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The study surveys main structural properties of the Egyptian Arabic relative clauses and
examines some critical border-lines of their grammaticalness.

1. Phenomena associated with the structural and semantic properties of
relativization are one of the dominant topics in Arabic syntactic studies. The inter-
est in the structure and functioning of relative clauses (RC’s) is evidently due to
the prevailing trend on the linguistic scene since about the seventies. Relativization
has mostly been conceived as part of a more comprehensive linguistic field of w-
constructions, side by side with whA-question formation and topicalization. Most
immediately, the interest in whA-constructions has been triggered by Ross’ disser-
tation (1967) and its traces may be found in a number of methodologically impor-
tant studies of general linguistic interest, and the Arabic syntactic studies are not
quite free of its influence, either.!

In accordance with the formally and notionally supported preferences, Arabic
in all its varieties, may more conveniently and more insightfully be described in
sentence-related than in discourse-related terms or, in Keenan’s terminology (1972),
Arabic is a subject-prominent rather than a topic-prominent language. Of course,
this does not imply that Arabic, or any of its varieties, could not be analysed along
the topic-comment axis or that every morphological type of the subject has to be
explicitly expressed. As for the latter feature, Arabic unlike English, shows sub-
ject pronoun deletion in verbal sentences since all subject-related pronominal
markers are reflected in the Arabic verb inflections.

1.1. The ambiguity called forth by the semantic property of what Downing
terms modification (1978:379) results from the fact that the latter is present in

I General: L1, Charles N. and Sandra A. TrompsoN (1976); Kuno, Susumu (1953, 1976);
Arabic-related: LEwkowicz, N. (1971); KiLLEAN, Carolyn (1972); WanBa, Wafaa A. (1984);
Eip, Mushira (1977); MoutaouakiL, Ahmed (1985); etc.
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only some RC’s, namely those usually classified as adjectival or restrictive, as
opposed to appositive or nonrestrictive RC’s (for the terminology adopted, see
ibid.). In order to distinguish between the two, it seems here to be quite sufficient
to state that restrictive RC’s (RRC’s) narrow down the scope of reference of the
head nominal, defined as antecedent in what follows, while their nonrestrictive
counterparts (NRC’s) merely convey additional information. Let us consider the
following sentence:

(sukkan il’ufr ilmasri) biyirkabu sayyarat | bitistamil maddit iddizil |*

“(the inhabitants of Egypt) ride in vehicles using diesel 0il” (Mitchell, 178-9).

The RC, enclosed in square brackets, in its RRC-interpretation reduces the set
of what is conveyed by the head noun to only such vehicles that are propelled by
diesel engines, as against its NRC-reading that leaves the scope of reference open
to all other kinds of vehicles including those using diesel oil.

Of course, the same type of ambiguity occurs also with nominalized RC’s
(reduced relative clauses: Wise 1975:90), as in:

biyimsu ‘ala sikak | marsita bil’asfalt | “they walk on roads made with as-
phalt” (Mitchell, 178-9), where marsiifa bi- “made, paved with” corresponds, at
the verbal level, to ’ifrasafit (past) or bititrisif (present).

RRC: only on roads made with asphalt, in contrast to:

NRC: inclusively of roads of the above type.

Apart from a basic assumption, there is no convincing evidence of the func-
tioning and formal marking of the RRC/NRC distinction in Arabic. There are
hardly any contrastive examples available in the literature, like those quoted by
Downing (1978:379) for English, where the distinction between both types is for-
mally supported by a number of specific suprasegmental features which are fur-
ther marked by a distinctive comma-orthography:

RRC: The children who have green tickets will be admitted free;

NRC: The children, who have green tickets, will be admitted free.

The semantic contrast between both types of RC’s will be perceived even more
clearly in the following pair of sentences quoted by Keenan (1985:168-9):

RRC: The Japanese who are industrious now outcompete W. Europe;

NRC: The Japanese, who are industrious, now outcompete W. Europe.

It is clear that only NRC implies that the Japanese now outcompete Western
Europe whereas RRC does not.

For ECA, the distinction between both types is described by Wise (1975:87) as
being marked, with NRC, by pauses that delimit the embedded clause, and by a
specific intonation pattern.

