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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Overview

This thesis is a study of the structure of existential constructions in a

sub-dialect of Palestinian Arabic, referred to as Rural Palestinian Arabic (or

RPA; Herzallah 1990; Younes 1993, 1994, 1995). RPA is a conservative dialect

of colloquial Arabic, which retains several features of older Arabic which have

been lost in more progressive dialects1. Of principle interest among these features

are patterns of agreement marking found in existential constructions.

Unlike what is the case in most urban dialects of Arabic, as well as in

many other languages, full agreement in number and gender between the

post-verbal noun phrase and verb seems to alternate with impersonal agreement,

agreement marking in third-person masculine singular, regardless of the number

and gender of the understood “subject.” For example, in (1a), the logical subject

is ixtyâre “old woman,” which is a feminine singular noun; the participle of the

copula bâk≥i can be marked either in impersonal masculine singular, or agree

with ixtyâre in the feminine singular:

1

1RPA examples from the Schmidt and Kahle (1918, 1930) are identified selection and
section; for example, (10.1) indicates selection number 10, section 1. Selections 1-64 are in
Schmidt and Kahle (1918), and 65-132 in Schmidt and Kahle (1930). RPA data elicited from
native speakers are indicated as such. Sources of examples of other dialects are given with the
examples. Examples unidentified with respect to dialect are fabricated (by the author or by
native speakers), and should be considered to fall under the rubric of “Educated Levantine
Arabic,” a super- or meta-dialect associated with higher social prestige in the Levantine region,
and bleached to one degree or another of local dialectal characteristics.
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(1) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i        /bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    hanâk ixtyâre warâ-ha         k≥ôm      k ≥awiyîn
bepartMS/bepartFS there    oldFS    behind-cl3FS clanMP strongMP
“There was an old woman there who had a strong clan behind
her.” (RPA: elicited data).

b. bak≥ ≥≥≥a     /bak ≥ ≥≥≥u        fîh     xams izlâm   fi-d-dâr
was3MS/were3MP THERE five    menMP in-the-house
“There were five men in the house.” (RPA: elicited data).

 There are hints that semantic or pragmatic factors may interact with

choice of agreement form; noun phrases controlling full agreement are inter-

preted as “specific,” in the sense that a listener will understand that the speaker

has a particular referent or set of referents in mind corresponding to the de-

scription in the noun phrase (cf. Lumsden 1988; Abbott 1993). For example in

(2b), full agreement marking coincides with a reading of the noun phrase ulâd

“boys, children” that takes scope wider than the quantificational adverb ¸cill

yôm “every day”:

(2) a. ¸cill    yôm b-îπi                  la-ß-saff     ulâd
every day   INDIC-come3MS to-the-class boysMP
“Every day, boys come to class.”
∀x[(day(x)) → ∃y[boys(y) & come-to-class(y) in (x)]]

b. ¸cill    yôm b-îπu                  la-ß-ßaff     ulâd
every day   INDIC-come3MP to-the-class boysMP
“There are (certain) boys who come to class every day.”
∃y[boys(y) & ∀x[(days(x))→ come-to-class(y) in (x)]]

In (2a), in which the verb is marked with impersonal agreement, ulâd “boys”

is interpreted with narrow scope with respect to the quantifier ̧cill “every.” In

(2b), however, the verb is marked in full agreement with the noun phrase,

which is interpreted with scope outside of the quantifier.

In (3), full agreement marking does not seem to affect scope interpretation,

but rather the sense attributed to the preposition fiind- “at,” commonly used to

indicate possession, as well as spacial location:
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(3) a. ˛anni, bak ≥ ≥≥≥a       fiind-e      xams ulâd
Hanni, was3MS at-CL3MS five    childrenMP
“Hanni, he had five children (i.e., ‘he was the father of five
children’ or ‘he had five children with him or chez lui’).”

b. ˛anni, bak ≥ ≥≥≥u         fiind-e     xams ulâd
Hanni, were3MP at-CL3MS five     childrenMP
“Hanni, he had five children (chez lui).”

