-GEN 
“I saw the children’s uncle” 

(Mead 1993:33) 

The structure in example (5) shows the genitive DP; within this structure, 

the head noun ʕamm-a “uncle” is generated as the head of NP, which is the 

complement of D. The head noun then raises to D leaving behind a trace, and 

assigns GEN case to the DP al-Ɂawlaad-i “the children” in [SPEC, NP].  

 

 



CHAPTER 3: KREMERS’ 2003 ANALYSIS 

3.1 Kremers’ 2003 Analysis 

Kremers (2003) proposed two different syntactic structures for pre- and 

post-nominal adjectives. The first is that pre-nominal adjectives are heads of APs 

and take DPs as complements. He also proposed that there is a hybrid category 

with two heads [D/POSS]. The head D has a [+DEF] feature, and the head POSS 

has a valued [+POSS] feature and an unvalued phi-feature. The two heads should 

be in a reverse relationship; if the head [+POSS] is valued, then the DEF feature is 

unvalued. In genitive constructions, the head [+POSS] is always valued and has 

unvalued phi-features, in addition to the DEF feature being unvalued since the pre-

nominal adjective is not marked with a definite or indefinite determiner. Kremers 

(2003) stated: 

 
The head Poss has the value [+POSS] in addition to a set of 
unvalued γ-features. Because the γ-features are unvalued, Poss  
is active and tries to value these features. It probes its c-command  
domain for an active match; it finds a match in the complement  
DP which is active because it has an unvalued CASE feature. A  
match is established and the unvalued features of both sides are  
valued. (p. 37) 

 

The pre-nominal adjectives do not agree with the nouns they modify, 

whereas post-nominal adjectives fully agree with the nouns they modify in all phi-

features. The tree structure for pre-nominal adjectives according to Kremers’ 

analysis (2003) is shown in (7).  
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7)                  D/POSS 

3 

[+DEF]                    A 

 [+POSS,uØ] 3 	

wāfir-a                      D 

abundant-ACC    3 

al-              iħtirām-i 
the           respect-GEN 

(Kremers 2003:61) 
8) wāfira aliħtirāmi 

wāfir-a al-iħtirām-i 
much-ACC DEF-respect-GEN 
“much respect” 
 

In the example (7), Kremers (2003) claimed that the head of the phrase is 

an adjective. The Adjective projects, and takes a projection of D as its 

complement. Therefore, the pre-nominal adjective acts as the head of the adjective 

phrase, and it takes a DP, which includes a genitive noun and a determiner, as its 

complement.  

The second is that post-nominal adjectives appear as adjuncts inside of 

determiner phrases and adjoin to the right of a number (NUM) head. Kremers 

(2003) proposed the syntactic tree for post-nominal adjectives in (9). 

Unlike the structure shown for pre-nominal adjectives in the example (7), in 

the example (9), Kremers (2003) showed that the noun is now a projection of the 

NUM phrase within the DP, and the adjective phrase is an adjunct of NUM.  
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9)                     D 

3 
D                     NUM     

    al-           3      
      the          NUM                  AP         3 #         

NUM                 N     al-Ɂabyad      

[SG]               bayt    the-white 

 house 
 (Kremers 2003:61) 

 
10)  albaytu alɁabyadu 

al-bayt-u  al-Ɂabyad-u 
DEF-white-NOM DEF-house-NOM 
“the white house” 
 

3.2 Problem in Kremers’ 2003 Analysis 

Kremers (2003) proposed two different structures to explain the pre- and 

post- nominal adjectives. Example 7 shows a hybrid category [D/POSS] with two 

heads. He proposed an exocentric construction which projects a head that is not 

maximal, it does not project its lexical category up to the phrase level (Al 

Mahmoud, 2014). This violates a central constraint of X-bar theory (Jackendoff 

1977), which demands “all phrases be headed by one head” (Haegeman 1994:105, 

as cited in Al Mahmoud 2014). Following Al Mahmoud (2014), the analysis for 

the pre-nominal adjective is improbable since it is not clear what causes this 

relation between the two features D/POSS. 

Moreover, in example (9), Kremers (2003) treated the post-nominal 

adjectives as adjuncts inside of NPs and adjoin to the right of the numeral (NUM) 

head. These post-nominal adjectives fully agree with the nouns they modify and 
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thereby do no behave like adjuncts. The noun and adjective have the same 

features, thus signaling agreement, and this agreement requires the AP and N to be 

c-commanded by NUM. This is not the case in the structure proposed by Kremers 

(2003). 

 



CHAPTER 4: PREDICATE ADJECTIVES CONSTRUCTION 

4.1. Predicate Adjectives 

Predicate adjectives in Arabic occur in both verbal copula clauses and non-

verbal copula clauses. The predicate adjective agrees with the noun in terms of its 

phi-features but not in terms of definiteness. The full agreement in phi-features is 

“the result of a direct feature-valuing relation between the predicate AP and the 

subject” (Al-Horais 2006:107). While the subject is always definite, the predicate 

adjective can be either definite or indefinite, as shown in (11).  
 

