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Abstract 

In this study, I aim to investigate the ambiguity on the category of the non-modifying Arabic 

adjectives that occur independently without a modified noun and to provide an account for 

the following questions: (1) are independent adjectives in Arabic nouns or adjectives?; (2) do 

they undergo a deadjectivizing process?; and (3) if they do, at which layer in adjectival 

phases does nominalization take place? I attempt to investigate the bi-categorial nature of 

independent adjectives in Arabic showing that they are internally adjectival but externally 

nominal. This analysis postulates that these adjectives have undergone category-change by 

moving A to the nominalizer D, which has the abstract affix NOM. Semantically, the 

adjective becomes referential (or +[indiv(iduated)]) naming entities of certain attributes, 

rather than denoting the attribute. However, DP is not the mere layer at which 

category-change takes place. The category-change is observed to occur earlier than the DP 

layers as indicated by the subregularities in the adjective form. The plural morpheme 

indicates three layers of nominality: the lower nP, NumP, and DP. Adjectives that undergo 

a-to-n change are nominalized having singular nominal form. Adjectives that are nominalized 

in NumP are pluralized with the nominal broken plural, yet having a singular adjectival form. 

Finally, adjectives that are nominalized in the highest functional DP projection are marked 

with an adjectival sound plural morpheme. This analysis provides a neat account for the 

diversity in the adjective number form and is favored over the alternative assumption that 

adjectives in pro-drop languages drop the head noun. 

Keywords: Independent adjectives, Adjectival nominals, Nominalization, Category-change, 

NOM-af(fix), Plural morpheme. 
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1. Introduction 

Arabic adjectives are commonly known for their ability to occur in argument positions 

resulting in constructions of adjectival nominals (see Al-Suhali 1992:164, Ibn Aqil 1964, 

Hamoda 1985, among others). Adjectival nominals (or adjectives that occur independently 

without modified nouns) can check nominal Case and D-features. To my knowledge, this 

phenomenon hasnʼt received enough attention in the literature. One important issue to 

address is whether adjectival nominals are true nouns or adjectives. In traditional Arabic 

grammars, adjectivehood refers to the word class that follows the noun it modifies (al-sˠifat-u 

tatbaʕu l-mawsˠuːfa). The full agreement with the (overt) noun (al-tabaʕijja) has been the 

main criterion to identify Arabic adjectives. The agreement pattern is illustrated below: 

(1) ʔal-nisaːʔ-u        ʔal-ʝamiːl-aːt-u 

   the-women-nom    the-beautiful-pl-fem-nom 

   ʻthe beautiful womenʼ 

Identifying adjectives is dependent on the presence of an (overt) head noun which raises an 

important question about independent adjectives, which occur without a modified noun as in 

(2).  

(2)  ʔal-ʝamiːl-aːt-u 

    the-beautiful-pl-fem-nom 

    ʻthe beautifulʼ 

In the literature, adjective nominals are taken to belong to two classes: true nouns, that are 

homophonous with (but not derived from) adjectives, and true adjectives that drop the head 

noun as a result of the article and/or adjectival agreement (see Boror & Roy 2010, Hofherr 

2006, among others). Arabic, in my view, is closer to the former than the latter. Romance 

adjectives, on the other hand, form one instance of the latter. The ability of the adjective to 

drop the head noun is argued to be dependent on two factors: pro must be licensed in the 

language, and pro must be identifiable through gender and number distinctions on the article 

and/or through the modifying adjectives (Bernstein 1993, among others). Little research in 

the literature has discussed the possibility of converting an adjective to a noun. Despite that 

Arabic adjectives seem to have agreement features that mirror those of Romance adjectives, 

the two agreement systems are not identical. As far as Gender and Number are concerned, 

both Arabic and Romance adjectives are the same. Arabic, however, has additional concord 

patterns that are not available in Romance. That is agreement in Case and, most importantly, 

in Definiteness. Arabic adjectives are DPs, unlike Romance adjectives. Do Arabic adjectival 

nominals have a different explanation from that of other languages (Romance, for example)? 

If the adjectival agreement is the mere explanation for dropping the head noun in pro-drop 

languages, it shouldnʼt be the case in Arabic. The current paper argues for a deadjectivalizing 

process that nominalizes the adjective base. Arabic adjective phrases, being DPs, have more 

freedom to occur in argument positions. A closer look at the internal structure of Arabic 

adjective phrases provides evidence that adjectives are nominalized at different levels 
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resulting in different degrees of nominality. Beside the agreed function of the adjectival D as 

ʻanaphoricʼ (Fassi Fehri, 1999), we argue that it has an additional function as ʻreferentialʼ 

when acts as a nominalizer.  