In (3a), the verb is marked for singular agreement, and the clause is

ambiguous between a possessive and locative interpretations and can mean

either that Hanni was the father of five children, or that he had five children in

his company or supervision at some particular point in the past. (3b), in contrast,

shows the verb marked in the plural, and only the locative sense is available;

the clause can only mean that Hanni had five children with him at the moment

in question.

There is also evidence that the way a noun phrase is modified interacts

with form of agreement marking.  For example, modification of an indefinite

noun phrase with a cardinal numeral or the “indefinite” demonstrative hal-

“this” creates a (possibly very) slight preference for impersonal agreement,

while a relative clause containing a definite noun phrase increases some prefer-

ence for full agreement. Judgements provided by native speakers for this point

are very weak, but seem to never-the-less be systematic; the preferences for

one agreement form or another, if not strong, are consistent across speakers.

While the semantic or pragmatic interpretation of existential construc-

tions will not be addressed in this thesis, it is tempting to follow Fodor and Sag

(1982), Lumsden (1988), McNally (1992), and Abbott (1993) in arguing that rich

descriptive content increases the specificity that discourse participants attribute

to a nominal description. In Lumsden’s (1988) terms, rich descriptive content

signals increased commitment on the part of the speaker to the existence of
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actual objects corresponding to the description in the noun phrase. Conversely,

marking a noun phrase with a numeral quantifier increases the salience of a

set-denoting and therefore non-referential interpretation of the noun phrase,

and therefore makes full agreement less likely.

1.2 Theoretical Issues to be Addressed

The facts just mentioned present two challenges to the Minimalist Pro-

gram as formulated in Chomsky (1995), Collins (1997), and Bowers (1998, 1999):

first, optionality in the application of grammatical rules is held to be a chimera

in the Minimalist Program, arising from variation in underlying structure or

formal feature specification of lexical items; second, the syntactic module of

grammar is assumed to be “closed,” in the sense that it does not interact

directly with other grammatical systems, such as those involved in interpretation

or pronunciation.

Therefore, the apparent empirical generalization concerning agreement

in RPA existential constructions - that agreement form co-varies with different

interpretations - should be inexpressible in a Minimalist grammar. At issue is

how a grammar in which form is constructed by algorithmic processes, allows

for apparent optionality in application of a rule like agreement marking, and

how a closed system (as the syntactic module of grammar is assumed to be in

the Minimalist Program) can be affected by “external” factors like semantic or

pragmatic specificity.

This situation suggests a paradox in the T-model of grammar. It is widely

assumed that agreement licensing takes place at the PF, the interface between

the syntactic and morpho-phonological components of the grammar, while

licensing conditions that relate to semantic specificity take effect at LF, the

interface between the syntactic and semantic/pragmatic component. In the
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case of Arabic, we have seen that NPs can stay in situ in the surface syntax,

and therefore undergo whatever LF-raising they need after Spell-out. Given

that no conditions require these NPs to raise in the surface syntax, it is mysterious

why semantic specificity, a property associated with semantic or pragmatic

interpretation, should play a role in licensing agreement marking, a process

that is ordered prior to LF in the derivation.

(1-1) The T-Model

Numeration

               LF (interpretation)             PF (agreement licensing)

In the T-model, a dependency between agreement and specificity would

mean that the derivation has to  “look ahead” of Spell-Out, in order to feed the

correct information to the morphological processes that license agreement. But

according to the principle of Full Interpretation, only information that is inter-

pretable at a given interface can be legitimately represented there: “there are

no PF-LF interactions relevant to convergence” (Chomsky 1995: 220). Therefore,

specificity, which is post-LF information, should not be interpretable at PF,

and therefore should not affect the PF operations that license agreement marking.

1.2.1 Optionality in Grammar

Prominent syntactic analyses of existential constructions are based on

the facts of Standard English or French, in which form of agreement is putatively

2Schütze gives examples like the following, arguing that they are part of the productive
grammar of (spoken) English:

obligatory (cf. Chomsky 1995; see Schütze 19992 for a dissenting view); full

Spell-Out
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agreement between the verb and NP being required in English, and impersonal

agreement in French:

(4) a. There *was/were three dogs in the room.
b. Il        y  a        /*ont   trois chiens dans la  salle

There it hasMS/haveP three dogs      in    the room
“There are three dogs in the room.”

