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THE CHARACTER OF THE HEADS 

OF MULTIATTRIBUTIVE NOMINAL GROUPS AND THEIR FREQUENCY 

IN MODERN NEWSPAPER ARABIC 

Literary Arabic, as many other languages, has at its disposal 

a special type of syntactic group composed of two or more words· 

which are characterized by the dichotomous attriputive relation 1 . 

Most of these ·constructions are endocentric,· in which the form­

-class_ of the constitutes is similar to the form-class of at least 

one of the immediate constituents 2. • The con stit:uents whose priyi- _ 

lege s of occurrence are matched by those of the consti tU:te is the 

head or cent~r of the c~n struction 3 . 

The aim of this paper is to point out different types of heads._ 

that occur in the contemporary written Arabic langu_age as well as 

to characterize them and to present some statistical .data concern­

ing the "frequency of their occurrence. in the texts of ·modern Ara­

bic press. The research is justified by the fi'l,,;::t that the problem 

has, until recently, been very much neglected by linguists. The mo-,. 

del of an attributive construction that has.been adopted by most 

of them is a s:i.n;plified ·one, in which the head -is identified with a 

single determined element, .usually a noun. ·Thus, looking through 

most of Arabic grammar books; -it is possible to :('ind only the basic 

syntactic principles which allow one to· connect the determinative 

and the determined element into a single word group either by means 

of grammatical -morphemes (groups of morpho-syntactic type) .or, much 

less· frequently, by ~eans of special ordering (positional type). . . 

·such a formulation 9f -: the problem may be viewed as a correct one but 

only when no other a·spect s apart. from the syntactic one are taken 

into consideratio·n. It is• also matched' by s::mie definitions of the 
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head, for example: "The head of a syntactic group is this one of 

its constituents which, if the other elements of the group were 

removed, would be of the same syntactic type as the whole group 
• 4 

(though not of the same structural type)" . It appears, however, 

that in the Arabic language an attempt to single out the head only 

on the syntactic basis is not rufficient; in some cases it is even 

impossible. The two analogically constructed word groups may alre­

ady raise some doubts : 
- u i .- 5 (1) tiagibat '1-yad '~~agira 'small handbag', and: 

(2) ba<qU '1-<ana~iri 'l-gida'iyya 6 'some nutrition elements'. 

The head of the first attributive construction is an example of 

the 'iqafa ~aqibatu '1-yad. One might go even further and point to 

the head of th:i.s 'i9,afa construction, the noun J;iagibatu, which is 

determined by another noun 'al-yadi that.functions· here as an -att­

ribute in the form of the genitive. It should be noticed, however, 

that this attempt to split the head further appears to be pointless 

on the semantic level. For any native speaker the 'i9,afa construc­

tion forms a semantic whole which is inseparable to such an extent 

that in s:ime cases it may even be viewed as the equivalent ·of a com­

pound 7 The second example illustrates it even more.clearly; here 

the analysis of a sole syntactic character would lead to singling 

out the pronoun ba <9~ as the head of the whole group whereas i.t is 

obvious that the role of the main semantic vehicle of the pronoun 

group as well as that of the constitutive member is performed by 

the noun, which in this case has the form of the genitive ( 'a1-<-ana­

~iri). A similar problem may be observed·in the numeral construc­

tions where the numeral stands in the position of the nomen regens 

and only indicates the position of the designation of a given noun 

in the sequence 8 as well as in the elative constructions 9 in which 

the elative only qualifies the feature of the noun that is syntac­

tically dependent on it. As may be seen, there are cases in which 

the head of the nominal group should not be identified with a single 

word but with a complex construction whose constituents are insepa­

rable and cannot be analysed in isolation, first of all because-of 

the semantic considerations. Thus, it seems that for the Arabic 

language the extended definition of the head which could allow for 

the semantic aspect of a given utterance would be more appropriate. 