Previous analyses have focused on the Arabic adjective phrase that is merged inside a noun 

phrase, in which case the features of the nominal D, including DEF, CASE, and the 

φ-features are transferred to the adjectival D (see Kremers 2003, Al-shurafa 2006, among 

others). The current paper aims at analyzing the adjective that occurs independently having 

its own DEF, CASE, and the φ-features. The paper is organized as follows: In Section 2, I 

investigate the categorial nature of Arabic adjectival nominals, and how they are derived. In 

Section 3, I identify various layers at which nominalization takes place.  Section 4 concludes 

the paper. 

2. Adjectival Nominals and Their Formation 

2.1 Independent Adjectives as Typical Nouns 

Adjectives (that occur independently) are syntactically typical nouns. Their form is identical 

to that of adjectives, but they have the external syntactic properties of true nouns. They occur 

where arguments occur, take articles, and carry Case. Arabic adjectival nominals exhibit a 

form that is equivalent to noun-ellipsis in English (or ʻthe A-oneʼ construction like ʻthe red 

oneʼ) or A-pro constructions in languages with nominal and adjectival agreement and 

agreeing articles like French (les jeune/s ʻthe young/sʼ) and Hebrew (ca'ir/im ʻyouth/sʼ). No 

ʻA-oneʼ constructions exist in Arabic. Despite that Arabic seems to have A-pro constructions, 

we will argue later that Arabic adjectival nominals are not A-pro constructions. As pointed 

out by Fassi Fehri (personal communication), we assume, contra Boror & Roy (2010), that 

Arabic shows true cases of deadjectival nominals (i.e. nominals derived early from 

adjectives).  In the Arabic traditional grammar, adjectival nominals have been treated as 

ordinary nominals as both have the same distribution. This is because ʻadjectivesʼ (alsˠifaːt) 

are defined as the modifiers of overt nouns, belonging to a category of tawaːbiʕ ʻfollowersʼ, 

which occur in total agreement with the (overt) noun. Independent adjectives are explained 

differently cross-linguistically. One explanation suggests that some of these adjectives are 

true nouns, and others are adjectives licensing a null head noun. The ʻstrong interpretationʼ 

test, that Boror & Roy (2010) propose to distinguish Adj-pros from nouns, reveals that Arabic 

(independent) adjectives are true nouns. What is considered Adj-pros in Boror & Royʼs (2010) 

account is a noun in Arabic. Words like faible ʻweakʼ and raze ʻthinʼ are Adj-pros, which can 

only occur in strong environment in both French in Hebrew, respectively, can freely occur in 

both strong and weak environments in Arabic as exemplified in (3). 

(3) a. lam  Ɂaʝidu   dˠaʕiːf-an/naħiːf-an  fi  Ɂal-qarja-ti            <weak reading> 

      not  I-found  weak-acc/thin-acc   in  the-village-gen  

     ʻI did not find (any) weak (one)/thin (one) in the villageʼ 

   b. raʔaitu  Ɂal-dˠaʕiːf-a/Ɂal-naħiːf-a   jatˠlubu  Ɂal-musaːʕada-ta   <strong reading> 

     saw-I   the-weak-acc/the-thin-acc  PRES-ask-3sm  the-help-fem.acc  
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     ʻI saw the weak (one)/the thin (one) asking for helpʼ 

Because the weak environment is an exclusive property of nouns according to Boror & Roy 

(2010). Words like dˠaʕiːf ʻweakʼ and naħiːf ʻthinʼ are, then, nouns. It is evident that Arabic 

adjectives have more freedom of interpretation in a way that they can typically occur as 

nouns. Accordingly, Arabic (independent) adjectives seem to have a different analysis from 

those of other languages. What leads traditional grammarians to treat adjectival nominals as 

ʻordinaryʼ nominals is the syntactic distribution. Moreover, the morphological similarities 

between adjectives and nouns are strong enough to cause structural ambiguity between 

whether the construction is an adjective or a noun.  Both lexical forms are dominated by a 

functional agreement level (including Num) and a higher D projection. So, both adjectives 

and nouns are morphologically indistinguishable.  How, then, can we distinguish an 

adjective and a noun? Semantics appears to be the natural base for drawing the right 

distinction.  