11) a. alrajulu saʕidun 
al- rajul  -u  saʕid  -u -n 
DEF- man-NOM.SG-M happy-NOM-INDEF.SG-M 
“The man is happy.” 
 

    b. alfataatu saʕidatun 
al- fata-at-u  saʕid-at-u  -n 
DEF- girl-F-NOM.SG happy-F-NOM.SG-INDEF 
“The girl is happy.” 

 

If the predicate adjective is definite, then a 3rd person pronoun is required to 

be inserted between the subject and predicate DPs to allow the adjective qualifying 

the noun to be interpreted predicatively, as shown in (12a). Without the 3rd person 

pronoun, the sentence will be interpreted attributively, as shown in (12b).  
 
12) a. alrajulu huwwa (al)saʕidu 

al- rajul -u  huwwa al-   saʕid  -u 
DEF- man -NOM.SG-M he-3SG.M DEF-happy-NOM.SG-M 
“The man is happy.” 
 

    b. alrajulu (al)saʕidu 
al- rajul -u  al-   saʕid  -u 
DEF- man -NOM.SG-M DEF-happy-NOM.SG-M  
“The happy man.”  
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The 3rd person pronoun occurs only when the sentences are in present tense 

and does not occur in the past or future tense. The pronoun agrees with the noun in 

gender, number and person, as shown in example (13). 
 

13) a. alfataatu hiya (al)saʕidatu 
al- fata-at-u  hiya  al-saʕid-at-u 
DEF- girl-F-NOM.SG she-3SG.F DEF-happy-F-NOM.SG 
“The girl is happy.” 
 

    b. alawladu huma (al)suʕadau 
al-awlad-u   hum   al-suʕada-u 
DEF-boys-NOM.PL-M they-3PL.M DEF-happy-NOM.PL-M 
“The boys are happy.” 

 

Furthermore, if the 3rd person pronoun is inserted between the noun and the 

predicate adjective, then noun and predicate adjective can be switched, as in (14a 

& b).  
 

14)  a. Salma hiya alðakiyyatu 
Salma hiya   al-ðakiyyat-u 
Salma she-3SG.M DEF-smart-NOM 
“Salma, she is the smart one.” 

(Alazzawie 2016:159) 
 
     b. alðakiyyatu hiya Salma 

al-ðakiyyat-u  hiya   Salma 
DEF-smart-NOM she-3SG.M Salma 
“The smart one, she is Salma.” 

(Alazzawie 2016:159) 
 

Unlike most languages, Arabic predicate adjectives cannot stand alone; 

they must always be marked with a definite or indefinite determiner. Since there is 

always a determiner, the “adjectival” DP, behaves as a nominal. Consider the 

examples in (14), in which the pronoun hiya is the subject of the sentence and is 

followed by the predicate DP: alðakiyyatu “the smart” in (14a) and Salma in 
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(14b). Additionally, what seems like the subject DP is focalized in an A-bar 

position: Salma in (14a) and alðakiyyatu “The smart one” in (14b).  

In the present tense, there is no verbal copula and the predicate adjective 

can take either nominative (NOM), accusative (ACC) or genitive (GEN) case, as 

shown in (15).  
 

15) a. alrajulu saʕidun 
al- rajul  -u  saʕid  -u -n 
DEF- man-NOM.SG-M happy-NOM-INDEF.SG-M 
“The man is happy.” 

 
b. aʕtagedatu alrajula naɁeman  

aʕtagedat-u     al-rajul-a   naɁem-a-n  
I-thought-NOM  DEF-man-ACC  asleep-ACC-INDEF 
“I thought the man is asleep.” 
 

c. huwwa fi aldaari  
huwwa fi  al-daar-i  
he-3SG.M in  DEF-house-GEN 
“He is in the house.”  
 

As stated above, the predicate adjectives in the present tense can be marked 

as indefinite or definite. In contrast, in the past and future tenses, the predicate 

adjective is always indefinite. Additionally, in the past and future tenses, the 

subject is always NOM, and the predicate adjective is always ACC, as shown in 

(16).  
 

16) a. kaana alrajulu saʕidan 
kaana   al-   rajul  -u   saʕid  -a -n 
was-SG.M  DEF-man-NOM.SG-M  happy-ACC-INDEF-SG.M 
“The man was happy.”  
 

b. satakuna alfataatu saʕidatan 
saatakuna  al-  fata-at-u  saʕid-at-a-n 
will-F.SG DEF-girl-F-NOM.SG happy-F-ACC-INDEF-SG 
“The girl will be happy” 



 17 17 

The 3rd person pronoun cannot be used in the past or future tense 

constructions because this would mean that there are two subjects, which is not 

allowed, as in (17).  
 