The head might be redefined then as the constitutive member of a' 
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word group which conditions its functioning by giving it its pre­

cise meaning. 
The researches into the syntax order of .nultiattributive nomi­

nal phrases that I have worked on recently, entitle me, ,I think, 

to such a claim. The main task of these researches was t·o attempt 

to formulate the principles of attribute transposition and to as­

certain to what degree the kind of attributes and other factors-· 

. syntactic, semantic, or stylistic - influence the ordering of mul­

tiattributive nominal groups occurring in contemporary literary 

Arabic. The exceedingly in tere sti.ng phenomenon for· me was the or­

der of attributes of the same syntactic category (i.e. t= or more 

adjec:t ive s or ordinal numerals). In most eases, the order .of such 

attributes is strictly observed and unchangeable, as perceived by 

native speakers, even though no such change is pre·vented by any 

syntactic contraindications. Studying this phenomenon I have assum­

ed that .what· determines a specific hierarchy of attributes, whether 

morphologica:ly homogeneous or any other existing in Arabic, is the 

extent of the head in a given noun phrase. For proving this propo­

sition, 1951 nominal groups were analyzed; they contained 2139 com­

binations of the following attributes: 

- Adjective (in its broadest meaning); 

- Substantival apposition; 

Noun in genitive construction; 

- Posses si.ve pronoun; 

- Demonstrative pronoun; 

- Cardinal numeral; 

- Ordinal numeral; 

- Prepositional phrase;. 

- Adjectival relative clause. 

The analysis was based in part on methods previously employed 

in studies on nominal phrases in other languages .especially in En­

glishl0 , and in part on the method of pregramatic analysis, which 

consists in determining sema_ntia" relations between words with par­

ticular regard-to differences present in those relations and con-
11 d • t • range and content This kin nected with differences in seman 1.c 

of analysis serves to isolate the semantic head in any nominal 

group and to determine the limits of its extent and the relations 

between this head and other attributes of the same group. The ana-
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lysis has finally proved that it is necessary to look for the heads 

of nominal groups on the semantic level. -Presented below i.s a 

sample analysis which leads up to isolating the heads in some most 

typical noun phrases with adjectival attributes. 

(1) To a native speaker, the phrase: 'as-si<ru '1-gayyidu 'l­

-qadlm 12 'good ·old poetry', and a phrase obtained by word order al­

teration: 'as-si'ru '1-qadlmu '1-gayyid - have exactly the,same se­

mantic value. In this context, both adjectives serve to qualify the 

noun. The phrase 'as-si<ru '1-gayyid 'good poetry', carries the 

same quality information as 'as-si<ru '1-gadlm 'old poetry'. In both 

cases we are dealing with designation of the same kind. No hyponymy 

exists between the attributes; neither adjective embraces the other 

in its semantic range. 'As-si<ru '1-,-gayy"id 'good .poetry', may·be 

either 'as-si<ru 'l"'"'.•'lad"l.m 'old poetry', or 'as-si<ru '1-hadlt 'con­

temporary poetry',.just as 'as-si<ru '1-qadim 'old poetry', may be 

'as-si<ru '1-gayyid 'good.poetry', or ·•as-si<ru 'r-rakik 'poor poe­

try'. The noun is a head throughout-; the attributes describe its 

properties with.out creating an additional point of reference that 

would expand the head's content (i.e. in this case, without infor­

mation about the kind of poetry, its origin, etc.). 

A similar relation may occur among three or more adjectives, e. 

g. sayfu-hu '1-qasI '1-<a~Imu 's-sadid 13 'his great, heavy, marp 

sword'. Here, the head is the noun together with its suffixal pro­

noun sayfu-hu 'his sword' . In relation to the head noun plus pos­

sessive pronoun the adjectival attributes may be freely moved about 

in accordance with the justification given above. 

(2) The utterance: 'at-turatu '1-qawmiyyu 'l-<arabI 14 'Arabic 

national h~ritage', refers the listener's mind to the notion of 

'national heritage' 'at-turatu '1-qawmI as that which is the main 

representational content of the utterance. The adjective 'Arabic' 

'al-<arabI is an additional piece of information ascribing the 

main notion to a certain nationality. By contrast, the phrase -2!-
t -tu , 1 < u , -- ura - arabiyy 1-qawmi denotes 'national Arabic heritage'. 