Adjectives and nouns contrast semantically. Whereas adjectives denote a property, nouns 

denote an individual. An adjective like kabiːr ʻbigʼ is describing a size, yet a noun like ʕali 

ʻAliʼ refers to an entity. An adjective, when merges inside the noun phrase, is attributive 

describing the noun it modifies, but is never referential. Adjectives that occur independently 

(or adjectival nominals), on the other hand, refer to entities of a specific property/state, yet 

are different from true nouns that refer to entities regardless of their internal state. The 

contrast between independent adjectives and nouns is illustrated when we consider the 

difference between using the same word as an adjective or as a noun. Whenever a word like 

kariːm ʻgenerousʼ is used as an adjectival nominal, it will refer to someone who has the 

property of being generous. On the other hand, when the same word is used as a proper noun, 

it refers to someone who is not necessarily generous. Likewise, a common noun such as 

ʔal-tilmiːð ʻthe studentʼ refers to a male student regardless of his state unlike a word like 

ʔal-ðaki ʻthe-smartʼ refers to someone who is smart. The question that is raised here is, how 

can we implement the semantic distinction?  

The attribution vs. individuation draws a direct distinction between the semantics of 

adjectival nominals and ʻordinaryʼ nominals. ʻOrdinaryʼ nominals are pure individuated bases, 

whereas adjectival nominals are individualized. Adjectives appear to be non-individuated, yet 

can individualize attributes of nationality, for example, by saying al-juːnaːni ʻGreekʼ, 

al-faransi ʻFrenchʼ to refer to people through Ø-affixation. Attribution is, then, a source for 

deriving adjectival nominals, which are different from ʻordinaryʼ nominals that are [+Indiv] 

(or [+Pers(on)] under, Longobardiʼs (2006) account) in their basic form (see Fassi Fehri 

2012). One way to implement the distinction between the two types of nominals is to assume 

that even adjectives can be individualized (being externally nouns, as will be shown). 

Individualizing an attribute can, then, account for the formation of adjectival nominals. The 

difference is that the input to affixation with adjectival nominals is an attribute (which I 

represent by attrib), whereas it is an Indiv with ʻordinaryʼ nominals, as symbolized by the 

rules in (4) 

(4) a. attrib → Indiv 



International Journal of Linguistics 

ISSN 1948-5425 

2016, Vol. 8, No. 1 

 42 

   b. Indiv → Indiv 

If this is true, the idea of a category-change is, then, born out. I assume (following Baker 

2003, Dixon and Aikhenvald 2004, among others) that being attributive (or descriptive) is a 

semantic characteristic associated with the category A, whereas Indiv is associated with a 

nominal D (see Fassi Fehri 2012).  

Two pieces of evidence support that adjectival nominals are adjectives undergoing a 

deadjevtivizing process (rather that adjectives licensing a head pro). First is that there are 

some adjectival nominals that seem to be fully nominalized and can no longer be classified as 

adjective. They are incompatible with degree adverbs (*ʔmriki ʝiddan ʻvery Americanʼ, 

al-ħaːfil-at ʝiddan ʻvery carʼ. Second is related to the features of D heading both the adjective 

and the adjective nominal. Whereas the adjectival D (or Da, as labeled by Kremers 2003) is 

ʻanaphoricʼ and bound by the nominal D (Dn), the D that heads adjectival nominals is 

non-anaphoric. If, on the other hand, adjectival nominals were adjectives licensing a null 

head noun, we would expect an anaphoric D bound by a null Dn. Yet, the situation proves 

otherwise: D heading an adjectival nominal seems to be Dn, specified as [+Indiv], rather than 

Da, that is not specified for [Indiv]. The contrasts between adjectives and independent 

adjectives suggest that the latter are closer to nouns than they are to adjectives. My proposal 

complies with, but not identical to, the traditional grammar view that independent adjectives 

are not adjectives. Unlike the traditional view, we argue that the adjectival nominal is a 

syntactically derived entity (but not a basic one). It emerges in the lexicon as an adjective 

then nominalized in the syntax through a nominalizing affix.  

Further evidence is provided when we investigate the categorial properties. A closer look 

shows that they are not adjectives (of null nouns). Rather, they are one instance of a 

category-change process, which is productive in Arabic. Derivational fixations may change 

verbs to adjectives (V>Adj) to form participles, verbs to nouns (V>N) to form ʻmasˠdarsʼ, 

and Adj>V to form verbs from stative adjectives such as mariːdˠ ʻsickʼ>maridˠa ʻgetting sickʼ. 

Cases of non-ambiguous nouns derivationally formed from adjectives are, also, 

unquestionable in Arabic such as sahl ʻeasyʼ > ʻeaseʼ suhula, ðakar ʻmaleʼ> ðukura 

ʻmasculinityʼ, naziːh ʻimpartialʼ > nazaha ʻimpartialʼ, etc. Categorial conversion is, then, a 

plausible candidate. A closer investigation at the dual natured categorial properties is 

evidence that adjectival nominals in Arabic undergo a deadjectivalizing process.  