17)  *kan alrajulu hua (al)saʕidan 
kan   al-rajul  -u  hua  al-saʕid  -a 
was-SG.M  DEF-man-NOM.SG-M he-3SG.M DEF-happy-ACC-SG.M 
“The man was happy.”  

 

The verbal copula in past and future sentence constructions is used to 

indicate the tense of the sentence since nouns and adjectives are not licensed for 

tense. This is similar to constructions seen in Japanese.
1
 If the copula is missing in 

past tense constructions, then it is impossible to distinguish the tense of the 

sentence. 

In Arabic, the predicate adjective is not required to be adjacent to the 

subject nominal. Both degree modifiers and the adverbs can intervene between the 

subject and the predicate adjective,
2
 as in (18). 

 
18) a. alrajulu jidden saʕidun 

al- rajul  -u  jidden saʕid  -u -n 
DEF-man-NOM.SG-M  very happy-NOM-INDEF-SG.M 
“The man is very happy.” 
 

                                            
1 In Japanese, the copula does not show in predicative adjectives, but the tense suffix should be 

attached to the adjective to indicate the tense of the sentence, as the following examples.  

a. yama -ga taka-i 
mountain-NOM high-PRES 
“The mountain is high.”  

 
b. yama-ga  taka-katta 

mountain-NOM high-PAST 
“The mountain was high.” (Nishiyama, 1999:183) 
 

2
 Also, the degree position can be taken by different elements such as as akther “more,” agal 

“less” or haða-M, haðehi-F “this.” 
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b. alfataatu fialwageʕ jidden saʕidatun 

al-    fata-at-u  fialwageʕ  jidden saʕid-at-u        -n 
DEF-girl-F-NOM.SG actually very happy-F-NOM-INDEF-SG.M 
“The girl is very happy.” 
 

A point worth stressing is that the adjectives can be coordinated post-

nominally, as shown in the examples (19a & b). 
 

19) a. alrajulu ðaakiun mohathabun 
al-rajul  -u   ðaaki  -u   -n         wa  mohaðab    -u       -n 
DEF-man-NOM-SG.M smart-NOM-INDEF-SG.M and polite- NOM- INDEF-SG.M 
“The man is smart and polite.” 
 

    b. alfataatu ðakiatun wa mohaðabatun 
al-   fata-at-u  thaki-at  -u    -n           wa  mohaðab-at-  u-   n 
DEF-girl-F-NOM.SG smart-F-NOM-INDEF.SG and polite-F-NOM-INDEF.SG 
“The girl is smart and polite.” 

4.2 Analysis of Predicate Adjectives 

In this section, I present two distinct syntactic analyses of predicate 

adjectives in Arabic. This accounts for both verbal and non-verbal copula 

sentences. As previously discussed, the present tense does not have an overt 

copular verb, and in past and future constructions, the copula is necessary.  

Additionally, in present tense non-verbal sentences, the subject and 

predicate adjectives agree in case, as in (20a). However, since the copula is overt 

in past and future tenses, nominative case is assigned to the subject, and the 

accusative case is assigned to the predicate, as in (20b). 
 

20) a. alrajulu saʕidun 
al- rajul  -u  saʕid  -u -n 
DEF - man NOM-SG.M happy-NOM- INDEF-SG.M 
“The man is happy.” 
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b. kaana alrajulu saʕidan 

kaana   al-rajul  -u   saʕid  -a -n 
was-SG.M DEF-man-NOM-SG.M  happy-ACC- INDEF-SG.M 
“The man was happy.”  

 

Furthermore, in present tense non-verbal sentences, the subject and 

predicate adjectives both appear in accusative case if they are in a subordinate 

clause, as seen in example (21). 
 

21) a. aʕtagedatu alrajula naɁeman  
aʕtagedat-u     al-rajul-a   naɁem-a-n  
I-thought-NOM  DEF-man-ACC  asleep-ACC-INDEF  
“I thought the man is asleep.” 
 

Moreover, the predicate can be a prepositional phrase which takes a GEN 

case, as shown in example (22). 
 

22) huwwa fi aldaari  
huwwa fi  al-daar-i  
he-3SG.M in  DEF-house-GEN 
“He is in the house.”    

(Al-Horais 2006) 
  

As shown above in examples (20a), (21) and (22), the predicative element 

can take either NOM, ACC or GEN case, depending upon its role in the sentence. 

The variation in the case form of the predicate suggests that case is never assigned 

by default, as proposed by Mohammad (1990), Fehri (1993) and Soltan (2007). 

They proposed a default nominative case, “arguing that T cannot act as a case 

assigner since it lacks lexical support,” and this default case would not be the 

result of a Probe-Goal Agree relation (Alazzawie 2016:154).     