In the hearer's mind, the central notion is 'at-turatu '1-<arabI, 

or 'Ar..,abic heritage' not· that of any other nationality or any 

other region, the national character of which is a secondary qua­

lity. Thus, the change in the meaning of the phrase is the conse-
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quence of .m altered conceptual content of the head in relation to 

the original phrase. It should be noticed that, on the semantic 

level, the terms "heritage", "'national· heritage"; and -"Arabic· ·heri­

tage" possess different lexical values. The last two can be treated 

as labels, entireties forming the heads of their nominal phrases, 

which is a result-of such semantic considerations like speaker's 

intention or context. 

() 
- u ·• •. u u 

3 In the example: ~t.:.tabi <at '1-magribiyyat '1-<arabiyyat 

'l~'islamiyya 15 'Arabic, Islamic nature of Maghrib',· there is an 

additional, in~eresting phenomenon to be noted. Three adjectives 

ordered in a way native speakers feel unchangeable make up a sem_an­

tic p:C-ivative opposition. Furthest from the _head, the attribute 

'al-'islamiyya 'Islamic', is a hyperonym - a sign having a weaker 

but broader·meaning than_ the hyponym 'a1-<arabiyya 'Arabif', the 

marked member of the opposition,a sign with a:·richer but ~arrower 

content. For both these attributes, the hyponym is the adjective 

'al-magribiy:;,a, meaning 'of Maghrib' - the.sign possessin'g the ri­

chest but nar~owe st meaning among the attributes in the phrase un­

der discussion; it is placed nearest to the noun 'at-tabI<.a 'of na­

ture'. To put it differently, a sign with a generalizing meaning_ 

placed furthest from the noun is qualified ·by signs having some de­

termining characteristics positioned nearer to the noun, each pre-. 

ceding attribute - together with the noun - acting as a semantic 

head for the next ..'...e.t.:.tabI<atu '1-magribiyya fo; 'al-,-<arabiyya; 

..'...e.t.:.tabl<atu '1-magribiyyatu '1-<ara:biyya for 'al-'islamiyya • 

In many instances,· the fi•rst attribute is so closely connected 

with i·ts head as to permit replacing a~ adjective construction by 

an genitive construction with the meaning intact and the principle 

governing the order of ·the other attributes_unchanged. The dis~uss­

ed phrase could undergo tra~sformation into tabI <atu 'l-macJ):ib
1 

'1-'arabiyyatu '1-'islamiyya and retain its .semantic value. This 

observation helps underscore the close semantic -relation - necessa­

rily· leading to a syntactic one - between the noun and the first 

attribute. The genitive construction should be treated here as a 
compound weird, while the adjectival construction should be constru­

ed as a juxtaposition· forming a head in its indivisible entirety. 
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Phenomena like this could be observed in all other phrases 

combining different types of attributes. The group with demonstra­

tive pronoun and prepositional phrase exemplifies it very well: 

hada 'n-nawtu mina 't-tarab 16 'this kind of mu sic-'. -~----------·- ·--
The semantic head of this group is the noun together with the pre-

positional.phra_se ( 'an-naw<u mina 't::tarab 'a kind of music'), not 

only a single noun ( 'an-naw<u 'a kind'). One can prove it, trying 

to change the place of demonstrative pronoun in thi.s utterance. To 

a native-speaker, transposing the demonstrative pronoun vis-a-vis 

h ( ' U a i --) t e prepositional phrase an-naw< min 't::tarab hada accompli-

_shes only a shift in semantic stress (' the kind of music, -this 

one');- but transposing the pronoun in relation to the noun. alone is 

not possible at all. This kind of transpo_si tion produces ambiguity 

on the semantic level; the phrase 'an-naw<u hada rr{ina 't_-tarab could 

be understood as a clause with a copula in the form.of a demon­

strative pronoun ('this kind is that of musi,c'). Both the structural 

and semantic changes of the utterance were accomplished because of 

breaking up the semantic head - in this case the noun together with 

the prepositional phrase. • 

A detailed semantic analysis of all 1951 nominal groups showed 

that in modern written Arabic ... nominal head may occur in the form 

of: 

1) A single noun (e.g. 'as-si<r 'poetry', in the example discussed 

above, see p. 164. 

