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Abstract

Prepositions, in any given language, are context sensitive, i.e. their meaning cannot be
determined from their lexical individual and decontextualised meanings. It is rather
determined by taking into account the surrounding textual and contextual factors.
Prepositions are language-specific items as well. That is, each language has its distinct and
special manner of using them which may or may not overlap with their usage in other
language(s). This study sheds some light on the two crucial issues of context sensitivity and
language specificity by analysing and contrasting the collocational and colligational
phenomena of verb-preposition structure in English and Arabic languages. The purpose is to
perceive the extent to which the dissimilarities can affect the process of understanding the
overall message of Arabic press texts, and to propose a number of theoretically and
empirically-based recommendations for English learners of Arabic. A Multiple-choice test
and a translation test were conducted by twenty five English learners of Arabic. The results
revealed that there were many difficulties encountered by English learners of Arabic when
dealing with the Arabic verb-preposition structure. Yet, the issues of context sensitivity and
language specificity were the main two reasons behind these difficulties.

Keywords: Verb-preposition structure, Context sensitivity, Language specificity, Collocation,
Colligation, Phrasal verbs
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1. Introduction

Several studies have dealt with the Arabic verbal system and Arabic prepositional phrases
(although separately). Nevertheless, no study, to date, has been devoted to tackling the
question of the context sensitivity and language-specificity of Arabic verb-preposition
structure per se. The lack of such studies was the principle motivation for undertaking this
study. Additionally, being a teacher of Arabic language and literature for many years in
different universities (The University of Sydney, The Australian National University and The
University of Western Sydney), I noticed the enormous struggle of English learners of Arabic
when tackling the phenomenon of verb-preposition structure. Due to the lack of awareness of
the context sensitivity and language-specificity of such structures, students quite often
confuse the usage of Arabic prepositions with that of English. Hence, the finding and
recommendations of this study will be of great benefit and interest to English learners of
Arabic since it will raise their awareness of the issues at hand, and, in turn, help them avoid
getting the wrong message of Arabic texts owing to misinterpreting the Arabic prepositions
which collocate/colligate with verbs.

2. Verb-Preposition Structure in English

Prepositions in English are particles which express “a relation between two entities, one
being that represented by a prepositional complement, the other by another part of the
sentence. The prepositional complement is characteristically a noun phrase, a nominal wh-
clause, or a nominal ing clause” (Quirk et al. 1985, p. 657). English prepositions are of five
types, they are: 1) time, as in: during the exam; 2) place, as in: against the wall; 3) manner, as
in: with ease; 4) agency, as in: by the mechanic; and 5) recipience, as in: fo a friend (Collins,
1998, p. 32). It is worth noting that a number of English prepositions may play the role of
adverbs in some contexts especially when combining with verbs to form what is known as
English phrasal verbs (Bolinger, 1971; Cowie and Mackin, 1993 and Aldahesh, 2009a).
Bolinger (1971) labels such particles of dual functions as ‘Adpreps’, which “form the most
typical phrasal verbs [... and] function now as adverbs, now as prepositions” (p. 23). The
English prepositions used to form phrasal verbs are listed by Cowie and Mackin (1993) as
follows:

Aboard, about, above, across, after, against, ahead of, along, alongside, among,
around, as, as far as, astride, at, before, behind, below, beneath, beside, between,
beyond, by, down, for, from, in, in front of, inside, into, like, near, of, off, on, onto, on
top of, out of, outside, over, past, round, through, to, toward(s), under, underneath, up,
upon, with, within, without (p. vii).

Generally, there are three types of verb-particle structures in English, being: (a) verb-adverb
structure; (b) verb-preposition structure; and (c) verb-adverb-preposition structure.
Verb-adverb structure consists of a simple verb and an adverbial particle as in: People should
give up smoking. Verb-preposition structure, however, consists of a simple verb and
prepositional particle followed by a prepositional object as in: He stepped into my room.
Finally, verb-adverb-preposition structure consists of a simple verb, adverbial particle, and
prepositional particle followed by a prepositional object as in: She cannot put up with her
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husband (Bolinger, 1971; Fraser, 1976; Heliel, 1994; McArthur, 1975, 1979, 1989 and
Aldahesh, 2009a). It is worth mentioning that English grammarians label the above structures
“English Phrasal Verbs” since they are idiomatic (cf. Courtney, 1983). Yet, some of them,
like Quirk et al. (1985), consider the first type only as a Phrasal Verb (Aldahesh, 2009a).