In view of the examples in (4), many researchers have concluded that agreement

marking in existential constructions is an either/or phenomenon: one language

may do it one way, another language in another way, but we would not expect

both options to be freely available within one language.

For example, agreement in English is frequently assumed to be due to

covert raising of the formal feature of the noun phrase into an agreement-

licensing position (cf. Chomsky 1995, Collins 1997). The agreement facts of

French and other languages that require impersonal agreement are frequently

analyzed as being due to the insertion of an expletive pronoun; the verb agrees

with the expletive, rather than the thematic NP, resulting in impersonal agree-

ment, as in the following examples:

(5) a. Il est venu   trois hommes hier.
It isS comeS three men          yesterday.
“There came three men yesterday.”  (French)

(i) There [w¥z] 50 people at the party last night.
(ii) There’s often problems at the South Precinct.
(iii) On the center of the page is two houses.

Schütze claims that nouns checking nominative case features agree with the verb, while nouns
checking other case features do not. Therefore, agreement variation in English is similar to
agreement marking in quirky case constructions in Scandanavian, in which the verb agrees
with a “nominative subject,” but not a “dative subject”:

(iv) Vit         komu
we-NOM cameP
“We came.”   

(v) Honum nytist     ∂eiri  bókahillar         heima   hjá  sær
him-DAT  needs3S more  bookshelves-ACC at-home with self
“He needs more bookshelves in his home.” (Faroese)
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b. Es gibt    Hammelbeinen mit Erbsen zum Speise
It  givesS mutton-legsP      with peas     to-the eating
“There are lamb shanks with mashed peas to eat.” (German)

c. It IS dogs in this house!
“There ARE dogs in this house.” (African American Vernacular
English3).

Moreover, optionality in agreement marking is not necessarily typical

of Arabic. Native speakers of some of the more “progressive” urban dialects

find full agreement in existential constructions - particularly fîh-constructions -

dispreferred or downright ungrammatical (although both agreement options

are permitted in locative-inversion constructions). This is illustrated in the

following  contrast between Rural Palestinian and Tunisian Arabic, which, on

the one hand, allow both full and impersonal agreement in an existential con-

struction, and Lebanese (Beirut) and Egyptian (Cairene) Arabic, which, on the

other hand, permit only impersonal agreement:

(6) a. bak≥ ≥≥≥a     /bak ≥ ≥≥≥ên    fîh     i ≈çlâb     iç±âr   /iç±îre       fi-l-lô∂≥a
was3MS/were3FP THERE dogsFP manyP/manyFS in-the-room
“There were many dogs in the room.”  (RPA)

b. kân       /kânu        famma bar¸sa klâb   fi-l-bêt
was3MS/were3MP there      many dogsP in-the-room
“Same.” (TA)

(7) a. kên     /*kênu     fîh      klêb     ktîr        /ktîre       fi-l-√ô∂a
was3MS/were3P THERE dogsFP manyMS/manyFS in-the-room
“Same.” (LA)

b. kân      /*kânu  fîh    kilâb   kitîra    fi-l-ôda
was3MS/wereP there dogsP manyFS in-the-room

3Labov (1973: 270) reports that AAVE “uses the dummy subject it where standard
English uses there, as in it’s a difference or it’s a policeman at the door. This is not a categorical
rule, but it rises to a very high frequency in the vernacular.”

“Same.” (EA)
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Arabics dialects like Lebanese and Egyptian therefore seem to be more like

French (and therefore well-behaved in the view of the Minimalist Program), in

that they employ an agreement strategy involving insertion of an expletive

pronoun.

