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THE -iin IN THE COLLOQUIAL ARABIC GENITIVE EXPONENTS 

]Jaggiin, taba 'iin AND btii'iin 

In the region of Sa'dah near the northern border of Yemen, Peter Behnstedt has 
attested the plural form ]Jaggiin of the genitive exponent, which in three local dialects 
is inflected as follows: 
sing. m;isc. fem. pl. masc. fem. 
]Jagg ]Jaggat • ]Jaggiin ]Jaggiin (Sagen) 
]Jagg ]Jaggit ]Jaggiin ]Jaggiit (an-Na!jrr) 

]Jagg ]Jaggat ]Jaggiin ]Jaggiit (im-ManaJl) 

Behnstedt compares the form ]Jaggiin with the Upper Egyptian and Sudanese equiva­
lents bitii 'fn, ]Jaggfn and lflfn, and then puts forth the interesting hypothesis that 

this /-Un/ acmally might be a preserved old nominative morpheme.1 In a dialect area 
where the unique archaism !<JI : It/ is convincingly attested,2 this assumption naturally 
suggests itself. However, similar forms have been attested, for some other dialect areas 
as well, and therefore some_ comparisons should be made to test the plausibility of the 

hypothesis. 
Apart from the Sa'dah region, similar plural forms of the genitive exponent have 

been reported to occur in urban Hijazi dialects: Snouck Hurgronje cites it in the 
form ]Jaggiin (Mecca), whereas Schreiber mentions that the plural forms ]Jaggi5n 

and ]Jaggfn occur in Mecca, both of which are used with reference to persons only.3 

Significantly, the only example given by Sieny for the use of the plural·fonn in urban 
Hijazi, 'at-talabah ]Jaggi5n >aJjiim 'ah 'the students of the university', is in accord 

with Schreiber's observation.4 

If ]Jagg were the only genitive exponent in the modern dialects of Arabic which 
displays the plural marker /-Un/ (or /-on/), it could be possible to explain it as a 
preserved nominative morpheme. But, as a matter of fact,' the same plural marker 
occurs sporadicall·y with other genitive exponents as well, viz. biii' and. taba '. Thus, 
Bauer ascribes the plural forms btii'iin masc. and btii'iit fem. to Palestinian peas­
ants: el-byiit btii 'uni 'my houses', el-k"r'iim btii 'unna 'our vineyards', hadol btii 'unna 

'these are ours•.s Among Cowell's examples from Damascus is the form taba 'iili 

'mine', which Cowell presumes to be rendered from taba 'iin, perhaps reinterpreted as 
a quasi-verbal form with an /-1'./ suffix: taba'ii-lo 'belonging (pl.) to him'.6 It is also 
worth noting that btii'iin and taba'iin always seem to. be used parallelly with btii'fn 

and taba 'fn. In this respect the case resembles that of urban Hijazi, whereas in the 
region of Sa'dah the form ]Jaggiin is riot reported to have variants of this kind. On 
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the other hand, forms ending in /-f.nl occur in Syro-Palestinian dialects without variants 
ending in /-fm/. 

The parallel occurrence of forms ending in /-uni and /-f.n/ could lead to the 
conclusion that although the forms on the synchronic level are used in free variation, 
they still might reflect the old case distinction nominative vs. oblique case. However, it 
should be borne in mind that the emergence of analytic genitive constructions to a high 
degree is a result of the collapse of the Old Arabic case system. Therefore it seems 
natural to presume that the genitive exponents from the very beginning have lacked 
case distinctions. Consequently, the variants /-uni and /-In/ occurring in genitive 
exponents can hardly reflect the old nominative vs. oblique case distinction. The suffix 
/-f.n/ is, of course, the generalized old st. abs. oblique case, whereas /-uni most 
probably is the result of a later development. 

When looking around for plausible points of departure for such a development, 
the closest parallels are to be found in demonstrative pronouns, in Maghribi dialects in 
particular: hadiin (Taza), 7 hiigiin and hiigun (South Algeria),8 hAgu•n, hAgiina 
(el-1:lamrna).9 In regard to the present problem, Maghribi forms are to be. conside~ as 
relatively irrelevant; therefore it is worth noting that a similar development may have 
taken place in Damascus as well. There the pl. c. form of hadiik( e) and hadfk( e) is 
had;ink(e), which according to the etymology proposed by Grotzfeld is derived 
from hiidiin + ke. JO 

In certain dialects the plural morpheme displays a gender distinctio~ which is 
unmistakably associated with personal pronouns. Thus, the dialect of the Marazf.g in· 
southern Tunisia has the forms hAgom(a) pl. masc., hAgon(a) pl. fem., the first of 
which, together with other related North Africa:n fo~s, Fischer traces back to 
*hiigii-humii, *hiigii-hum. This etymology may, generaliy speaking, certainly be 
plausible, but there might have been substantial differences in the course of de~elop­
ment between different dialects. The dialect of the Marazig---a dialect of the Bedouin 
type-belongs to those in which the etymology has probably been different. When 
discussing the feminine forms hAgu•n, hAgiina of the dialect of el-1:lamma, Fischer 
points to the problematic fact th;t it can~ot be explained. in the same way as the 
masculine forms hAgum etc., but for it the etymology *hiiri'(ii)n(ii) < *hiiga-iin(ii) 
must be presupposed. This is one of the reasons which has led Fischer not to rule out 
the possibility of the phonetic influence of hagiilii and related forms, and to presume 
that forms of the last-named type may have existed in these dialects at an earlier 
stage. 11 As a matter of fact, Boris mentions that in the dialect of the Marazig the pl. 
masc. and fem. forms given above intervary with a". older form ("un pl. vieilli") hA(Jol 