A\ M acrot h i n k International Journal of Linguistics

3. Verb-Preposition Structure in Arabic

Prepositions in Arabic are called furif al-jarr, which literally means “the particles that put
nouns, which come after them, into the genitive majrizr. Such a noun is called the genitive
noun al-ism al-majrar”’ (Aldahesh, 2009b). The classical Arabic grammarians from Kufa
named prepositions furif al-idafa, which means: the genitive particles that add the meaning
of verbs, which come before them to the meaning of nouns, which come after them.
(Haywood, 1965, p412; Ghalayini, 1986, pp. 167-168; Al-Samarral 1, 1979, p. 12; Aldahesh,
2009b). Arabic prepositions are twenty in number, as follows:

bi (at), min (from), ila (to), [lan (about), [lald (on), fi (in), ka (as), li (for), waw
al-qasam (by), tall al-gasam (by), mudh (for), mundhu (since), waw rubba (many a),
hatta (until), khala (except), hasha (except), [adda (except), kay (in order to), mata
(when) (in the ancient hudhayl language), lallalla (perhaps) (in the ancient [ugayl
language) (Aldahesh, 2009b).

Arabic prepositions are classified as one member of the so-called “closed class of words” as
opposed to the “open class of word” (Abdul-Raof, 2001, pp. 25-26). The closed class of
words is defined as “morphemes which represent the minimal unit of grammatical function
and which do not have any referential meaning, i.e. they do not refer to an object or to an
abstract concept” (Abdul-Raof, 2001, p. 25). Thus, this class of words “performs a
grammatical function but to which we cannot add any prefixes or suffixes, and of which we
cannot derive any other forms” (Abdul-Raof, 2001, p. 25).

As far as combining verbs with prepositions in Arabic, unlike English, Arabic has only one
structure, that is, verb-preposition structure in which verbs are followed by prepositions such
as: al-rajulu yatahaddathu [an nafsihi (the man is talking about himself). In spite of the fact
that this structure is commonly used in both written and spoken Arabic, Arabic grammarians
do not label it under a specific heading (Aldahesh, 2009a; Lentzner, 1977; Kharama & Hajjaj
1989; Bataineh & Bataineh 2002). Lentzner (1977) asserts that Arabic verb-preposition
structure has characteristics of both English phrasal verbs and English prepositional verbs. I
accept as true that the Arabic verb-preposition structure is syntactically a prepositional verb
but semantically a phrasal verb. This is owing to the fact that, like the English
verb-preposition structure, such a structure may well be used idiomatically. That is to say, in
some contexts the Arabic verb-preposition structure may constitute a single unit of meaning
which has nothing to do with the individual meanings of its components. Further, like the
particle in English phrasal verbs, in Arabic verb-preposition structure the preposition
modifies the meaning of the verb it combines with. Thus, changing the preposition entails
altering the meaning of the whole structure (Aldahesh, 2009a). A good example is the widely
used Arabic phrases: raghiba fi (to desire) and raghiba [lan (to turn away from). Having
known that it is the preposition which plays the vital role in determining the overall meaning
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of the Arabic verb-preposition structure, let us closely look into the relationship between the
verb and the preposition in such a structure.

4. Collocational/Colligational Dimensions of Arabic Verb-Preposition Structure

Generally speaking, collocation (al-musifaba or al-tadam) refers to the frequent
co-occurrence of words that have developed an idiomatic semantic relation. Perform, for
instance, collocates with operation, dog collocates with bark, and rancid collocates with
butter (Daud et al. 2003).

Colligation (intizam), however, refers to the grammatical conditions for combining a set of
words. The English verb prefer, for example, colligates with to + infinitive as in [ prefer to
go. It does not colligate with the —ing form (Daud et al. 2003).