A point worth stressing is that, in the predicate adjective structure, the 

adjective phrase (AP) can only be inside the DP, taking the structure [DP D[AP]], 
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and that there is no NP inside DP with a null head, as in [DP D[NP[[AP][…]]]. 

There are no data that I am aware of that suggest the latter.   

4.2.1 Verbal Copula Clauses 

As in Russian (Geist, 2010) and Hebrew (Rapoport 1987),
3
 the verbal 

copula occurs in the past and future tenses in Arabic, and it takes the forms kaana 

“was” and saykuunu “will be,” respectively. In verbal copula sentence 

constructions, the subject is always assigned NOM case and the predicate 

adjective is assigned ACC case. 

To account for these data, I propose that the verbal copula sentence always 

contains a tense phrase (TP) since the copula is overt in this construction. The 

subject DP2 is merged in [SPEC, vP], and it is assigned NOM case by a finite T. 

Little v assigns ACC case to the predicate. The lexical verb kanna “was” moves 

up to T, and the subject DP stays in situ in [SPEC, vP]. This can be seen in 

example (23). 

Under this analysis, when the sentence with the predicate adjective is either 

in the past or future tense, ACC case is transmitted to the predicate adjective by 

little v. This follows Burzio’s generalization, which states that a verb can assign a 

theta role to its subject if and only if it can assign accusative case to its object 

(Burzio 1986). In contrast, in the present tense, the predicate adjective always 

agrees with the subject in case. I discuss this in the following section (4.2.2). 

                                            
3 The following examples show that predicate adjectives in Russian have a similar construction to 

that of Arabic. 

(i) a-  Rebenok bolen. 
“the child is ill.” 

    b-  Dom byl polon 
  “the house was full.” (Geist 2010:248) 
 

In (a), the data show that the predicate adjective in the present tense lacks a copula. In (b), the 
predicate adjective in the past tense and the two elements must be conjoined by the copula “byl.” 
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23)                   TP          

3    

T’     

3    

kanna                     vP       

 was-3SG.M      3     
 v’                         2 DP    ] NOM ,PAST[  

#  3 
al-rajul-u      v                      VP 

the-man-NOM   [ACC]     3 	
1V                      DP               :]CASEu, N[    

t                 #   	

saʕid-a-n 

happy-ACC-INDEF 

[A, uθ: 3SG.M, uCASE:] 

 
24) kaana alrajulu saʕidan 

kaana   al-   rajul  -u   saʕid  -a -n 
was-3SG.M  DEF-man-NOM-SG.M  happy-ACC-INDEF-SG.M 
“The man was happy.” 
 

4.2.2 Non-Verbal Copula Clauses 

In this section, I propose that, in the present tense, the predicative clause 

lacks a copula. I argue, along with Williams (1980), Rothstein (1992), Jouini 

(2014), and Sibawayh (1977), that a nonverbal sentence is a small clause (SC).  

Since predicate adjectives carry the uCASE and all the Phi-features that the 

subject has, the entire SC has a uCASE feature and, via T, is valued with [NOM], 

[ACC] or [GEN], and this applies to every DP inside the SC.   
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Consequently, I propose the following structure for the non-verbal copula 

sentence, as shown below in example (25).  

25)                 TP     

3    

T                       SC [uCASE]       

    [PRES, NOM]3 
     1DP                      2DP  

   #   3   

al-rajul-u         AP                       D 

DEF-man-NOM   #                -n 

        [N, uCASE:]        saʕid-u                  INDEF 

 happy-NOM  

[A, uθ: 3SG.M, uCASE:]   
 

26) alrajulu saʕidun 
 al-rajul  -u   saʕid  -u -n 
 DEF-man-NOM-SG.M  happy-NOM-INDEF-SG.M 
 “The man is happy.” 

 

The following structure shows that the nominal expression alrajulu “the 

man” is in A-bar position and it is adjoined to the left side. As aforementioned, the 

adjective phrase (AP) can only be inside the DP, taking the structure [DP D[AP]], 

and there is no NP inside DP with a null head, as in [DP D[NP[[AP][…]]]. This 

structure is shown in example (27).  
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27)                   TP    

3 

T                       SC  

[NOM]      3 

SC                      2DP 

#   3 

1DP                 huwwau    -rajul-al 

   DEF-man- NOM    he            3 

[N, uCASE:]                    D                       AP 

al-               #    

DEF                saʕid-u 

 happy-NOM  

[A, uθ:3SG,M, uCASE:] 

 
28) alrajulu huwwa (al)saʕidu 

al- rajul -u  huwwa al-   saʕid  -u 
DEF- man -NOM-SG.M he-3SG.M DEF-happy-NOM-SG.M 
“The man, he is happy.” 

 

In example (27), there is no movement of the DP to [SPEC, TP]. The DP 

alrajulu “the man” remains in the adjoined small clause since it is focalized in an 

A-bar position. Due to it being located within an adjunct of the clause, and the fact 

that adjuncts do not move, the DP does not move to [SPEC, TP]. The 3rd person 

pronoun is the subject of the clause, and the DP alrajulu is focalized.  