2) Pronoun construction (e.g. ba<~u '1-<ana~ir 'some elements', in 

the~ example discusred above, !Ee p. 162. Moreover: 
u - ' ' 

'ayy gindili '1-bahri 'lladi jalta~iqu bi-l-gism 17 'any jelly-

fish, which clings to bod.y'; 

Wlu '1-,-fannanin fi 'urubba. 18 'all artists in_Eur'ope'; 

kullu 'd-dami 'l-misrI 19 'all Egyptian blood'; 

kull u say' in J:iawla-h~a 2 0 'everything_ around them'; • and so forth; 

3) Construction with a cardinal numeral preceding a noun (e.g. 
'ah du 'l - ·<.i , . 21 • a -masani 1-wat_aniyya 'one from the national fac-

tories'). 

4) Construction w~th an ordinal numeral preceding a noun (e.g. 

'awwalu ma<ridin duwal-i· 22 'th f' t • • ) e irs international exposition' ; 

5) Elative construction repersenting an ·adjective in the superla­

tive (e.g. 'asharu 't-taqafati fi dalika. 'l-<a~r 23 'the most 

famus. culture in that period J; 
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6) Noun plus· adjective - in Arabic often the equivalent,,of juxta-· 
. t' 24 ( , 1 , . u , - u - u posi ion e.g. a - azmat 1-'iqtisadiyyat '1-talamiyyat 

, -h. 25 , l • · , • r-ra ina actua world economic crisis'. An example of the 

lexicalized form which has a similar construction: 'azmatun 
- . • un 26 wiza~iyyat 'cabinet crisis' ); 

7) Noun plus substantival apposition - in Arabic often the equiva­

lent of concrection 27 (e.g. 'as-safinatu_ 'l"''ur . .i:r? datu-ha. 28 

'mother ship itself'. An example of the lexicalized form which 

barraqµn 'blinker, flashing has a similar construction: nurun 

• light 29); 

8) Noun plus genitive construction -'idafa - in Arabic often the 

( - u equivalent of a compound word e.g. haqibat '1-yad 'handbag', 

in the example discussed above, see p. 162,This form is lexical­

ized 30); 

9) Noun plus double, genitive ~onstruction - double 'i<}afa (e.g. 
- . u . -< ti , h-:-li 'l • d.,. 31 , 

10) 

11) 

12) 

manatig zira a n-na
0

i -qa ima old areas of palm cul-

tivation'. An example of the lexicalized form which has a simi­

lar construction: ''Idu kull i, '1-qiddisin 'All Saints' Day' ~2); 

Noun plus possessive pronoun• (e.g. sayfu-hu 'his· sword'-,· in the 

example discussed above, see p. 16 4); • 

Noun,-plus demonstrative pronoun (e •. g. ha.di.hi '1-'a.sbab icullu-

-ha33 'all these reasons'); • • • 

Noun plus cardinal numeral (e.g. 'al-fu 2iilu '1-'arba<atu 'l-ba-
34 , f . . . h , qiya our remaining c apters . An example of_the lexicalized 

form which has a similar construct-ion: mawsJ.iun· wa.J:iidun 'one and 

the same place 3 5) ; 

13)-Noun plus ordinal numeral (e.g. 'al-qarnu 't-talitu 'l-,-higrI
36 

'third century of the Hegira'. An example of the lexicalized 

form which has- a similar construction: tabib\m 'awwalu 'physi­

cian-in-chief 37); • 

14) Noun plus prepositional phrase (e.g. hawatimu mina 'd-d~habi 

mura~:5a<atun bi-l-<aqiq 38 'golden rin;s inlaid with carnelian'. 

An example -of the lexicalized form which has a similar construc­

t.ion: tawbunmin J;iarir 'a garment of silk, a silk dress•
39

). 