It may well be useful to say that the notion of collocation has been studied since the middle of
the 20™ century (Drabkova, 2011). It was first introduced by Firth (1957-1968) and has been
developed by neo-Firthians such as Halliday and Sinclair (Yamasaki, 2008; Koopman &
Kimmes 2010; Bahumaid, 2006 and Brashi, 2005). Firth (1957) was the first to identify that
“words combine not only according to grammatical rules but that they display collocational
properties; he coined the term ‘collocation’ for the ‘habitual or customary places’ of a word”
(Fellbaum, 2007, p. 8).

Similarly, the term ‘colligation” was also introduced by Firth (1968), who described it as “the
interrelation of grammatical categories in syntactical structure” (p.183, cited in Yamasaki,
2008, p.94). Following Hoey (2005), Yamasaki (2008) indicates that colligation nowadays
refers to “the relation holding between a word and a grammatical pattern, thus creating a
midway relation between grammar and collocation” (p. 94).

Along these lines, Bartsch (2004) maintains that collocation was used, as a linguistic term,
“in the 18" century when it was used to refer to the meaning that is now commonly covered
by the closely related term ‘colligation’, i.e., grammatical juxtaposition of words in
sentences” (cited in Drabkova, 2011, p. 33).

Nonetheless, collocation constitutes an enormous difficulty not only to language learners but
also to translators. Newmark (1988) asserts that “Translation is sometimes a continual
struggle to find appropriate collocations” (p. 213). He further indicates that “If grammar is
the bones of a text, collocations are the nerves, more subtle and multiple and specific in
denoting meaning, and lexis is the flesh” (p. 213).

Like English, Arabic has some verbs that entail particular prepositions to follow them. The
relationship between Arabic verbs and prepositions has been considered in two dimensions.
Firstly, it has been considered as a collocational phenomenon by such scholars as Ghazala
(1993) and Hafiz (2002), secondly, as a colligational phenomenon by Hussein (2001).
Ghazala (1993) classifies collocations in Arabic, according to their grammatical patterns, into
twenty patterns one of which is the verb+preposition+noun pattern. He gives the following
example: ajhasha bi-lI-bukall (burst into tears) (cited in Brashi, 2005).
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Hafiz (2002), however, classifies collocations in Arabic, according to their grammatical
patterns, into twelve types two of which are the verb+prepositional noun phrase, where the
noun is the indirect object, and the verb+ prepositional noun phrase, where the phrase acts as
an adverb. He exemplifies the former by: astaqala min al-Tamali (he resigned from work),
and the later by: naffadha bi-shadda (he precisely implemented) (cited in Brashi, 2005).

Abdul-Raof (2001) calls colligation al-muSafaba al-nafwiyya and makes the point that
colligation is language-specific. In his attempt to prove the language specificity of colligation
he provides the following example:

Arabic verb set that colligates with the preposition [1ala is: il ltamada (to depend), i/rtajja (to
protest), and kadhiba (to lie). These verbs cannot form a set of colligates in English because
they need different prepositions (on, against, to) respectively.

5. Context Sensitivity of Arabic Verb-Preposition Structure

Prepositions, in any given language, are context sensitive, i.e. their meaning cannot be
determined from their lexical individual and decontextualised meanings. It is, rather,
determined by taking into account the surrounding textual and contextual factors. Hence, they
acquire their specific meanings from the context in which they are used. A given preposition
may have a number of meanings in a number of different contexts. Therefore, to be able to
determine the intended meaning of a given preposition, one needs to appreciate the context in
which that preposition is used. The Arabic preposition fi for instance, has the meanings of at
(denoting place), at (denoting time), in (denoting place), and or (denoting time) (Alosh,
2000). Let me illustrate this issue by means of examples:

vadrusu al-talibu fi al-jamillati (the student studies at the university) (4¢, denoting place)
qabaltuhu fi al-sallati al-thaminati (I met him at eight o’clock) (4¢, denoting time)
namat fi ghurfatihd (she slept in her room) (/n, denoting place)

sallarahu fi al-yawmi al-jum!ati (I will see him on Friday) (On, denoting time)

At this point, it might be insightful to say that the context also determines the idiomaticity of
the whole Arabic verb-preposition structure. That is, in order to understand whether a given
Arabic verb-preposition structure is used literally or metaphorically, one needs to consider
the surrounding context of that preposition. To give you just two examples:

atat al-bintu [ala fini ghaflatin (The girl came suddenly).
atat al-bintu [ala al-halibi (The girl drunk the milk up / The girl fully consumed the milk).

