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GENDER AND NUMBER AGREEMENT IN STANDARD ARABIC™

MaHER AwWAD

The main hypothesis of this paper is that nominal agreement in Standard Arabic
(SA) is semantically based. In the course of arguing in support of this claim, the following
two sub-hypotheses will emerge and be supported: (1) adjective modifiers of human nouns
(i.e., nouns referring to human beings) encode both gender and number in both their sin-
gular and plural forms, while adjective modifiers of non-human nouns (both animate and
inanimate) encode both gender and number in the singular, but only number in the plural.
(2) Numeral modifiers (specifically, cardinal numbers) of plural nouns betray a complex
and conscious process of lexical decomposition.

By saying that nominal agreement is semantically based, we mean that this agree-
ment is grounded in and is triggered by the meaning of the noun -- its semantic properties,
that this agreement is not a mere phonological or morphosyntactic formality. By encoding
we mean morphological encoding in the form of markers that are semantically motivated.
Those morphological markers may be overt or may be -. Finally, by nominal we mean
phrases of the following types: ‘boys’; ‘nice boys’; ‘three nice boys’, with ‘three’ being the
numeral modifier and ‘nice’ the adjective modifier.

SA is known to be an example of languages that have agreement in gender and
number. Every noun in its singular fgrm is either masculine or feminine; and it is assumed
that the noun is the category which triggers the agreement between it and its modifiers.
SA shows agreement in grammatical case as well. This last category, however, will not
bear directly on our discussion in this paper; and to eliminate it from our examples below,
so as to simplify our marking system and to focus instead on only gender and number, our
examples will be presented in their ‘pause form’, a tactic used in SA to divorce grammati-
cal case from words. To illustrate how nouns and their modifiers show agreement in gen-
der and number let us take the following set of noun-adjective phrases: (M =masculine;
F = feminine; Sg=singular; Pl=plural)

(1)  mudarris Jahiir
teacher-M/Sg famous-M/Sg
‘a famous teacher (M)’

(2) mudarrisa  [ahiira
teacher-F/Sg famous-F/Sg
‘a famous teacher (F)’

In (1) the masculine forms of the noun and of the adjective are unmarked (-),
while in (2) both these forms are marked with -a. This -a suffix is commonly used in SA
to derive feminine human nouns from masculine human nouns, as in the above. This fact,
coupled with the fact that most feminine non-human nouns end with this suffix (-a) has led
Arabists to call it the feminine marker, or the Feminine -a. On the face of it, the suffix -a

*

The original ideas in this paper emerged from conversations with Emanuel Barshi.
Arnold Zwicky and, especially, Zygmunt Frajzyngier commented generously on an earlier
draft. Had I incorporated more of their advice this paper would have been significantly
improved. Any remaining errors are mine alone.
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on fahiira seems to displey a simple morpho-phonological copying of the same suffix as
that on the noun mudarriss. The following example, however, shows that this is not so:
(3) bint  fahiira
girl-Sg  famous-F/Sg
a famous girl’

(In SA natural gender coincides with the gender of the noun; thus, there is no need to
mark bint as feminine.) In the example above, the suffix -a is retained on the adjective de-

spite the fact that it does not materialize on the noun. Nor is this phenomenon restricted
to human nouns:

(4)  nafs saadiga
soul-F/Sg  truthful-F/Sg
‘an honest soul’

Again, -a shows up on the adjective, thereby rendering it feminine, when -a is ab-
sent from the noun. The common denominator, however, is that -a on the adjective modi-
fying a singular noun will transform that adjective to the feminine gender. This phe-
nornon clearly shows that this type of agreement is not a mere morpho-phonological
coping; rather, the adjectives in the previous examples agree with their accom anying
noutss on the basis of the lexical properties of those nouns. One of the semantic eatures
thatmudarrisa, bint, and nafs share is the feature Feminine. It is this semantic feature that
trig@:rs the presence of the Feminine -a on the modifying adjectives.