2.2 Categorial Properties 

An examination of the distributional and case properties of adjective nominals and ordinary 

nominals suggests that they differ ʻinternallyʼ but not ʻexternallyʼ. Adjectival nominals, 

unlike ordinary ones, exhibit a ʻdualʼ categorial nature. Externally, they share with ordinary 

nominals the distributional property of occurring where arguments occur. They function as 

subjects, objects, prepositional objects, etc. They can carry determiners and Case. On the 

other hand, they are internally adjectival. Consider the following examples: 

 (5)  raʔajtu     ʔal-faqiːr-a   jiddan 

     saw.I       the-poor-acc  very-acc 
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     ‘I saw the very poor (one)’ 

(6)  ʔaħtarimu     ʔal-ʃaːkir-a        rabb-a-hu 

     I-respect     the-thanking-acc   God-acc-his  

     ‘I respect the (one) who's thankful to God’ 

(7)   haðaː     ʔal-muʕtˠi       bi-kaθrat-in 

     This      the-giving-nom   with-abundance-gen 

     ‘This is the (one) who is giving a lot’ 

In the above constructions the nominal expresses a state. In (5), it is modified by a degree 

adverb (like pure stative adjectives). The constructions (6) and (7) illustrate the fact that the 

nominal selects exactly the same accusative complement that a participle selects and can be 

modified by a manner adverbial. These properties are accounted for if the nominal is treated 

as an Adj. Gradability is a diagnostic for the adjectival nature (see e.g. Jackendoff 1977): 

degree expressions of the type of too or very combine with adjectives but not with other 

categories. As for the selectional properties and adverbial modification, I follow Fassi Fehri’s 

(1993) proposal that participles in Arabic are adjectives derived originally from verbs, the 

fact that explains the accusative object and the manner adverb. The occurrence of the 

objective case and the adverb in the nominal induce its adjectival nature.  

The internal properties of adjectival nominals can be taken as evidence that adjective phrases 

have been converted to nominal DPs, being externally typically ordinary nominals. This 

ʻmixedʼ behavior can only be accounted for if we suppose a nominalizing affix that 

nominalizes an adjective phrase. I label this affix NOM-af. The A is nominalized only ʻhighʼ 

in the tree, after it moves to merge with the NOM-affix heading a nominal projection, as 

diagram (8) shows for an adjectival nominal like ʔal-faqiːr ʻthe poorʼ in (5), irrelevant details 

are omitted: 

(8) 

 

 

 

 

 

In the above structure, the adjective phrase is headed externally by a nominal D. The A moves 

to D, which hosts the affix, to support the article. It is then crucial to assume that the 

affixation takes place high in the structure, at the inflectional level DP, enabling the adjective 

nominal to have a ʻcompleteʼ phrasal AP structure internally. Consequently, the adjectival 

nominal will have adjectival properties such as degree adverb modification. But externally, 

the adjectival nominal is converted to a nominal D, which is referential in nature, enabling 

            DPn 

      Dn            AP 

 ʔal-    NOM-af      A 

                   faqiːr  

                   poor                          

                   poor 
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the adjectival nominal to occur in argument positions and carry Case. It is then the affix 

which is operating the conversion because if the AP is headed by the adjectival D, like the 

case in modifying adjective phrases, we would expect an anaphoric (non-referential) DP, yet 

the adjective phrase ʔal-faqiːr ʻthe poorʼ in (4) is referential. What changes the D from an 

adjectival D to a nominal D is the (abstract) affix NOM. The lexical entry of the NOM affix 

can be the following:  

(9)  NOM-af:  a.  <af. <attrib>> 

              b.  (AP, DPn) 

The (a) part of the entry specifies the semantic property of the affix, and the (b) part the 

categorial conversion property. We have to note that this nominalizer is a Ø-affix because no 

morphological change has taken place as a result of the conversion. The change is both 

semantic and syntactic. Semantically, the adjectival nominal does not denote an attribute yet 

names attributes (i.e. being indirectly referential referring to individuals by describing their 

attributes) unlike ordinary nominals that directly refer to (actual) individuals. Therefore, only 

the former is semantically [attib(utive)]. Syntactically, an adjective phrase that can preserve 

adjectivehood characteristics, being internally an AP, changes to a nominal DP and share the 

same distribution and Case properties, being externally DP nominal. The category-change at 

an inflectional level is accordingly a logical hypothesis that can explain the external nominal 

nature of adjectival nominals that is internally adjectival. This makes the ʻordinaryʼ nominal 

and the ʻadjectivalʼ one both are headed by the same nominal inflectional head except that the 

latter involves a nominalizer. The next question to ask is, can adjective be nominalized earlier 

than D? In other words, can NOM-af attach to other adjectival heads? Answers to both 

questions seem to be positive. More internal characteristics show that the nominalization 

process seems to take place at different levels.  