pl. c.12 In my opinion, the masculine and feminine forms in this case most probably 
have developed in parallel and should therefore be traced back to common origins, This 
implies that their /6/ element would not be due to a phonetic influence of hAgol; rather, 
this inherited form was preserved, but in order to indicate gender distin~tion, new 
variants were developed through replacement of the final /1/ by /rn/ in masc. and /nl in 
fem., taken from corresponding personal pronouns. Analogously, the final /-uni and 
/on/ in hagiin etc., as well as in the genitive exponents under discussion, may 

originally have been composed of two separate morphological elements. This would in 
no way be an exceptional development. Several parallel cases are attested for different 
dialects, e.g. the pl. 3rd p. masc. (or c.) morpheme /-urn/ in some dialects of Arabian 
Peninsula (katabum) and in Cairo (gum); 13 in these kinds of forms a pronominal 
element-probably not a whole morpheme--has been added to the old plural mor­
pheme /-u/. 

Verbal morphemes, too, have been borrowed in order to mark the plural of 
demonstrative pronouns. Instances of this are the series hlid(a), hay(di), pl. haw(di); 
hidak/hidak, hidik/hidfk, pl. hudik/hudfk (Baskinta in Lebanon), 14 hiida, hadi, 
ha wdi; hadiik, hadfk, ha wdfk (Jabal An~ariye in Syria), 15 and her}ii, hegi, 
hawli/hawgi; hagiiki, hagek/haglke,' hawlek/hawlfke (ez-Zrerf.ye, Lebanon),16 in 
which the /w/ < /-u/ cannot be anything else but a plural marker borrowed from verbal 
inflection. Correspondingly, Jastrow traces the Anatolian and northern Me&opotamian 
q;iltu dialect forms hawg(e) and hawk(e) (Mardin and its surroundings), hawije 
and h/lwk(e) (Kosa, M]:iallami), (h)awg(e) and (h)/lwk (QarJl!lin), (h)awd(e) and 
(h)awk (Diyarbaku), hawz(i) and hawk (B:i]:izani), ozi and ok (Daragozii) back 
to *hii-ii-gii > *ha wr}ii, and explains the /u/ element as taken from verbal inflection_l7 
This is also the commonest way of forming plurals of demonstrative pronouns in the 
Maghrib, where different reflexes of hiiija, haijf, ha{jii and r}ii., (Ji, {jii generally_ 
occur. 18 

It thus seems that there are two possible diachronic explanations for the /-fm/ 
morpheme in J;aggiin, btii'iin and taba'iin. The/-u/element can plausibly be re­
garded as a loan from verbal inflection, whereas tracing the final /-n/ • back to verbal 
inflection is more problematic. In the imperfect inflection, /-uni admittedly occurs as a 
plural marker in the 2nd and 3rd p. masc. in Old Arabic as well as in Bedouin dialects 
of the Arabian Peninsula and in Iraqi dialects, but, significantly, neither in the Yemen 
nor t~e Hijaz, nor in the sedentary dialects of Greater Syria. Because the /-un/ 
morpheme most probably has not belonged to the imperfect inflection of the last­
mentioned dialects late enough to have been loaned to genitive exponents, it is better 
explained as a combination of two elements derived from different sources, the verbal 
and the nominal .inflection. In au· three actual genitive exponents the use of a plural 
marker was probably called forth by a tendency to treat t~e genitive exponents 
morphologically as adjectives and to mark their agreement with the noun in number and 

gender. The most natural way to form this secondary plural was to use the nominal 
plural morphemes /-in/ and /-at/; ,new broken plurals were formed as well. 19 Later on, 
in some dialects new variants ending in /-fi.n/ developed, influenced by the plural 
marker /-u/ of verbal inflection, perhaps brought about by a reinterpretation of the 
exponents as quasi-verbs, as· suggested by Cowell for Damascus Arabic. In these 

. dialects it occurs as a 'riyal variant of other plural forms; among the dialects 
documented so far, those of the Sa'dah region are the only ones in which /-un/ would 
have totally replaced /-in/. Although these dialects display several extremely conserva­
tive features, it is improbable that the diachronic e~planation of l)aggiin there differs 
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substantially from that of the same form in Mecca. If the above hypothesis of the 
verbal origin of the /U/ element is accepted, it would also explain the vowel /o/ in the 
form in Mecca: the morpheme of the 3rd p. pl. in the perfect there is /-fi/, before a 
suffix /-o-/. 20 

A further fact supporting the hypothesis presented above is that the suffixation of 
plural morphemes to l)agg, btii' and taba' actually involves a clear-cut distinction 
between the original substantives and the use of the words as established genitive· 
exponents, and therefore it cannot be of a very early date. 
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