& To show further that nominal agreement is semantically based, let us examine the
fo]]c§ving set:
(5)  xaliifa Sagiim
caliph  great-M/Sg
‘a great calipt’

maqgaala  fadiima
article-F/Sg_great-F/Sg
‘a great article’

£ The triconsonantal 100t from which xaliifa is derived is xif. xIf has the meaning
‘suctged’ (as in a lineage), from which the noun xaliif ‘successor (M)’ is derived. The final
-a i then added to derive a feminine noun. Nowadays, if we want to refer to a female
successor (to a throne, for example), we would use the noun xaliifa, to a male successor we
would use xaliif. But if we do this, we do not refer to a female or male caliph, but rather
w 4 female or male successor. (In the history of the Arabs there never was an instance of
a female caliph.) The important point to be observed here is that the suffix -a on xaliifa is
indeed the feminine suffix about which we have been talking all along, but the noun xaliifa
refers to a male human and, therefore, the modifying adjective fadum in (5) reflects this
fact by being marked for the masculine, i.e., -9, while the same Feminine -a on fadiima in
(6) reflects the fact that the adjective ‘great” now refers to “article’, which is feminine.
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Our examples thus far have been of singular nouns only. Let us now observe how
plural nouns behave:
(7)  mudarrisuun  fahiiroun
teacher-M/Pl  famous-M/P]
‘famous teachers (M)’

8 mudarrisaat {ahiiraat
® teacher-F/Pl famous-F/Pl
‘famous teachers (F)’

The suffix -aar encodes both gender and number at the same time, ;]t;ilesal;gnj:gf
codes, in addition to these, the nominative case. This last, as we have l}:ésc‘:’]to il)iustra,t o
no direct bearing on our present discussion, except that it will serve e 1 e ocause
interesting point. Although from a syntactic point of view (9) is ungr mmatical, et
-iin -- the masculine plural accusative suffix -- does not agree in gram

-uun,

9 *mudarrisuun  fahiiriin,
© teacher-M/P1 famous-M/P1
NOM ACC

. . ove
from a semantic viewpoint -uun and -iin agree in both gender an]d gumtt)teerr.edTge vfrli)tten
ungrammatical construction, unlike (I(R, is one that can conceiveably be u

by a speaker not very well-versed in SA’s prescriptive rules of grammar:

(10) *mudarrisuun  [ahiiraat
teacher-M/P1 famous-F/P1
NOM NOM/ACC/GEN

The suffix -aat in (10) is the ‘pause form’ of both -aatun (nomi]natiytc;:leczs:)circl)c:

-aatin (accusative and genitive cases). This suggests that (9) is more It)agsrlies e eon-

than (10) not because -uurn and -iin in (9) dxf(fleé)o? fev;ci:sr _agrsgg;;n;ociatﬁg ries (L8 s

-aat i this is s : .

er, number, case) than do -uun and aat in , for ] o e

got, gi‘;fcr on thc) quantity of categories but on the quality of these cgtct%oggsc n’glre

suggests that perhaps some of those categories, ie., gender, number, or bo e i
rimacy (in some sense) than case, and, by extension, that semantic properties

gA are more basic than their syntactic associations.

All the nouns we have thus far presented have been singular human, p]:{j&;lrh:;zainr;
or singular non-human. In each ex.a]mplc, thetsdjecl:nvcl 2?n2;1g11r§1(;(:1 t;cgsnlsntcg)epresent o
with its noun. Now we will turn to the plura -1 uns o
g:nmg;c:'o support the second clause of our first sub-hypothesis, that adjccctlwe Egg;ﬁienrsthe
non-human nouns (both animate and inanimate) encode both gender and nu
singular, but only number in the plural.