3. Layers of Nominality   

Assuming that (independent) adjectives are nominalized in an inflectional level explains why 

they are internally adjectives but externally nouns. In Arabic, APs in Arabic are dominated by 

(at least) two functional projections: a projection of AGR for [NUM] and [GENDER] 

specifications, and DP for (in)definiteness marking (see Fassi Fehri 1993, 1999, 2012, 

Kremers 2003). No morphological change occurs if the NOM affixation takes place in the 

ʻhighestʼ DP because both the adjectival and nominal articles are identical in form. We 

assume that the adjectival nominal ʔal-faqiːr ʻthe poorʼ in (5) is nominalized as high as DP 

since there is no evidence that the affixation takes place earlier. If, on the other hand, 

affixation takes place earlier (in AGRP, for example), we will expect a different 

morphological (plural) form. Arabic adjectives and nouns are not morphologically 

indistinguishable. The first difference between adjectives and nouns is in the plural form. 

Broken plurality is exclusively a nominal property (see Fassi Fehri 1993: 259). Thus, words 

such ʕaːmil ʻworking/workerʼ and sˠaːniʕ ʻmaking/makerʼ that have both the broken and 

sound plural markings are taken as nouns if pluralized with the former but adjectives (or 

participles) if pluralized with the latter. Accordingly, ʕummal ʻworkersʼ and sˠunnaːʕ 

ʻmakersʼ are nominal, marked with a broken plural whereas ʕaːmiluːn ʻworking-plʼ and 
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sˠaːniʕuːn ʻmaking-plʼ are adjectival, marked with a sound plural. The second difference is 

that adjectives can always be pluralized whereas nouns, that are proper names, are not 

pluralized, referring to one specific entity such as Zayd. Further examinations on adjectival 

nominals reveal that they are of different plural forms, the fact that suggests a possibility of 

being nominalized earlier in the structure. Consider the following examples: 

(10) faːza   Ɂal-Ɂaxdˠar-u/ *Ɂal-xudˠr-u/ Ɂal-Ɂaxdˠar-uːn         bil-kaɁsi 

    won   the-green-nom/the-green-pl.nom/the-green-pl.nom    with-the-trophy    

    ʻThe Green won the trophyʼ 

(11)  Ɂiʝtamaʕatu   bil-ʁanji/ bil-ʕaʁnijaːɁi/ *bil-ʁanj-iːna/ 

     met-I       with-the-rich-gen/with-the-rich-pl.gen/with-the-rich-pl.gen 

    ʻI met with the rich (person)/the rich (people)ʼ 

(12)  ʃaːraka      Ɂal-ħaːdˠir-u/ Ɂal-ħudˠuːr-u/Ɂal- ħaːdˠir-uːn    

    participated   the-attendant-nom/the-attendant-pl.nom/the-attendant-pl.nom  

    ʻThe attendant(s) participatedʼ 

In the above constructions, the nominal expresses an attribute/state: a state of being green in 

color (10), a quality state of being rich (11), and a state of being attending (i.e. a stativized 

form) in (12). The three constructions differ (minimally) in the plural morphology. Whereas 

(10) cannot be pluralized, (11) can only form a broken plural, but cannot form a sound plural, 

and (12) can form both sound and broken plurals. This suggests that (10) is more nominal 

than (11) and that (11) is more nominal than (12). The adjective in (10) is nominalized in its 

singular form acting like a proper noun. (11) has a singular adjective form, that is pluralized 

with a nominal broken plural marker in a way that it behaves like a common noun such as 

tilmiːð ʻstudentʼ> talaːmiːð ʻstudentsʼ. On the other hand, (12) has an adjective singular form, 

which is either pluralized with a broken or sound plural. The existence of the dual plural 

forms entails the adjective Ɂal-ħaːdˠir ʻthe-attendantʼ are assumed to be as a result of having 

one form that is nominal, which is the broken marker, and another that is adjectival, which is 

the sound plural (see Fassi Fehri, 1993: 259). ħudˠuːr ʻattendantsʼ behaves like the nominal 

ʕummaːl ʻworkersʼ and sˠunnaːʕ ʻmakersʼ, whereas ħaːdˠir-uːn ʻattendantsʼ behaves like the 

adjectival ʕaːmiluːn ʻworking-plʼ and sˠaːniʕuːn ʻmaking-plʼ.  