Again, it cannot be the case that DP has raised to [SPEC, TP], since raising 

from the SC adjoined position would result in improper movement. Example (29) 

shows improper movement from A-bar to A-position.  

In summary, predicate adjectives in Arabic have two different structures: a 

verbal sentence, which appears with a copula in past and future sentences; and a 
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non-verbal sentence, which does not have a verbal copula in the present tense.  

The verbal sentence always contains TP; the subject DP always takes NOM case; 

and the predicate adjective always takes ACC case. Therefore, the subject DP is 

assigned its case by T, and the predicate adjective is assigned its case by little v, 

according to Burzio’s generalization. 

 

29)                 TP            

3    

DP                        T’     

#    3    

(*)al-rajul-u       T                         SC       

DEF-man-NOM  [PRES, NOM]3       
[N, uCASE:]                     DP                     SC       

t (*)  3 

DP                     DP 

#   3     

huwwa      D                       AP        

he-3SG.M     al-                 #  

the                 saʕid-u 

happy-NOM 

[A, uθ: 3SG.M, uCASE:] 

 
30) alrajulu huwwa (al)saʕidu 

al- rajul -u  huwwa al-   saʕid  -u 
DEF- man -NOM-SG.M he-3SG.M DEF-happy-NOM-SG.M 
“The man is happy.” 
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Following Williams (1980), Rothstein (1992), Jouini (2014), and Sibawayh 

(1977), I argue that a nonverbal sentence is a small clause (SC). Within this SC, T 

assigns case to the entire clause, including the subject DP and the predicate 

adjective; thus, they are in agreement by case.  



CHAPTER 5: ATTRIBUTIVE ADJECTIVE CONSTRUCTIONS 

5.1 Attributive Adjectives (Post-nominal) 

Attributive adjectives can take either ACC, GEN and NOM cases 

depending on several factors. The adjectives agree with nouns in terms of phi- 

features, case and definiteness. If the adjective agrees with the noun in 

definiteness, the function of the adjective will be to modify the noun (attributive), 

as in (31). This is in contrast with a predicate adjective. For example, as seen in 

examples (11) and (12a) in Section 4.1, a predicate adjective can be either definite 

or indefinite, but the subject is always definite.  
 

31) a. alrajulu alsaʕidu 
al- rajul  -u  al- saʕid -u 
DEF- man-NOM-SG.M DEF- happy-NOM-SG.M 
“the happy man” 
 

     b. rajulun saʕidun  
rajul  -u -n  saʔid -u -n 
man-NOM-INDEF-SG.M happy-NOM- INDEF-SG.M 
“a happy man” 
 

 c. alfataatu alsaʕidatu 
al- fata-at-u al- saʕid-at-u 
DEF-girl-F-NOM-SG DEF- happy-F-NOM-SG 
“the happy girl” 

 
d. fataatun saʕidatun 

fata-at-u -n  saʕid-at-u  -n 
girl-F-NOM-SG-INDEF happy-F-NOM-SG -INDEF 
“the happy girl” 
 

As seen in example (32), concord demands definiteness spreading to all the 

adjectives after the noun. 
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32) alaʕabu bialkurati alkabiirati wa aljamillati 

alaʕab-u bi-  al-  kurat  -i     al-kabiirat-i   wa   al-jamillat    -i 
I-Play    with-DEF-ball-GEN DEF-big-GEN  and DEF-beautiful-GEN 
“I play with the beautiful big ball.” 

  (Fehri 1999:107)  
    

Example (33) shows that attributive adjectives can take ACC case when the 

phrase is in the object position as in (33a). The attributive adjective can be a 

prepositional phrase, which takes GEN case as in (33b). 
 

33) a. raɁitu alrajula alsaʕida 
raɁi-t-u  al-   rajul-a   al- saʕid-a 
I-saw-NOM DEF-man-ACC-SG.M DEF-happy-ACC-SG.M 
“I saw the happy man.” 

 
     b. ðahabtu ila rajulin saʕidin 

ðahab-t-u ila rajul-i -n  saʕid -i -n 
I-went-NOM to man-GEN -INDEF happy-GEN -INDEF 
“I went to a happy man.”  
 

The attributive adjective follows the noun it modifies, and nothing can 

intervene between the attributive adjective and the noun, as can be seen in (34a). 

Thus, if a degree (DEG) word happens to occur between the attributive adjective 

and the noun, as in (34b), the clause is ungrammatical.  
 