In these examples the Arabic verb-preposition structure afat [ala has been used literally in
the first example where the two components of it retained their direct meanings, and
metaphorically in the second example where the two components of it sacrificed their direct
meanings to produce a new idiomatic one, which is entirely different to their literal meanings.

6. Language Specificity of Arabic Verb-Preposition Structure

Prepositions are language specific items as well. That is, each language has its distinct and
special manner of using them which may or may not overlap with their usage in other
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language(s). By comparing the English and Arabic languages from this perspective, one can
come up with the following points:

* In some structures a given Arabic verb may take a preposition while its English
equivalent does not need a preposition and vice versa. For example, the English verb fo
obtain takes a direct object with no need for a preposition, whereas its Arabic equivalent
hasala requires the preposition [lald. Another example is the Arabic verb intazara,
which does not take a preposition, whereas its English equivalent fo wait typically takes
the preposition for. Another example is the English verb fo reach, which does not need a
preposition, while its Arabic equivalent wasSala typically colligates with the preposition
ila (to).

* In some structures a given Arabic verb may take a preposition while a similar English
verb takes different preposition. For example: the Arabic verb attahama typically
colligates with the preposition bi, whereas its English equivalent to accuse takes a
different preposition, which is with. Another example is in denoting time in English the
preposition at is used as in: / woke up at seven o ’clock, while the Arabic preposition fi (in)
is used in the same context. Another good example is the English verb to arrive, which
takes different prepositions in different contexts, as in: [ arrived at Sydney airport
vesterday; I arrived in Australia in 1994; and I arrived on Elizabeth Street this morning.
Whereas the Arabic preposition i/a (to) is used in all of the abovementioned contexts.

* In some structures a given Arabic verb may have the possibility to colligate with more
than one preposition while a similar English verb takes one preposition and vice versa.
For example: the English verb fo speak has the possibility to colligate with the
preposition to and the preposition with, while the Arabic equivalent verb takallama takes
one preposition, which is malla (with).

* The English language distinguishes between the usage of the prepositions among and
between, and the usage of since and for unlike Arabic, which does not have such a
distinction. In Arabic bayna is used for both among and between, and mundhu is used for
since and for.

7. Methodology
7.1 Data Collection

Multiple-choice and translation tests were conducted by twenty five English learners of
Arabic. The multiple-choice test comprises fifty sentences selected from Arabic press. In
each sentence, the preposition was left blank. The participants were asked to fill in the blank
with one of the four words presented below the item: two prepositions (one of them is the
correct answer) and two distracters. The participants were given thirty minutes to complete
the test. The multiple-choice test is designed to assess the subjects’ ability to choose the
appropriate preposition for the given verb in the given context (See Appendix 1 below). The
translation test, however, is a text of 300 words, also selected from the Arabic press. It
contains nine verb-preposition structures. The subjects were given thirty minutes to translate
it into English. The translation test is designed to evaluate the subjects’ ability to convey the
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intended overall message of that text (See Appendix 2 below). It is worth mentioning that,
when conducting both the multiple-choice test and the translation test, the subjects were
allowed to consult both English-Arabic and Arabic-English dictionaries.

7.2 Participants

The subjects of this study are twenty five advanced Arabic learners studying Arabic at the
Department of Arabic and Islamic Studies at the University of Sydney. Nine of them are
males and sixteen are females. Their age varies between twenty and thirty one years.
Although some of the subjects are from non-English speaking background (3 Arabic, 1
French, 1 Chinese and 1 Persian), English is the first language of all of them. Seventeen
subjects are doing a Bachelor Degree in different fields (Arts, languages, Science, music,
International and Global studies ...etc.); two are doing Honours in Arabic and Islamic Studies,
and one is doing PhD in Islamic studies.

7.3 Data Analysis

The data collected from the subjects is described, compared and analyzed by utilizing Excel
(for quantitative analysis) and QSR NVivo 9 (for qualitative analysis) in order to generate
percentage-based calculations and provide deeper analysis of the material. The data analysis
is conducted to address the following research questions:

1) To what extent were English learners of Arabic successful in providing the appropriate
Arabic verb-preposition structures? (Quantitative analysis)

2) What are the types of errors made by English learners of Arabic when tackling the
question of Arabic verb-preposition structures? (Context-sensitivity related errors, and
language-specificity related errors). (Qualitative analysis)

3) To what extent the subjects correctly understood the intended overall message of the
provided text? (Qualitative analysis).