The difference in the plural morphology suggests that the adjective head is not nominalized in 

the same level. In fact, the diversity indicates three types of adjectival nominals with three 

levels of nominality. The first type includes cases where the adjectival nominal is 

nominalized as early as the X
0
 level such as Ɂal-Ɂaxdˠar ʻthe-greenʼ (10), as illustrated in (13), 

regardless of irrelevant details: 

(13)  

 

       DP 

D             nP 

Ɂal-             n 

           a        n 

                 Ɂaxdˠar           

[NOM] 
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The adjective Ɂal-Ɂaxdˠar ʻthe-greenʼ that is used as a proper name does not project to an AP 

as indicated by the ungrammaticality to be modified by a gradable expression: 

(14) * faːza   Ɂal-Ɂxdˠar-u       (*jiddan)     bil-kaɁsi 

     won    the-green-nom     very        with-the-trophy    

     ʻThe (*very) Green won the trophyʼ 

In these cases, the adjectival nominal is no longer used as a property (or an adjective) as also 

exemplified in (15), (16), and (17):    

(15) Ɂal-junanij-u/Ɂal-faransij-u/Ɂal-Ɂamriːkij-u         jaħtarimu  Ɂal-qanuːn-a 

    the-Greek-nom/the-French-nom/the-American-nom  respect    the-law-nom 

    ʻThe Greek respects the lawʼ;  

    ʻThe French respects the lawʼ; 

    ʻThe American respects the lawʼ  

(16) Ɂal-saːkina    /   Ɂal-ħaːfila     /  Ɂal-qaːfila  

    the-population /  the-car         /   the-train 

    ʻthe populationʼ ʻthe carʼ ʻthe trainʼ   

(17) kahrubaːɁiː   /  maktabiː   / masraħiː      /  xabbaːz  /  etc 

    electrician   /  librarian   / stage performer /   baker  

    ʻelectrician ʼ   ʻlibrarianʼ   ʻstage performerʼ    ʻbakerʼ  

In (15), the ʻadjectiveʼ is used as a name (or a noun), rather than a property (or an adjective). 

In (16), it has been fully nominalized so that saːkin-a means simply ʻa populationʼ ħaːfil-a ʻa 

carʼ, etc. In (17), the adjectives are used for naming professions, rather than properties. This 

type of adjectival nominals is taken to be an adjective at the pre-X
0
 level, and a noun at the 

X
0
 level. A deadjectivizing process converts a to n.  

The second type includes cases like ɁaʁniaːɁ ʻrich-plʼ in (11) in which the category change 

occurs at the higher inflectional layer Num. The adjective is nominalized when marked with 

the nominal broken plural. Examples of this type are fuqaraːɁ ʻpoor-plʼ, dˠuʕafaːɁ ʻweak-plʼ, 

buxalaːɁ ʻstingy-plʼ, ʕuqalaːɁ ʻwise-plʼ, ʕabaːqira ʻgeniusʼ etc. Unlike the first type, these 

adjectives seem to project to AP as they can by modified by a gradable adverb: fuqaraːɁ 

jiddan ʻvery poor-pl (people)ʼ, dˠuʕafaːɁ jiddan ʻvery weak-pl (people)ʼ, buxalaːɁ jiddan 

ʻvery stingy-pl (people)ʼ, ʕuqalaːɁ jiddan ʻvery wise-pl (people)ʼ, ʕabaːqira jiddan ʻvery 

genius-plʼ etc. Number clearly plays a role in nominality here. A plural noun phrase appears 

already nominalized early in the structure, whereas a singular noun phrase is still an adjective. 

Compare: 
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(18) a. tasˠaddaq      ʕalaː  ʔal-faqiːr-i    

      give-2ms alms  on   the-poor-gen  

      ʻGive alms to the poorʼ 

    b. tasˠaddaq        ʕalaː   ʔal-fuqaraːʔ-i    

      give-2ms  alms  on     the-poor-pl-gen  

      ʻGive alms to the poor (people)ʼ 

Unlike the singular form CaCiiC of ʔal-faqiːr ʻthe-poorʼ that is adjectival, the (broken) plural 

form ʔal-fuqaraːʔ ʻthe-poor-PLʼ is nominal. This has one explanation: that plural form is 

nominalized earlier than the singular form. The number feature of the singular form is 

checked in an adjectival number projection whereas the plural feature is checked in the 

nominal(ized) projection (NumP). Since number motivates category-change, we assume that 

affixation takes place in NumP. I propose structure (19) where AP is dominated by the 

nominal NumP rather than an adjectival NumP (or AGRP):  

(19)   

  

 

 

 

 

(19) shows that Num is a nominlizer. A moves to Num in order to check its number feature 

and to support NOM-af under which it is deadjectivized. In this type of adjectival nominals, 

the adjective is nominalized in the intermediate functional level NumP.  