In an earlier example we used the noun maqaala ‘article (F/Sg). Thisf nict):ngézlan;j
nates in the feminine suffix -a, our best clue to the ’(unnatura]) naturefcg o sed
magaala is actually derived from magqaal “a?lclg: (M/Sg%j th}zo;l:hrex?unr;; S?:ll'ﬁinlé quth o -
in SA and, aside from the fact that one is feminine an ) A
;)arent difference in meaning (other than perhaps to some speakers maqaaéauggzgectcd
shorter article than maqaal). Modifying these two singular nouns betrays n

behavior:

11) magqaal tawiil
) article-M/Sg  long-M/Sg
‘a long article’

12) maqaala tawiila
12) article-F/Sg long-F/Sg
‘a long article’

https://scholar.colorado.edu/cril/vol11/iss1/1
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Both phrases illustrate a smooth, harmonious concord

mony turns out to be illusory: In the plural, however, this har-

(13) maqaalaat  tawiila
article PI  jon
‘long articles’

(13) is the plural of both (11
and
i—;’zat oldn maqgaalaat is appa(ren)tly thtgl
mudarrisaar it se ive ¢ ini
cnding s Th?:Cd to derive a femmm;
noun terminating in -a. But magaal. wehich e ner ini
cult o explain. Sccondly, now t%at ’w:ht:;l\]'elst}?: e Aemiaine 10

1antly for o : m the adjective. Fj ;
7 ur purposes, the adjective marker here is -a, a-}')pa;‘;uyF:gzﬂggrggd mist impor-
marker as the

feminine singular. H; i
: s - Hlow comes it that in (13) th jectr ifyi
nne plural noun is feminine s (§hiehe adiective e .
; ' . ! | L g an apparent, -
rapte will atsempy Lominine gular? It is this last question that the few gﬁlowing If;;rrx:.

Before proceedin
B g any further, how
bigger part of the remainder of this pa;)):re:veif]‘

hypothesis; und this will requj
popothesis; this cquire us, for reasons that will beco i i
foweer hail ;df;élvtch:}:‘cj:jl; Cl; used vgth feminine singular nrglfnikzz; sigozn ' :t;o f 1f6fcrlczr3t1ate
the one. , and ve used with non-h "in 13) o the
er. For convenience of reference we shall call thuen}grrlm%l: tiiij?o't.‘l?es lg?:ermA?Z)’ on the
] 2.

4 note is in order. The pro; i
: : gression of t
address the second clause of the first surll:

The questions raised by (13) ;
few cxamp]cs_ Some of Y( ) n the
sands of other phrases. Ttt:‘Obc questions,

(14)  mataar Kabiir
airport-M/Sg big-M/Sg
a big airport’

(15) sayyaara kabiira
car-FfSg bigFsy
a big car’

(16) Mmataaraat kabijra
arrport-Pl big
‘big airports’

(17)  sayyaaraat kabiira
car-Pl big
‘big cars’

Here, masculine | femini i
F and feminine singuly y
fis gar cppne nguar nouns are made plural by the s ice:
o t(herwiscarkcn (())\;t;lera ;vilg?oﬁi plulrahz]u? singular nouns,ye.g., t?){n :nd?x:’:?r:ﬁalth‘?o&gi
Coonge, other own as ‘L 0 plurals’.)  However, it is ¢
8¢, without exception) in SA that ap adjective modifyinlg adgrjry:l 33; &k:lase 0 oy
-human noun

has exactly the same form as that which is used to modify a feminine singular noun, both
human and non-human, as some of the examples cited thus far clearly attest.

To emerge from the dilemma that the earlier questions present, I would like to sug-
est a re-examination of the nature of Adjl and Adj2. Although these two adjectives are
identical in form, they do not seem to be identical in their semantic function. The ques-
tion is basically this: why is the adjective that modifies a feminine singular noun (Adjl)
always exactly identical in form to the adjective that modifies a plural non-human noun
(Adj2), regardless of whether this last noun was masculine or feminine in the singular?

First, it cannot be said that Adj2 agrees either phonologically or morpho-syntacti-
cally with its plural noun. The examples throughout this paper refute any such claim.
Further, to look for the answer outside of semantics would not, in my opinion, be fruitful
for two reasons. The first is that we have seen how semantics has provided us with ade-
quate grounds for the agreement in gender and in number in the singular and plural hu-
man, and the singular non-human nouns; why should the plural non-human be an excep-
tion? Secondly, the adjective modifying a plural non-human noun is always constant: the
same form which modi}ics the feminine singular. What secret lies in the plural form of a
noun that "makes it" feminine when in the singular it was either masculine or feminine?
What secret morphemes does the plural have with which the constant adjective must
agree? Clearly, none. Regardless of the morphemes that compose the plural nouns, and
regardless of the gender of these nouns in their singular forms, their modifying adjectives
are always constant, i.e., they have the same forms as Adjl. Adj2, then, must have an en-
tirely different semantic function from Adjl; namely, it encodes the plural number only
and does not encode gender. The gender, in other words, is neutralized in the plural, for
as we have argued, and as will become clearer soon, there is nothing in the plural per se
that makes it feminine thus warranting the use of Adjl. Besides, if we use Adjl on the
merit of its Feminine property, we run into the obvious problem of number, for Adjl is
not only feminine but also singular and thus cannot be used with a plural noun.