8. Results of the Multiple-Choice Test

Table 1 below displays the incorrect answers, and the types of errors made in the
multiple-choice test.

Table 1. General Overview of Multiple Choice Test Results and Error Types

Item
Number

Verb-Preposition
Structure

Context-Sensitivity
Related Errors

Language-Specificity
Related Errors

Percentage
Context-Sensitivity
Errors

Percentage
Language-Specificity
Errors

Y el

13

52%

Sle oy

12

48%

e

11

44%

oo el

32%

S Zliss

36%

el

e

11

44%

S

11

44%

O |0 [Q ||| |W( (N |—

e 508

11

44%
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10 S oty - 14 - 56%
11 S e 18 - 72% B
12 e bl Jad 13 - 52% -
13 oo duadl ciaig - 16 - 64%
14 -3l - 13 - 52%
15 e uae - 16 - 64%
16 e iy - 19 - 76%
17 e A - 24 - 96%
18 S oy - 12 - 48%
19 o8 G ua - 17 - 68%
20 o 14 - 56% -
21 S Gyl 16 - 64% -
22 - 3% - 16 - 64%
23 B 12 - 48% -
24 o) 4 12 - 48% -
25 e e 18 - 72% -
26 oo el - 12 - 48%
27 = p s 13 - 52% -
28 = ol - 18 - 72%
29 - < e - 11 - 44%
30 e Bl - 12 - 48%
31 Ce e - 15 - 60%
32 e Al g pusall o - 15 - 60%
33 Sle e 13 - 52% -
34 e Y Gl 17 - 68% -
35 ) < yuail - 5 - 20%
36 Ang Ay - 11 - 44%
37 dad b ads 15 - 60% -
38 R - 16 - 64%
39 e R - 17 - 68%
40 S ksl 15 - 60% -
41 S il - 8 - 32%
42 oo e - 16 - 64%
43 e A - 13 - 52%
44 oo s 11 - 44% -
45 = h - 14 - 56%
46 b el - 23 - 92%
47 = - 18 - 72%
48 2 S - 16 - 64%
49 oo gk - 17 - 68%
50 Se gsleny - 13 - 52%

Totals 204 503 58.3% (Average) 55.9% (Average)

As outlined in the Table above, the results of the multiple-choice test show that the total
average of incorrect answers, slightly more than half (56.6%), is, to a certain extent high.
This obviously indicates the fact that the verb-preposition structures listed in the
multiple-choice test posed numerous difficulties to the subjects involved in this study, in that
they failed to score a higher average percentage of correct answers.

The results also show that the average of the context-sensitivity related errors (58.3% of the
listed 14 items) is slightly higher than the language-specificity related errors (55.9% of the
listed 36 items).
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9. Discussion of the Multiple Choice Test Results
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14 or 28% of the 50 questions in the multiple-choice test are idiomatic Arabic verb-preposition
structures, i.e. the meanings of both the verbs and the prepositions which collocate with them
cannot be taken literally. They rather sacrifice their direct meanings and fuse together to
produce new metaphorical meanings which greatly differ from their basic meanings. Such an
idiomatic tendency of this type of verb-preposition structure complicates the task of
appreciating the intended meanings of them in different contexts. Two examples from the
data collected from the subjects of the present study must suffice:

The literal meaning of the Arabic idiomatic verb-preposition structure tashar [lala is (to stay
awake at night... on), which has nothing to do with the intended meaning of it in the context
given in question 25 of the multiple-choice test. It reads:

nashkur Allaha subhanahu wa-tal)ala an hayya lana giyadatan hakimatan tasharu [ala
rahati abnaliha (We thank God Almighty as he gave us a wise leadership that looks after its
citizens’ comfort).

72% of the subjects of the present study answered this question incorrectly. A closer look at
their answers reveals that instead of perceiving the metaphorical usage of the structure and
taking the context in which it was employed into consideration, they took it literally, hence
their erroneous answers.