2 In Romanizing the ECA data, drawn from various sources with widely differing writing
techniques, an attempt has been made at unifying the formal presentation. Mitchell’s (1960)
way of writing has been taken as a guiding model (consistent notation of the word-initial glottal
stop except when in close transition in a number of morphonological environments; marking
epenthesis and vowel elision; etc.). For technical reasons, epenthetic vowels have been marked,
somewhat misleadingly, by circumflexes.
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In general, the RRC/NRC distinction need not necessarily have a consistent
formal rendering and in a number of languages both types may be formally
undistinguishable from each other (for Japanese, see S. Kuno 1973:235). To avoid
undue complications, as the matter is of no immediate relevance to the present
inquiry, all RC’s examined in what follows, will be regarded as members of the
RRC-subclass.

1.2. The RRC/NRC ambiguity is not the only one in this structural domain.
The last quoted sentence, apart from its RC-classification that may be confirmed
by its verbal paraphrase: biyimsu ‘ala sikak | itrasafit/ bititrisif bil’asfalt |, may
evidently be related to a coordinated attributive clause deep-structure pattern:
biyimsu ‘ala sikak wi hiyya (kanit) marsifa bil’asfalt. Nevertheless, the latter
ambiguity cannot occur in sentences with a definite head noun: biyimsu ‘ala-
ssikak ilmarsiifa bil’asfalt, since here the verbal RC would obligatorily be intro-
duced by ’ili.

2. In contrast to verb-final languages like Japanese, Korean or Turkish, where
RC’s as well as all types of modifiers typically precedes the head nominal, in
ECA, as a SVO language, RC’s follow the head noun. The terminology used to
describe this distinction differs between authors: Schwartz (1971:139-171) speaks
about prospective and retrospective, while Downing (1978:375-418) talks about
prenominal and postnominal RC’s.

In spite of a number of distributional alternatives, a RC is always related to
another clause through one of its terms which is coreferential with a term of the
clause the RC is related to. At least one of these terms should always be overtly
expressed.

Basic concepts:

suft irragil [illi-stara-1arabiyya]? “I saw the man who bought the car”:

’irragil : in relation to RC, head noun or antecedent (A);

"lli : relative word (R);

A-R: coreferential terms;

RC: attributive (adjectival) clause providing a statement about the head noun
(A) of the clause it is related to.

Or, preliminarily, for a case of definiteness-sensitive (indefiniteness-motivated)
deletion of R:

Suffi ragil |e istara-Iarabiyya | “1 saw a man who bought the car”:

A: ragil;

R: o,

or, the deletion of A:

o [ 'illi-ybussili-bén | ‘abussilu bil-itnén ““if someone treats me well, I'll treat
him even better” (Badawi 1986:614), or:

hud e [ill-inta ‘awzu | “take what you want” (Mitchell 150-1).

3 Coreferential terms in § 2 (Basic Concepts) are printed in bold characters.
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3. Main types of the ECARC’s.

Symbols used:

A (+) : presence of A (head noun);

R (+) : presence of R (’illi);

A (9) : deletion of A;

R (9) : deletion of R;

R (+) ... Pro : pronominal component of R;

R () . . . Pro : pronominal substitute of R.

(H)A(+)~R (+):

(11) huwwa-rragil illi-byizal bisur<a “he’s the man who loses his temper
quicky” (Mitchell 57); or: (’idduktir) saddi sinnu bilkammasa-Ili-btilma°“ (the
doctor) pulled his tooth with that shining pair of pliers” (Harrell 27.1); or:
da-ssu’al illi mafrad yitsi’il “that is the question that should be asked” (Badawi
392); or: “asan rummana hatiggawwiz iggada “ ikkayhan issadnan illi kanit bithibbu
zaman wi lissa bithibbu Iil’an “for Rummana will marry that incompetent and
worthless fellow who she has been since long in love with and who she loves up to
now”

(12) wi min da-Ili hayidfa“humiu? “and who will pay him (these pounds)?”
(Malina 165: Wahba 97-101); for a deleted A, here represented by a demonstra-
tive, see § 3.(5) in what follows;

(13) kull innas illi fiddunya "arayib “all people in the world are relatives”
(Malina 88: Wahba 337); or: kabbari-kkubayat illi “aftarabéza “put bigger glasses
out on the table” (Badawi 731);

(131) ’ana ‘arif ilmudarrisa-ili labsa ’iswid fiswid “l know the teacher dressed
all in black” (Wise 92); etc.