The stronger evidence for my claims that Adjl and Ad}Z are different in their se-
mantic function, that Adj2 encodes only number, and especially that it does not encode
gender, comes from numeral modifiers, whose invocation here will serve the dual purpose
of bringing more evidence to bear on our claim above, and at the same time lead us to the
second, and last, sub-hypothesis. Let us run head-on with the problem by taking the fol-
lowing examples:

(18) 6alaa® nufuus saadiqa
three-M soul-P1 truthful
‘three honest souls’

(19) Oalaa@ sayyaaraat kabiira
three-M car-Pl big
‘three big cars’

(20) OalaaBat mataaraat kabiira
three-F  airport-Pl big
‘three big airports’

In the above set of examples we note the presence of Adj2. The nouns are all plu-
ral, the first one a ‘broken plural’. The numeral ‘three’ has the unmarked masculine form
6alaaf, the feminine the marked Galaafat. As was previously mentioned, the singular
sayyaara is feminine, the singular mataar masculine, and the singular nafs feminine. In SA

(=]
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ere exists a rule that says that the numeral modifier must have the opposite gender of
e singular form of the plural noun it modifies. Thus, the feminine nouns sayyaara and
ifs take the masculine form of the numeral, the masculine mataar the feminine form of
e numeral -- a clear case of reverse gender agreement (or disagreement). But while this
imeral modifier must show gender agreement, the adjective modifier remains always con-
ant, regardless of the noun’s gender. I suspect that this gender neutralization happens
ecisely because the adjective here has no information about the gender of its noun: it
nnot tell whether mataaraat and sayyaaraat are masculine or feminine. This is not sur-
ising, since these nouns are made Flural by the same morphological device, -aat. A sim-
ir thing can be said of the numeral modifier: it also is blind to the gender of the plural
oun it modifies -- remember, it has to agree with the gender of the singular of the plural
modifies. Now observe the following examples:

(21) 6alaa® maqaalaat tawiila
three-M articles long
‘three long articles’

22) OalaaBat maqaalaat tawiila
q
S three-F articles long
& ‘three long articles’
=,

THe nouns maqaalaar in (21) and (22) are identical. There is absolutel nothing in
em to ¢ue us into the nature of their gender. All we know about them is that they are
the plaral form because of the suffix -aat, and their identical adjectives (Adj 2) reflect
s fact by the mere fact of their (the adjectives’) identity. However, magaalaat in (21) is
e plurafof maqaala, in (22) magaalaat is the plural of magaal. This we know from the
nder ofSthe accompanying numerals. Without the presence of these numerals we would
ve no jmformation about the gender of the singular forms of maqaalaat in either (21) or
2). =3

=

Bil what of the numeral? To choose the appropriate form of the numeral, we
ve to c@nvert the Flural noun into its singular, determine its gender, choose the converse
nder ofthe singular, and then use it with the plural noun. This, I claim, is a highly
mplex dhd conscious process of lexical decomposition, viz., decomposing the plural noun
its singular form, then determining its proper gender. (21) and (22) refute any claim
0se pufpose is to assert the automaticity of this process, for one must know first which

the twa singular nouns that magaalaat is the plural of before the appropriate numeral
1 be determined.