Another example illustrating this type of error is the Arabic idiomatic verb-preposition
structure insafaba [1ala (literally: to withdraw, to retreat ... on) which appeared in question
34 of the multiple-choice test which reads:

wa-idha ma insahaba al-amru lald ghayrihim aw [lala madakhil ukhra fa-in al-hal
sayatakarrar aydan (This situation will happen again as well if the matter is applied to other
people or to other incomes).

68% of the subjects of the present study answered this question incorrectly. As noticed from
the provided translation, the intended meaning of this structure in the given context is
non-transparent, and it does not lend itself to being understood without appreciating the
overall context of the situation in which it is employed.

Moving on to the second type of errors, i.e. language-specificity related errors, 36, or 72% of
the 50 questions in the multiple-choice test are non-idiomatic Arabic verb-preposition
structures, that is, the meanings of both the verbs and the prepositions that colligate with them
can be taken literally. Even though, the subjects of the present study failed to score a higher
average of correct answers. This is due to the fact that these structures are language-specific.
Thus, the subjects were confused about which preposition colligated with the given verb, or ifa
preposition was needed at all. The following two examples highlight this. They contained the
highest percentage of subject errors from the entire multiple choice test.

shaddada Dalda 96%

Akkada wakil wizarat al-illlam Salman al-Sabah annahu sayastamillu ila jamil)
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al-igtirahat  wa-l-malabazat  li-tabwir  al-Uamal — wa-l-irtigal ] bi-I-mul_ assasati
al-illlamiyyati, wa-shaddada fi tasrih li-((al-ral1i)) [lala anna dhalika lan yatahaqqiq illa
bi-tadafir al-juhiid wa-1-Ulamal al-jamalr.

(Sheikh Salman Al-Sabah, Deputy Information Minister, confirmed that he will listen to all
suggestions and notes in order to develop the work and improving the media institution. In a
statement to “al-Rra’i” he confirmed that this will not be achieved without concerted efforts
and working as a team).

Another example is the structure tal lmulu fi 92%

Al-Sin tallmalu fi an tashhada libiya marhalatan intigaliyyatan siyasiyyatan min dini
sadamat (China hopes that Libya witnesses a transitional political stage without clashes).

Being native English speakers, the subjects, in their attempt to provide the appropriate
prepositions to the abovementioned verbs, were heavily influenced by their mother tongue. In
English both the verbs (fo confirm and to hope) do not require prepositions to follow them.
Hence, the confusion took place.

10. Results of the Translation Test

The translation test comprises a 300 word news article, which, for the purposes of this study,
includes nine verb-preposition structures within the body of the text that are the focus of
analysis. Two of these structures are employed idiomatically, with the remaining seven
structures being employed non-idiomatically.

It is worth mentioning at this point that there are likely multiple factors affecting the subject’s
ability to understand the overall message in the Arabic text; correct understanding of
verb-preposition structures is only one of these, and is the focus of this study.

Table 2. General Overview of Translation Test Results and Error Types

Item Verb-Preposition | Context | Language-Specificity Percentage Percentage
Number Structure Sensitivity Related Errors Context-Sensitivity | Language-Specificity
Related Errors Errors
Errors
I il i 5 ] 13 - S2%
2 ailen 5 ) (8 (55 - 18 - 72%
3 Al la - 6 - 24%
4 Ue e - 10 - 40%
5 e e al 24 - 96% -
6 S - 6 - 24%
7 28 - 7 - 28%
8 o oYl el - 16 - 64%
9 — il 18 - 72% -
Totals 42 76 84% (Average) 43.2% (Average)
Overall Average: 52.4%
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As shown in Table 2, the overall error rate (52.4%) is considerably high, meaning that over
half of the structures were understood and translated incorrectly. As found in the
multiple-choice test results, the errors in context-sensitive and idiomatic structures are
considerably higher, with an average of 84%.