In phrases containing ,a greater number of attributes, semantic 

heads of higher complexity can be encountered, e.g.:· 
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17) 

Noun plus adjective plus demonstrative pronoun ( hada '1-hadatu 

't-tar'i!}iyyu '9--:9:a!}m40 'this great· historic event'); • 

Noun plus adjective plus possessive pronoun ( saklu-ha '1-gadidu • 

haia. 41 'this its new fo~'.); _ _ . -_. 

Noun plus adjecti'!e pl~s cardinal numeral('al-mil~ '1-:murabba<u 
'1-wap.idu min qa< 1 'l-baJ;lr 42 'one square mile of the sea gulf); 

Noun plus adjective plus prepositional phrase ( tilk~ 'n-nama­

digu 's-sabiqatu mina 'r-raqaba 43 'those· previous models of con­

trol'); 

Noun plus adjective plus adjectival relative clause (hada '1-ma-
- u - u -- -44 

Dluq '1-~aqir 'llaii huwa 'ana 'this miserable creature 

which is me'. An example of the similarly constructed lexi-caliz­

ed form which is made up of a _noun·and an asyndetic adjectival 
un -- - • • • 45) 

relative clause: dawrat .la tu<kas 'the irreversible cycle' ; 

Noun plus demonstrative pronoun plus_prepositional phrase (tilka 

;1-mintagatu min 'amrlka 'l..:ganubiyya _'llati kanat tula~iqu 's-

-sahil '1-garbiyya li-'ifrlqiya 'that region of South Ameri-

ca which was adjoining_ to the west coast of Africa'); 

_ 21) Noun plus genitive construction (' i9-afa)plus possessive pronoun 

plus pre~osi~ional phrase (kitabu zawgati-hi <an-hu bi-<unwani 

ma<a-ka
4 

- 'his wife's book about him, entitled "With You'"). 

Asha,sbeen mentioned above, the basis for.the discussion was 

a semantic analysis of 1951 nominal groups, which contai_ned 2139 

combinations of attributes. The material was selected from press 

articles, -in a broad range nf topics, nubl ished i_n various Arab 
th - th 

countries in 70 and 80 years. The examples vere put in writing 

successively, without selecting some special kinds of combinations. 

It seems that this method of -collecting such copious material enti­

tles to draw oome conclusions on frequency.· Numerical and percen­

tage calculations ·were performed to determine the distribution of 

various types of heads -as-well as their frequency of occurrence in 

contemporary newspaper Arabic texts. These indicate as follows: 

number percentage 
of examples of combinations 

- noun plus adjective 1179 55.1 
- noun plus possessive pronoun 379 17.7 
- noun plus genitive construction 252 11 ;8 
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number percentage 
of examples of combinations 

- a single noun 

- noun plus demonstrative pronoun 

- noun plus ordinal numeral 

- noun plus prepositional phrase 

- noun plus adjective plus demon-
-strative pronoun 

- noun plus cardinal numeral 

- ~oun plus adjective pius adjec-
tival relative clau re 

- noun plus subst_antival apposition 

noun plus double genitive con­
struction (double 'i9-afa) 

- noun plus adjective plus preposi­
tional phrase 

108 

51 

34 

31 

30 

28 

19. 

12 

5 

4 

5 

2.4 

1 -6. 

1.5 

1. 4 

1. 3 

0 .. 9 

o._G 

0.2 

0.2 

Moreover, in the analy S:d texts I have observed. a single exam­

ples of the following heads: 

- noun plus genitive construction plus adjective; 

- noun plus possessive pronoun plus adjective; 

-
-
-
-
-

noun plus 

noun .plus-

noun plus 

noun plus 

noun plus 

adjective plus cardinal numeraii 

demonstrative pronoun plus prepositional phrase; 

cardinal riumeral plus ordinal numeral; 

genitive construction plus substantival apposition; 

double genitive· construction (q.ouble 'ig.af_a) "plus pre- • 

·positional phrase._ 

The -present paper should by no means be vie.wed as an attempt to 

investigate comprehensively the problem of nominal heads in Arabic 

or to p·resent the full list of the constructions possible. My aim 

was rather to point to the question in order to fill a gap in gram­

mar books of Arabic._It seems that _the method of looking for a head 

and isolating it on the semantic level shopld be worth noticin·g by 

linguists. 
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