A third types of adjectival nominal includes cases that are, unlike the second type, carry an 

adjectival plural form. One can think of the difference between the singular adjectival form 

ʔal-faqiːr ʻthe-poorʼ and the plural nominal form ʔal-fuqaraːʔ ʻthe-poor-plʼ to simply be as a 

result of a different nominalization layer. Unlike the plural form, the singular one is 

nominlized later in the higher functional projection DP. The adjectival number of ʔal-faqiːr 

ʻthe-poorʼ indicates that the number feature is checked in the adjectival projection AGRP, yet 

its nominal distribution indicates that the higher functional projection (DP) is nominal. An 

example of this type is Ɂal-ħaːdˠiruːn ʻthe attendantsʼ in (12). The singular adjective 

Ɂal-ħaːdˠir ʻattendantʼ exhibit both forms of plurality: the adjectival Ɂal-ħaːdˠiruːn and the 

nominal Ɂal-ħudˠuːru. The duality can only be explained if we assume levels of the structure 

at which the categorial conversion takes place. Both forms are argumental DPs (i.e. externally 

nominals) but internally adjectival at a certain level. Whereas Ɂal-ħudˠuːr ʻthe attendantsʼ is 

taken to be of type-2 of adjectival nominal that is nominalized at NumP having a structure 

like (19) above, Ɂal-ħaːdˠiruːn is nominalized at the higher functional level DP. We propose 

           DP 

   D             NumP 

   Ɂal-      Num         AP 

      [NOM]    Num      A 

                                              

fuqaraːʔ            
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structure (20) for this type of adjectival nominals: 

(20)      

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples of this type are kaːtibuːn ʻwritersʼ qaːriʔuːn ʻreadersʼ jaːhiluːn ʻilliteratesʼ kaːfiruːn 

ʻunbelieversʼ. Despite that the ʻsoundʼ plural is not merely an adjectival feature (both 

adjectives and nouns can be marked with a sound plural), these forms are believed to be 

adjectival. This is because they can be pluralized with a nominal ʻbrokenʼ plural: kuttaːb 

ʻwritersʼ qurraːʔ ʻreadersʼ juhalaːʔ ʻilliterateʼ kuffaːr ʻunbelieversʼ. 

The plurality contrasts suggest that the deadjectivizing process takes place at three different 

layers in the nominal structure: at n, at Num, and at D. At n, the adjectives that are used as a 

noun in their singular form do not project to a AP. Rather, the adjective converts to a noun as 

early as X
0
 that can neither denote a property nor accept gradable expressions. At Num, the 

adjective is nominalized and pluralized with the nominal (broken) plural (rather than the 

adjectival plural). At the highest D head, the adjective is nominalized after checking the 

plural marker in the adjectival projection AGRP. Thus, the adjective is marked with the 

adjectival (sound) plural marker. Despite that the (sound) plurality is not a mere adjectival 

characteristic, the fact that the adjective has another plural marker, namely a broken plural, is 

evidence that the sound plural is an adjectival feature. I conclude, then, that the NOM 

affixation operates at different levels in the tree structure, and it has different effects on the 

plural marking system, depending on the level of category conversion. 

4. Conclusion  

In this paper, I have provided an account for the puzzling question about the category of 

adjectival nominals in Arabic. Unlike those of other languages such as English, Hebrew, 

French and Romance languages, Arabic adjectival nominals are neither true nouns nor 

adjectives that stay as such in their internal structure but benefit from a dp architecture at a 

later stage. Rather, I have argued that they are true cases of deadjectival nominals, i.e. 

nominals derived (early) from adjectives. The fact that they can freely occur in both strong 

and weak readings makes them typical nouns rather than adjectives modifying a head pro (or 

Adj-pro). I have investigated their categorial nature, and I have shown that they are internally 

adjectives, accepting gradable expressions, object, and manner adverbs, but externally 

nominal, having argument distribution and carrying Case. I propose that a NOM affixation 

causes a category-change. Nominalized adjectives have shown subregularities in the plural 

form. Thus, I suggest that the formation of adjectival nominals takes place at three layers: the 

                 DP 

       D                 AGRP 

[NOM]        Ɂal-   AGR            AP 

                                  A 

                               ħaːdˠiruːn            
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lower nP, NumP, and DP, depending on the form of the plural morpheme. This muti-layered 

nominlization analysis is superior to the Adj-pro because it can neatly account for the 

subregularities in the number form.  