In Arabic, including ECA, a definiteness-controlled RC-pattern: A (definite) -
’ill, as against A (indefinite) : o ; for the latter case see § 3.(3) below. The verb in
the RC clause need not immediately follow R (12) and, of course, the verb, in RC,
may be represented by a nominal predicate (13), (131).

The definiteness-controlled restructuring of (131) in indefinite terms, i.e. ‘ana
arif mudarrisa labsa "iswid fiswid seems to allow an appositive reading, as that
shown in 1.2 above.

(14) bass ilhagat illi “andak ’agla min ilhagat illi fi-Imahallat ittanya “but the
goods in your shop are more expensive than those in other shops” (Mokhtar 206);
or: ‘ana hallasti kull ilhagat illi filmatbah T’ ve finished everything in the kitchen
(Mitchell 146-7).

The deletion of ’i//i that introduces unrepresented copulative verbs and verbs
of occurrence (Verben der Befindlichkeit) may lead to grammatically acceptable
paraphrases outside the structural domain of RC’s:

(141) ’ana hallasti kull ilhagat filmatbah (the English translation, as given
above, seems to hold, substantially, for the present paraphrase as well). Neverthe-
less, the (14) RC ’i/li filmatbah might be perhaps more insightfully rendered in
English by “(everything) that was (to do) in the kitchen”, as against the (141)
paraphrase where the prepositional complex fi/matbah operates as a verb-related
circumstantial place-marker.
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2)A+)~R(+)...Pro:

(21) timil hisab ilmasarif illi saraftiha “reckon up (lit. make the account of)
what you spent” (Mitchell 146-7); or: Suffi ya sidi-lkalam illi biy uliih filgarayid?
(ibid. 58) “have you seen what they’re saying in the papers (my friend)?” (ibid.
278);

(22) ’ilhikaya-lli-smi‘ti ha-di /’ilhikaya-di "illi-smi ‘i ha “‘the story that I heard”
(Wise 96); or: tishad ya“ni “ala hawadis itturmay zayy ilhadsa-1li suftiha-di “that
is, you will testify to the streetcar accidents as to an accident you have (really)
seen” (Malina 165: Wahba 97-101); or: ‘ana ‘@wiz issiniyya . . . wi-lgiwésa-Ili-
hnak-di “1 want the tray . . . and the bracelet that is over there” (Mokhtar 207);

(23) ’ilyomen illi bit’il ‘alehum, dol ’agaza maradiyya “the two days you're
talking of were sickleave” (Mitchell 126-7);

(24) ’adi-lgarya-ili mat fiha sahbi “here is the village in which my friend died”;

(25) ’adli-rragil ill-inta “awzu (ibid. 278) “that’s the man you want” (ibid. 59);
etc.

From the set of functions, signalled by the pronominal suffix, the subject-refer-
ence is missing while the object- (21-23; 25) and adverb-related (24) links are
represented. The structural compactness of RC’s is illustrated on the alternating
phrasal structures in (22).

(3) A (+) ~ R (9): subject-related:

(31) huwwa ragil biyiz‘al bisur‘a “he is a man who loses his temper quickly”
(Mitchell 57); or: “awzin sala-tsil tulfumit nafar “they want a hall which can
accommodate three hundred people” (Badawi 496); or: ‘ana ba raf ragil biyi‘mil
mit ginéh filyém “l know a man that makes a hundred pounds a day” (Harrell
17.4);

(32) ‘andiha qurha ‘ayza ‘amaliyya “she has an ulcer that needs operation”
(Badawi 601-2); or: ’ana ‘andi muskila filbét saglani giddan “I’ve a problem at
home which is worrying me a lot” (Mitchell 126-7); etc.

As already hinted at (cf. §§ 3.(1.2) and 3.(131)), RC’s related to an indefinite
head noun allow unwanted paraphrases (relativeness/appositiveness).

4AH)~R(9)...Pro:

Pro: object-related:

(41) huwwa “arif haga ma yi’darsi-y 'ulha “he knows something (that) he can’t
tell” (Harrell 17.4); etc.