11. Discussion of Translation Test Results

All of the subjects made errors throughout their translations of the test article; this means that
overall, they did not accurately appreciate and translate the message of the text. This was due
to a number of reasons, the most important for the aims of this study include: some subjects
completely avoided translating the structure; others translated the verb-preposition structure
incorrectly or inaccurately; others did not use the correct preposition when required; and,
perhaps most importantly of all, the subjects may have understood the verb-preposition
structure correctly (especially the non-idiomatic ones), however, they completely
misunderstood the surrounding context thus rendering the entire sentence incorrectly. The
following examples illustrate the above-mentioned cases:

The Arabic verb-preposition structure iltaSagat bi is a typical example to illustrate the
avoidance case. It is indeed the most avoided structure as 16 out of the 25 (64%) subjects
skipped translating this structure. The context in which this structure was employed reads:

bi-l-tabl) sallada al-akhira fi hamalatihi muwajihat al-igtisadi al-amivki lifalati rukidin
shadidatin iltaSaqat salbiyyatiha bi-l-rallis al-gabil] fi al-bayt al-abyad.

(What helped the latter in his campaign, of course, was the severe recession that the
American economy faced. The negative aspects of that crisis were attributed to the President
of the White House).

Most of the subjects found this structure difficult to translate, hence, they avoided it. The
reason behind this difficulty, in my view, is the idiomatic usage of the structure. It is quite
evident from the context that this structure has been used metaphorically in that taking the
literal meanings of both the verb iltasagat (Lit. to stick) and the preposition bi (Lit. in) will
not convey the intended meaning of the structure in the given context. Therefore, the
metaphorical/idiomatic meanings of both components of the structure need to be appreciated.

The second point to be illustrated is the incorrect or inaccurate translation of the given
verb-preposition structure. The incorrectness or inaccuracy of translating the structures
manifested themselves in several ways, they include: providing correct translation of the
preposition but incorrect translation of the verb. For example, in their attempt to translate
yunjifu 7 in the following context:

bi-lI-tabl) ma jallala awbama yunjilu fi al-intikhabati al-rullasiyyati huwa wallduhu
bi-I-taghyiri (Actually, what made Obama to win the presidential election was his promise of
change), one of the subjects gave the following incorrect translation of the verb yunjifu: Of
course, what makes Obama work in the presidential election is his promise of change.

Another aspect of mistranslating is providing a correct translation of the verb but an incorrect
translation of the preposition. For example, translating the preposition fi in the previous

187 www.macrothink.org/ijl



ISSN 1948-5425

\ M acrot h i n k International Journal of Linguistics
A Institute™ 2013, Vol. 5, No. 3

sentence literally, becomes “to win in the”.

Incorrect translation of the given structures is also manifested in giving completely erroneous
translation of both verb and preposition. For example, translating [Jajaza [lan in: al-hizb
al-jumhiiri Uajaza [lan muwdjihati al-uzmati al-maliyyati (the Republican Party failed in
confronting the financial crisis) as: “surpassed”. Another example to illustrate this point is
translating wasalat shullbiyyatuhu ila al-hadid (become increasingly unpopular) as:
“increased his popularity from the lowest level”

The most common aspect of incorrect translation among the participants was literally
translating an idiomatic structure. For example, translating insafaba al-amru [lala
al-murashshahi al-jumhirt (This matter applied to the Republican candidate) as: the issue
was withdrawn on the Republican candidate, or as: the matter was withdrawn by the
Republican candidate, or even as: the concern was dragged out of the Republican Party’s
candidate.

It should be clear by now that most of the subjects made serious errors in understanding the
most important verb-preposition structures in the article, both idiomatic and non-idiomatic.
This indicates that their ability to accurately understand and translate the article was impaired
by their lack of understanding and appreciation of these structures. As seen above, if 72% of
subjects misunderstood the context of tafawwaqa awbama fi (Obama excelled in) and instead,
think that McCain excelled over Obama in his election campaign, then they have clearly
misunderstood the central message of the entire article, which is discussing Obama’s victory
in the elections. Therefore, the subjects who made this error and misunderstood this central
point, even if they translated the remainder of the article correctly, contradict themselves.

In a nutshell, one can safely say that the subjects may appreciate the main points of the text
but with different levels of accuracy in translation; this depends upon the types and numbers
of errors they made overall.