To recapitulate, we have seen how the numeral modifier agrees with the noun it
difies: it agrees, of course, in number, ie., with a quantity of three or more, and it
ecs in gender (by a complex, and maybe artificial, process of reverse agreement).
wever, the adjective (Adj2) defies any agreement in gender as it stays constant regard-
s of the gender of the plural noun’s singular. A clear implication of the latter part of
s paper is that the neutralization of gender in Adj2 is the direct reflection of the gender
itralization in plural non-human nouns themselves. Adj2, it was claimed, encodes num-
, and it is claimed that this agreement is semantic because Adj2 remains constant with
plural non-human nouns, regardless of the noun’s morpho-phonological makeup. This
 reason has led us to postulate that Adjl and Adj2, though identical in form, are differ-
- in their semantic content and, thus, function.
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ONSET-RHYME TEMPORAL STRUCTURE OF MANDARIN SYLLABLES

Avan BELL aND MEIcHUN Liu®

trod is i imi imi ionships of Mandarin
tion. This is a preliminary report on some timing relations
glhincslécs;(ilables. It was griginally stimu}atc:id by an aifsemo;rigzs ng ;z;r:l tgllgfsa(?t ot:;atw ::t;:
rhyme of Chinese syllables did not vary in duration when v gmental faciors e
i dded to a syllable, or if diphthongal rhym
changed, particularly when a final nasal lwa\s a P e tonc. Ionguage. in which
were compared to monophthongal onesl. Because m%scbecausc T g tradi.
most syllables are pronounced with one of four tone:s,h an e ertin plausibility,
tionally been associated with rhymes of syllables, the hypothesi e P g Jtscl
le, if it were the consequence of inherent duration of each to p
tf.\(gorexxgllgpa:t’iculatory grogram of rhyme compkclments.d d/&lthoggthh.thei;:uga:sﬂ?eg; :l:)r?i{]c;;f
studies of Mandarin Chinese duration, none have addressed this i e obining
ient and quality. Our goal was to examine the durational interac c
tcili?fr::r:(r:lct)%cnsets, ?mclel, and cogdas in Mandarin Chl_ncse under comparablp condxttlorrllgé OVnVI;
did not consider phrase-positional effects, and considered the effects of different to

to a limited extent.

. . at the
ws is a slightly expanded and revised version of a paper presented at t
meetinwct;fa ttlt;g",?\coustical Eoc{etyx%f America at State College, Pennsylv%r;;a f(\);l I‘;/;I;tig s263!,
1990. %t is based on data from four speakers at a normal rate of speech. e fult davd o
which we are continuing to analyze, consists of data from six speakers at nlor ol i
rates of speech. The present partial data is nevertheless sufficient to reveal a gcnts APl
ture and some details of the internal temporal relationships among the compon

Mandarin syllable.

us first quickly review the structure of Mandarin syllables. Since there are no
conson{a-‘r?tt clusters 1n Mgndarin, onsets are all simple consonants, exl<1:cpt {orcgrf’f;‘é%z;t[ensé
There are four simple vowels, but a wealth of diverse diphthongs. ﬁ‘ g on ¥ra1 pawTat
that can close a syllable are the nasals m and g. Except for the so-called neu y )
a syllable is pronounced with one of four tones.

i i Each ex-
e Data. Our data was collected and analyzed in the following way. 2

perimt:’rlx‘:l is based on a small number of syllables, all of which were realdwor(;lg.cm\;\’tl;ll;et
Chinese speakers are perfectly able to pronounce combinations of tor;es an ]s:,% e
are possible syllables but not actual words -- by changing the tone o afrea o af
ample -- we found in pilot experiments that speakers often hesitated before SOI&, S Hen
this sort (or even before words that were somewhat unfamiliar), upsetting e i
rhythm of their chosen speech tempo. The words for each experlmer}t‘évc(;e. ahalfg N
nine randomly ordered lists. Except for Experiment 3, the lists were divide 11? patt i
dummy syllables were added to the beginning and the end of each list or baeak Lo
Experiment 4, dummy syllables were also added between each target word to l"ralf-listpal ¢
repetition of syllables beginning with t.) The speakers thus read one list or
time, each consisting of words written in Chinese characters.

i 2 from the University of
*The authors would like to acknowledge support of a Small Grant 1
Colorado Council on Research and Creative Work. We would also like to thank our
speakers for their patient cooperation.
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