(42) fih hagat hadritak mihabbiha ‘alayya? “‘is there anything (lit.: any things)
you conceal from me?”” (Malina 180: Wahba 372-8); etc.

Pro: adverb-related:

(43) kan ‘ayiz Santa-yhutfi fiha-hdiimu “he wanted a suitcase (that) he could
put his clothes in” (Harrell 17.4); etc.

Pro, in the predicate slot of a nominal RC, may also operate as a formal A-
related identity-marker that makes up for the missing R and other A-related iden-
tity markers (e.g., inflectional elements in verbal RC’s).

(44) kan marra ragil ‘andu walad sugayyar “there was once a man who had a
small boy” (Mitchell 122-3); or: biyaklu ’akli malis ta‘mi halis “they eat food
which has no taste at all” (Wise 87); etc.
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The interpretational ambiguity, typical of RC’s related to an indefinite A, for-
mally signalled by R(o) in the RC structural pattern, is present in this subclass, as
well (see (32) above).

(5) A(9) ~ R(+): subject-related:

(51) ’istanna-swayya lamm-amassi-lli "uddamak ‘““wait a minute while I deal
with those in front of you” (Mitchell 132-3); or: tirkabi-1Ii yi‘gibik minhum (humar)
“ride whichever you (fem.) please” (ibid. 152-3); or: ’illi ‘awzin yisafru lazim
yidfa‘u dilwa’ti “those who want to leave, have to pay now” (Mokhtar 115); etc.

(52) ’ulli-1li hasal “tell me what happened” (Badawi 722); or: ’al /i-mratu “alli
hasal “(he) told his wife (about) what happened” (Mitchell 150-1);

(53) ’iddini wahid milli “andak (ibid. 58) “give me one of yours” (ibid. 278); etc.

A(), in the examples quoted, may best be identified in the deep-structure ma-
trices, like Aumma-ili (51), (éh) huwwa-Ili (52), and min humma-Ili; min dol illi
(54); etc.

Relativization, especially in the present A(e)~R(+) structural pattern, is fre-
quently used to create a topic to be emphasized. The latter is mostly subject-
oriented, as in:

(54) hiyya-ili hatitgawwiz mi$ hadritak ““it’s her who will marry, not you”
(Malina 26: Wahba 356); or: ‘ana-lli dafi° filiis ilma‘“ziin “I’ll pay money to the
official” (Malina 89: Wahba 331).

The same holds for interrogative sentences:

(55) ’eh illi hasal? “what happened? (lit. what is it that happened)” (Malina
89: Wahba 347); or: wi min illi gayy “who is coming?” (ibid.89: 380); etc.

RC’s of this structural pattern frequently appear in an anaphoric shape:

(56) w-illi yihsal yihsal “what is happening, is happening” (Malina 89: Wahba
335); or: ’illi yimsi yimsi “who wants to go, let him go” (ibid. 89: 379); etc.

(6) A(9) ~R(+) . . . Pro: object-related:

(61) ‘aftikir innak <arif ill-ana ha’ulilak (Mitchell 278) “I think you know
what I’m going to say to you” (ibid. 59);

(63) hud-ill-inta ‘awzu “take what you want “ (Mitchell 150-1); or: ’illi "ana
‘awzu ‘arith Saylu “whatever [ want, I take” (Badawi 33); etc.

4. In right-branching languages (cf. §2), like Arabic, English or Slovak, there is
no problem in serializing RC’s. Long subordinate-clause sequences, like those
created by Yngve (1960): he cried because she hit him because he called her
names because she wouldn’t give him any candy, could easily be represented in
the structural domain of the RC’s , as well. In ECA, however, in view of the fact
that the R (’i/li), as an inflectionless unit, cannot operate as an unambiguous A-
related identity-marker, a number of interpretational problems cannot safely be
avoided without resorting to additional means. Some of them, relying on pro-
nominal markers, will be illustrated on the following pair of examples:

(41) ’rrragil illi “abil sahbu-Ili Satamu “‘the man who met his friend that he
insulted / who insulted him” obviously allows two interpretations:

(42) “irragil, illi “abil sahbu,-1li satamu,, as well as:

(43) ’zkrégz'lz illi “abil sahbu,-Ili iaz‘amuj.
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In order to paraphrase away the latter type of ambiguity, the pronominal sub-
ject-related identity-marker is used:

(44) ’irragil illi °abil sahbu-1li huwwa satamu, to obtain an unambiguous inter-
pretation equaling that of (42).