12. Conclusion and Recommendations

The main argument of this paper is that context sensitivity and language specificity of Arabic
verb-preposition structure are the main two reasons behind the difficulty of learning and
translating them. This paper explores these two essential issues by analysing and contrasting
the collocational and colligational phenomena of verb-preposition structure in the English
and Arabic languages. A close examination of the subjects’ responses to the multiple choice
and translation tests conducted in this study reveals that the subjects overall performance was
well below the average. It must be stressed that the dissimilarities between the Arabic and
English languages in terms of using prepositions and the ways by which they collocate and
colligate with verbs affect, to a great degree, the process of understanding them, and in turn
appreciating the overall message of a given text.

To conclude, the following recommendations for English learners of Arabic can be proposed
in light of the findings of this study: 1) English learners of Arabic must be fully aware of the
main two reasons behind the difficulty of mastering Arabic verb-preposition structure, i.e.
context sensitivity and language specificity. 2) To overcome difficulties caused by context
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sensitivity, students need to avoid taking Arabic verb-preposition structures literally. They
rather ought to look at each structure as one unit of meaning and appreciate its subtle
semantic properties, that is, its metaphorical/idiomatic usage. This can be done by accounting
for the context in which these structures are used. 3) To overcome difficulties caused by
language specificity, students need to think in Arabic not in English when encountering
Arabic verb-preposition structures, taking into consideration the nuances of these structures
between the two languages, in terms of both nature and usage. 4) English learners of Arabic
are best advised to make their own list of Arabic verb-preposition structures in their
vocabulary notebooks. This technique was suggested by a number of English pedagogues to
non-native learners of English as a way to mastering English phrasal verbs (cf. Side, 1990;
Flower, 2000, Aldahesh, 2009a) and it can be well employed as a technique to master Arabic
verb-preposition structures. 5) These structures must have a prominent place in the textbooks
used when teaching/learning Arabic, and teachers ought to pay more attention to these
problematic structures by putting more focus on them in their class activities. 6) These
structures must be introduced to students in different contexts and through a variety of text
types in order to allow them to appreciate the subtle nuances of the structure usages and, most
importantly, 7) There is a real need for a comprehensive contextual bilingual Arabic-English
dictionary specialising in this particular area. To the best of my knowledge and research,
there is no such a comprehensive dictionary dedicated to this complicated Arabic
phenomenon, while there are scores of English dictionaries devoted to its counterpart
phenomenon in the English language, i.e., English phrasal verbs.
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Appendices
Appendix 1. Multiple-Choice Test

Read the following news items carefully and fill in the blanks with the appropriate words.
Please circle one word only for each item.

P A S sl 5 el (e AS il Bpaiill aen Al el Gt il
Ju & 3l e
.......... Oy S0 el OIS (M ol o st o A s sanil) gl (il 35 2
el a s ) (el (o) oS il
e s
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B)..,GJ;L.}Q;:McQ\M\AﬂEJP}eLJcJ}\ﬂQ?@JC}M\W __________ @L,_,'dbufﬂ 3
Ay T S
fae plalin ) i el e gl cuba caa ) (Soall e 0 Gy OS5 4

' http://arabic.news.cn/big/2011-06/11/c_13923316.htm (10/09/2011)

2 http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/95B5813D-0423-40A0-B70D-5 A6F4EBEA3E4.htm?GoogleStatID=9 (29/07/2011)
3 http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/52753F77-C856-4B50-AE32-D944F377F600.htm?GoogleStatID=9 (29/07/2011)
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4 http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/52753F77-C856-4B50-AE32-D944F377F600.htm?GoogleStatID=9 (29/07/2011)

* http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/ AC057D68-BAS58-4ASE-8647-69C6572D4196.htm?GoogleStatID=9 (29/07/2011)

® http://www.alriyadh.com/2011/05/24/article635177.html (19/08/2011)
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Appendix 2. Translation Test

Translate the following text into English:
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46 http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=4&article=637343 &issueno=11958 (25/08/2011)

4 http://www.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=4&article=637343 &issueno=11958 (25/08/2011)
http://www.aljazeera.net/portal (25/08/2011)

¥ http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/E5876984-9CAE-4D4C-AD4F-A68E11495D2F.htm?GoogleStatID=1 (25/08/2011)
50 http://www.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/E5876984-9CAE-4D4C-AD4F-A68E11495D2F.htm?GoogleStatID=1 (25/08/2011)
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