34) a. alrajulu alsaʕidu jiddn 
al- rajul  -u  al- saʕid  -u  jiddn 
DEF- man-NOM-SG.M DEF- happy-NOM-SG.M very 
“the very happy man” 
 

     b. * alrajulu jiddn alsaʕidu 
al-   rajul  -u  jiddn al- saʕid  -u 
DEF-man-NOM-SG.M very DEF-happy-NOM-SG.M 
“the very happy man” 
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5.2 Analysis of Attributive Adjectives 

Since attributive adjectives show agreement with head nouns, I propose that 

the definiteness marker on the attributive adjective matches the definiteness 

marker on the head noun. The attributive adjective inherits its definiteness from 

the noun, as shown in (35). 
 

35) a. alrajulu alsaʕidu 
al- rajul  -u  al- saʕid -u 
DEF- man-NOM-SG.M DEF- happy-NOM-SG.M 
“the happy man” 
 

b. rajulun saʕidun  
rajul  -u -n  saʔid -u -n 
man-NOM-INDEF-SG.M happy- NOM-INDEF-SG.M 
“a happy man” 
 

c. alaʕabu bialkurati alkabiirati wa aljamillati 
alaʕab-u  bi-  al-  kurat-i        al-kabiirat-i   wa   al-jamillat-i 
I-Play    with-DEF-ball-GEN DEF-big-GEN  and DEF-beautiful-GEN 
 “I play with the beautiful big ball.” 

  (Fehri 1999:107)  
 

 This type of definiteness agreement also exists in other languages such as 

Amharic and Hebrew (see Borer 1999, Danon 2001, Shlonsky 2004, Pereltsvaig 

2006, Kremer 2009). The adjective shows concord with the noun it modifies, so 

the attributive adjective has a uDEF feature, which is valued by the DP head. In 

this analysis, I argue that a DP dominating AP, which is in agreement with Fehri’s 

(1999) and Sichel’s (2002) analyses. Boškovic (2005) proposed an NP-over-AP 

structure due to the lack of a DP. However, in Arabic, there is a DP; thus, I 

propose a structure of DP-over-AP. This is illustrated in example (36). 
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 (36                 DP [uCASE:]  

3    
al-                     NP 

DEF    3 

N                     AP 

#         #   

 rajul-u              saʕid-u 

man-NOM          happy-NOM 

[N, uØ:]          [A, uDEF:the, uØ:]  
 

37) a. alrajulu alsaʕidu 
 al-    rajul  -u    al- saʕid  -u 
 DEF-man- NOM-SG.M DEF- happy-NOM-SG.M 
 “the happy man” 

 

In brief, the Attributive adjective agrees in all phi-features, uCASE, and 

definiteness. The attributive adjective can be assigned NOM, ACC and GEN cases 

according to the phrase position in the sentence. Moreover, the attributive 

adjective immediately follows the noun, in contrast with a predicate adjective, 

which does not have to be positioned directly after the noun. For instance, a DEG 

word or ADV could intervene between the noun and the predicate adjective.  

Regarding agreement, the attributive adjective shows concord with the head 

noun in terms of phi-features, uCASE and definiteness. Therefore, the head D 

takes an attributive adjective as a complement and has a uDEF feature that is 

valued by the head D. Accordingly, the attributive adjective has DP-over-AP 

structure. 

Kremers (2003) proposed that the AP is an adjunct of the NUM phrase, and 

the noun is an adjunct of the NUM head. The noun and adjective have the same 

features, thus signaling agreement, and this agreement requires the AP and N to be 
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c-commanded by NUM. Additionally, he proposed a D over AP structure; thus, he 

predicted structures that do not exist. In my analysis, I argue for a DP dominating 

AP structure, in which D c-commands the noun and AP. This structure is more 

restrictive than Kremers’ (2003) structure and actually accounts for existing 

patterns.  

 



CHAPTER 6: PRE-NOMINAL ADJECTIVES CONSTRUCTIONS 

6.1 Genitive Construction in Arabic 

A genitive construction in Arabic is referred to as a construct state (CS) and 

can be either nominal, as in (38), or adjectival, as in (39). A nominal construct is 

formed with a noun followed by a definite noun, and an adjectival construct is 

formed with an adjective followed by a definite noun.  
 

38) Nominal construct. 
manzalu alrajuli 
manzal-u al- rajul-i 
house-NOM DEF- man-GEN 
“the man’s house” 
 

39) Adjectival construct. 
rajulun kabiru alsinni 
rajul-u-n  kabir-u al-sinn-i 
man-NOM-INDEF old-NOM DEF-old-GEN 
“an old man” 

 (Kremers 2003) 
 

The first noun or adjective, in a genitive sentence construction, has neither 

a definite article (e.g., al-, “the”), nor an indefinite article (e.g., -n, “a”), and it can 

be assigned either nominative (NOM), accusative (ACC) or genitive (GEN) case, 

depending on its position in the sentence. The noun complement in a genitive 

construction always has a definite determiner and is always marked with GEN 

case (e.g., Fehri, 1999; Kremers, 2003), as illustrated in (40).  
 