4.1. In ECA, there is some evidence, not yet adequetely attested, showing that
even RC’s which do not provide immediate statements about the head nominal
might be recognized, by some authors at least, as grammatical. Let us consider the
following clause:

(1) ’ilwalad illi kallimt ilmudarris illi Satamu * “the boy who I talked to the
teacher that he insulted” (Mushira Eid 1987: 172).

The RC quoted violates one of the very fundamental constraints imposed on
relativization, notably what Kuno (1976: 420) calls thematic constraint on RC’s,
according to which a RC must be a statement about its head noun (A). As evident,
neither of the two RC’s, when taken separately, provides any meaningful state-
ment about the head noun. To do it, the whole RC,-RC, complex is necessary and
this is apparently why this RC cannot be classed as grammatical, in English at the
very least.

When accepting, for all that, the grammaticalness of the last sentence quoted,
the problem of the A-related identity has to be solved in similar terms as those
applied to RC’s in 4. (42) — (43) above.*

4.2. When giving credit to Keenan (1985: 156), Egyptian Arabic admits
relativization into a coordinated structure. The example quoted, however, is a
faultily presented Standard Arabic RC-clause,’ here corrected and rewritten in the
transcription code adopted for the present paper: ar-ragulu-lladi huwa wa-bnuhu
dahabii ’ila N. Y. “the man that he and his son went to New York”. With the risk
of being misguided without a native speaker’s control, we propose the following
ECAreading: “irragil illi huwwa wi-bnu rahu N. Y. The structure can be accepted
as grammatical with a high degree of probability since coordinate structures with
a plural agreement, such as ’‘issawwa’ wi-lkumsari-btii° ilhadsa “the driver and
the conductor (involved) in the accident” (Malina 44: Wahba 117), are of quite
common occurrence.

4.3. The coordinate structure constraint, formulated by Ross (1967; requoted
after Wise 1975: 98), which states that no element in conjunct in a coordinate
structure may be questioned or relativized, does not seem to be operative in ECA,
either. According to Wise (ibid.: 99), this is so because ECA, unlike English, uses
place-marking pronouns instead of moving the pronoun to the beginning of the
clause, as in: suft il arabiyya-Ili “ahiiya ba° ilhusan wi-staraha * “1 saw the car
that my brother sold the horse and bought™.

4 The procedure is described by Mushira Eib (1987: 172). In RC’s with inflectionally differ-
entiated constituents a similar ambiguity cannot take place; cf.: ’i/lwalad illi nadya ‘agabitha-
[‘arabiyya-Ili-staraha * “the boy that Nadia liked the car that (he) bought.”

> cf.: al-rajul allathi hua wa ibna-hu thahabu ille New York.
6 The English sentence is marked with an asterisk by the author of the present study.
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5. Summary

5.1. A typical ECA RC is a statement about the head noun (A) outside the
structural domain of the RC. Nevertheless, in some types of ECA sentences with
serialized RC’s, the latter constraint is only met by the whole RC complex collec-
tively, and not individually, by any single RC within this complex. The grammati-
calness of such RC sequences is, all the same, recognized by some authors (cf. 4.1
above).

5.2. The head noun of an ECA RC can be either overt or covert. The RC may
be introduced by a relative word (R) or may not. The R cannot be deleted in RC’s
related to a covert A. The relationship between both these coreferential terms, A
and R, underlies the typology of RC’s, proposed in this study.

5.3. The explicit expression of R depends on the definiteness state of A the RC
is related to: the R is explicitly expressed only when related to a definite A while,
in the opposite case, it is deleted.

5.4. In ECA RC’s with an indefinite A, relative and appositive constructions
cannot be formally distinguished from each other at the surface structure level
(cf. § 1.2, as well as all other paragraphs dealing with structural patterns that con-
tain A(@) as one of their constituents).

5.5. Another type of ambiguity may affect the identity of A-constituents in
serialized RC’s. The ambiguity may be avoided by resorting to the subject-mark-
ing pronominal suffixes (§ 4.1).
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