Acknowledgement 

My sincere thanks to Professor Abdulkadder Fassi Fehri for his insightful comments and 

suggestions on the earlier draft of this paper. I would also like to thank my colleague 

Professor Nuha Al-Shurafa for her suggestions and discussions. I am solely responsible for 

any mistakes or inadequacy.    

References 

Al-Shurafa, N. (2006) Syntactic ordering and semantic aspects of adjectives and adjectival 

phrases in Arabic. University of Sharjah Journal for Shari'a Sciences & Humanities, 3(1), 

1-21. [Online] Available: http://www.mohamedrabeea.com/books/book1_279.pdf 

Al-Suhaili, A. A.  (1992)  Nata'ij Al-Fikr fi Al-Nahu.  Revised by M. Al-Banna.  Makkah: Dar 

Al-Riyadh Li-Lnashr wa Al-Tawzi'. [Online] Available: 

http://ia802604.us.archive.org/12/items/nafan/nafan.pdf   

Baker, M. (2003). Lexical Categories. Verbs, nouns and adjectives. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. [Online] Available: 

http://catdir.loc.gov/catdir/samples/cam033/2002067074.pdf 

Bernstein, J. (1993). Topics in the syntax of nominal structure across Romance. Doctoral 

dissertation. City University of New York. 

http://www.ai.mit.edu/projects/dm/theses/more/bernstein93.pdf 

Boror, H., & Roy I. (2010). The name of the adjective. In Cabredo Hoffher P., & 

Matushansky, O. (Eds.), Formal approaches to adjectives. John Benjamins. [Online] 

Available: http://webspace.qmul.ac.uk/hborer/downloads/borer%20and%20roy%202007.pdf 

Dixon, R.M.W. & Aikhenvald, A. 2004. Adjective Classes: A Crosslinguistic Typology. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. [Online] Available: 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40071045?seq=1#page_ scan_tab_contents 

Fassi Fehri, A. (1993). Issues in the Structure of Arabic Clauses and Words. Studies in 

Natural Languages & Linguistic Theory, 29. Dordrecht: Kluwer. 

https://searchworks.stanford.edu/ view/2873998 

Fassi Fehri, A. (2012). Key Features and Parameters in Arabic Grammar. Linguistic Today, 

182. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. [Online] Available: https://benjamins.com/#catalog/books/ 

la.182/main 

Fassi Fehri, A. (1999). Arabic modifying adjectives and DP structures. Studia Linguistica, 53, 

105-154. [Online] Available: 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-9582.00042/abstract 

Hamoda,  F. B.  1985.  Al-Mawred.  Jeddah:  Dar Al-Bayan Al-Arabie. [Online] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40071045?seq=1#page_
https://benjamins.com/#catalog/books/


International Journal of Linguistics 

ISSN 1948-5425 

2016, Vol. 8, No. 1 

 50 

Available: http://www.madinahnet.com/alkotob12/65 

Hofherr, P. C. (2006) Pronouns, determiners, and N-ellipsis in Spanish, French, and German. 

Proceedings of NELS, 36, 1-12 

Ibn Aqil, B. A.  (1964)  Sharh Inb Aqil 'Ala alfyyat Ibn Malik.  Vols. 1 & 2. Edited by Abdul-

Hamid, Mohammad Mohyi Al-Din. Fourteenth edition. Egypt: Al-Maktaba Al-

tujariyya Al-Kubra'. [Online] Available: http://shamela.ws/index.php/book/9904     

Jackendoff, R. (1977). X-Bar Syntax: A Study of Phrase Structure. Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press. 

Kremers, J. (2003) The Arabic noun phrase: A minimalist perspective. Doctoral dissertation. 

University. [Online] Available: 

http://repository.ubn.ru.nl/bitstream/handle/2066/19283/19283_arabnoph.pdf? sequence=1  

Longobardi, G. (2006) Reference to individuals, person, and the variety of mapping 

parameters. Ms, University of Trieste. http://www.fosssil.in/Longobardi%20Ref.%20and% 

20Person.pdf  

 

Glossary 

nom : nominative 

acc  : accusative 

gen  : genitive   

pl    : plural 

fem  : feminine  

3sm  : third person singular masculine  

2sm  : second person singular masculine  
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