40) a. qaratu gadida alkutubi 
qarat -u  gadid       -a   al-kutub -i 
I-read-NOM new-SG.M-ACC DEF-book-PL.F-GEN 
“I read the new (of the) books.” 

(Kremers 2003:59) 
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      b. qidrun mutawassitu alhagmi 

qidr-u -n   mutawassit-u  al-hagm-i 
pot-NOM-INDEF  medium-NOM DEF-size-GEN 
“a medium-sized pot” 

(Ryding 2005:254) 
 

     c. yaħaduθu hatha fi muxatalifi almaydani 
yaħaduθ-u hatha fi muxatalif-i  al-maydan-i 
happens-NOM this in various-GEN  DEF-fields-GEN  
“This happens in various fields.” 

(Fassi Fehri 1999:115) 
 

A point worth highlighting is that the prenominal adjective must 

immediately precede a genitive noun complement, as in (41a); if not, then the 

clause will be ungrammatical, as in (41b). The reason for this is that, in Arabic, the 

genitive sentence construction does not utilize a possessive marker to show 

possession. Rather, the first term, lacking a definite or indefinite marker, is 

associated with the second term, which is definite and marked with GEN case 

(Moscati, 1964). Therefore, the definite determiner and GEN case in the second 

term signals possession for the entire phrase, and the two terms cannot be 

separated.  
 

41) a. ɁimrɁatun kabiratu alsinni giden 
ɁimrɁat-u-n  kabir-at-u al-sinn-i giden 
women-NOM-INDEF old-F-NOM DEF-old-GEN very 
“very old women” 
 

b. *ɁimrɁatun kabiratu giden alsinni 
ɁimrɁ -at -u  -n    kabir-at-u giden al-sinn-i 
women-F-NOM-INDEF old-F-NOM very DEF-old-GEN 
“very old women” 
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6.2 Pre-nominal Adjectives  

In Arabic, the adjectives can exist pre-nominally, as explained in Section 

6.1, and they are called alsefaat almushabha “resembling adjectives.” Hazout 

(2000) called the pre-nominal adjective “adjectival genitive” according to the 

genitive complement. Al-Sharifi and Sadler (2009) stated that: 

 
[T]he construction involves an adjective occurring with an 
immediately following definite nominal, which denotes a property, 
part or quality of the noun that the adjective modifies (in attributive 
use) or is predicated of (in predicative constructions) (p. 27), as in the 
following examples. 

 
42) a.  ɁimrɁatun gamılatu alwaghi 

imrɁ-at-u -n  gamıl-at-u   al-wagh-i 
woman-F-NOM-INDEF beautiful-F-NOM  DEF-face-GEN  
“a woman with a beautiful face” 

(Kremers 2005, as cited in Al-Sharifi & Sadler 2009:1) 
 

b. baytun kathıru alabwabi 
bayt-u  -n  kathır-u  al-abwab-i 
house-NOM-INDEF many-NOM DEF-doors-GEN 
“a house with many doors”  

(Kremers 2005, as cited in Al-Sharifi & Sadler 2009:1)  
 

Example (42) shows the external distribution of a pre-nominal adjective 

that is attributive. Example (43) shows the external distribution of a pre-nominal 

adjective, which is in the predicative position (Al-Sharifi & Sadler 2009). 
 
43) a. anta ʕazımu alħāzi 

anta ʕazım-u   al-ħāz -i 
 you great-NOM DEF-fortune-GEN  
“You are very lucky.” 

 (Kremers, 2005, as cited in Al-Sharifi & Sadler 2009:2)  
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b. kaana huwlandiya alaɁasli 

kaana  huwlandiy-a al-aɁasl-i 
was dutch-ACC  DEF-origin-GEN  
“He was of Dutch origin.” 

(Ryding 2005:254, as cited in Al-Sharifi & Sadler 2009:2) 
 

Pre-nominal adjectives do not agree with the noun they modify in phi-

features, uCASE or definiteness, as illustrated in (42) and (43). In addition, pre-

nominal adjectives inherit case from the main clause TP or VP, as shown in (43). 

Additionally, in Arabic, adjectives cannot be recursively stacked pre-

nominally, if this occurs the clause will be ungrammatical, as shown in example 

(44).   
 

44) *modalemu kaeibu albiuti  
modalem-u  kaeib-u  al- biut-i 
dark.M -NOM gloomy.M.NOM DEF-house.F-GEN 
“the dark gloomy (of the) house” 
 

The reason why adjectives cannot be stacked pre-nominally in genitive 

clauses is because the adjective is head, not XPs, that takes DP as a complement, 

and since there can be only one head which is the adjective, the adjectives can’t be 

iteration pre-nominally, unlike the case of adjunct XPs, which can be stacked 

recursively. 

6.3 Analysis of Pre-nominal Adjectives 

In these pre-nominal constructions, I propose that the lexical phrase 

dominates the functional phrase. Building on Abney’s (1987) premise of an AP-

over-NP structure, I argue that this can be extended in Arabic to be an AP over DP 

structure.  

The pre-nominal adjective is assigned a case by T or little v. Therefore, I 

argue, following Kremers (2003), that the pre-nominal adjective is valued with 
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NOM, ACC or GEN case from the main clause. The complement noun has a 

uCASE feature, and when the adjective is merged with the DP the adjective blocks 

any higher Case assignment, the N is assigned GEN case by D. 

To explain further, D is a hub for case and assigns GEN case to everything 

within the DP. The adjective can be marked with NOM, ACC or GEN case, but 

the complement of D can only be marked for GEN. 

Evidence shows that the complement of DP, and consequently, the noun, is 

only marked with GEN case when the pre-nominal adjective is merged with the 

DP, as in (45a). If the adjective is merged with the noun post-nominally, the noun 

will not be marked for GEN case, as in (45b).  
 

45) a. kaana huwlandiya alaɁasli 
kana  huwlandiy-a al-aɁasl    -i 
was dutch -ACC  DEF-origin-GEN  
“He was of Dutch origin.” 
 

       b. kaana alrajulu saʕidan 
kaana   al-   rajul  -u   saʕid  -a -n 
was-SG.M  DEF-man-NOM.SG-M  happy-ACC-INDEF-SG.M 
“The man was happy.”  

 

Example (46) shows the head of the phrase is an adjective and takes a noun 

as a complement.  The complement noun has a uCASE feature, which is valued as 

a GEN by the DP, and the adjective is assigned a case from the main clause. 

To sum up, pre-nominal adjectives do not agree in Phi-features, uCASE 

feature or definiteness with the noun they modify. The pre-nominal adjective can 

take NOM, ACC or GEN cases, according to the higher head and its position in 

the sentence. The pre-nominal adjective is never marked for definiteness, but the 

complement noun is always definite and is assigned GEN case by the D. 
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46)                    AP  

3 

gadim-u                  DP [uCASE:] 

old-NOM    3 

[A, NOM]   al-                  biuut-i 

the                 house-GEN 

  [DEF]             [N, uCASE:GEN] 

 
47) gadimu albiuuti  

gadim  -u  al- biuut-i 
old-M.SG -NOM  DEF-house-F.PL-GEN 
“the old (of the) houses” 

 

Kremers (2003) proposed a hybrid category [D/POSS] with two heads for 

pre-nominal adjectives. He proposed an exocentric construction which projects a 

head that is not maximal; it does not project its lexical category up to the phrase 

level (Al Mahmoud 2014). This violates a central constraint of X-bar theory 

(Jackendoff 1977). In my analysis, I propose an AP over DP structure, which 

accounts for one head being projected instead of two, as Kremers (2003) proposed. 

In this analysis, I avoid exocentric structures, thus following a central constraint of 

X-bar theory (Jackendoff, 1977).  

 



CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

Kremers (2003) maked a number of generalizations about adjectival 

structures in Arabic; however, there are problems with parts of his analysis. His 

analysis proposed a two-headed projection of expressions (an exocentric 

construction) and he claimed that the post-nominal adjective appears as an adjunct 

inside of the NP and is adjoined to the right of the NUM head. I argue that 

Kremers’ (2003) argument is implausible; this proposed exocentric violates a 

central constraint of X-bar syntax (Jackendoff 1977). He treated post-nominal 

adjectives as adjuncts to the NP, even though they fully agree with the nouns they 

modify, and therefore, do not behave like adjuncts. My analysis accounts for these 

using the machinery of a standard minimalist account. 

I provide an analysis for predicate (post-nominal), attributive (post-

nominal), and pre-nominal adjectives in Arabic. For post-nominal adjective 

constructions, I argue that predicate adjectives in Arabic have two different 

structures depending on whether they are marked for past or present tense. In 

constructions in the past or future tense, the predicate adjective is licensed by the 

functional category TP with a copula. The subject in this construction is assigned 

its case by finite T and the predicate adjective is assigned case by a little v. In the 

present tense, the predicate adjective appears in non-verbal structures since the 

copula is absent. I argue, along with Williams (1980), Rothstein (1992), Jouini 

(2014), and Sibawayh (1977), that non-verbal sentences are SCs. The T assigns 

the NOM case to the SC, and every DP inside of the SC takes the same case, either 

NOM, ACC, or GEN. Attributive adjectives can be licensed for ACC, GEN or 

NOM case, and show concord with the noun. The attributive adjective has a uDEF 

feature, which is valued by D. Finally, the pre-nominal modifier acts as a head of 

the DP, and it is licensed for ACC, NOM or GEN case, according to the main 
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clause. The noun complement is always assigned GEN case by D in these 

constructions. 

This paper contributes to the growing body of research on Arabic syntax 

and offers new perspectives on the structure of nominal and adjectival 

constructions in the language. 
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