One possibility for explaining the availability of two forms may be that

they are in free variation with one another, or that they represent a “virus” in

the grammar (see Schütze 1999 for discussion). However, while the optionality

of agreement form as well as a correlation with specificity effects in RPA and

dialects may seem anomolous, it is not unique to Rural Palestinian Arabic.

Sigler (1997) describes comparable facts for Standard Western Armenian: if an

indefinite subject is modified by a numeral or a weak quantifier and unmarked

for number or definiteness, the verb may be marked in the singular:

8 a. ayt  baderzm-i-n  me¸c hink zinvor  ¥sbann-ve-c-av
that battle-GEN-THE  in    5        soldiers  kill-PASS-AOR-3S
“In that battle were killed 5 soldiers.”

b. k¥san   usano±±±±  k¥nuten-e-m¥  caso±e-c-av
twenty sudenttS  exam-ABL-a        fail-AOR-3S
“Twenty students failed an exam.”

If plurality and/or definiteness are marked on the NP, plural agreement marking

on the verb is obligatory:

(9) a. ayt  baderazm-i-n me¸c hink zinvor-ner  ¥sbann-v-ec-an/*-av
that battle-GEN-the   in    5        soldier-P      killPASSAOR-3P    / -3S
“In that battle five soldiers were killed.”

b. ayt  baderazm-i-n me¸c hink zinvor-ner-¥ ¥sbann-ve-c-an/*-av
that battle-GEN-the   in     5        soldier-P-the   kill-PASS-AOR-3P  / -3S
“In that battle the five soldiers were killed.”

(10) a. k¥san usano±±±±-ner-¥ k¥nuten-e-m¥ caso±e-c-an/*-av
twenty sudent-P-the   exam-ABL-a       fail-AOR-3S   / -3S
“The 20 students failed an exam.”
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b. k¥san  usano±±±±-ner k¥nuten-e-m¥  caxo±e-c-an/*-av
twenty students-P    exam-ABL-a        fail-AOR-3P    / -3S
“20 students failed an exam.”

Sigler then goes on to note that “rich” descriptive modification can

make plural marking, and hence agreement marking, optional or obligatory.

For example, in (11a), the noun phrase ¸sad hay “many Armenian(s)” occurs

with 3rd-person singular marking on the verb ga “exist,” and is infelicitous

with a plural suffix. In contrast, (11b) shows ¸sad hay modified by the relative

clause pars ga-s den-en nor yegad “newly arrived from Iran,” the presence of

which makes the plural suffix er felicitous on hay “Armenian” and plural marking

on the verb acceptable. A similar contrast can be seen in (12):

(11) a. ¸sad    hay/#-er      ga/-#an      hon?
much Armenian-P  exist3S/-3P there
“Are there many Armenians there?”

b. ¸sad    parsga-sdan-en nor  yegad     hay/-er        gan      hon?
much Iran-ABL-the         new comepart Armenian-P  exist3P there
“Are there many Armenians there who have recently arrived
from Iran?”

(12) a. mer      dun-¥      kişer-¥    ut¥    hyur/#-er  ge-c-av/-#an
GEN-1P  house-the night-the eight guest-P        stay-AOR-3S/-3P
“Eight guests stayed overnight at our house.”

b. mer    dun-¥     kişer-¥     ut¥   t¥ram ç-une-c-o±±±±          hyur/-er
GEN-P house-the night-the eight money NEG-have-AOR-REL guest-P
ge-c-an/-av
stay-aor-3P/-3S
“Eight guests who had no money stayed overnight at our
house.”

Sigler indicates that, as in RPA, these different options for agreement marking

correlate with different semantic/pragmatic interpretations. Given this, the

two agreement options should be represented as systematically available, rather

than as being in free variation.
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1.2.2 Agreement Licensing and NP Structure

My proposal, drawing on analyses by Sigler (1997) and Déprez (1998),

is that a direct correlation between agreement form and interpretation is indeed

inexpressible in a Minimalist grammar, but that it can be shown to be in fact

an epiphenomon of basically syntactic processes. I argue that what agreement

marking and interpretation of a noun phrase in an existential construction

have directly in common is the structure of the noun phrase. In particular,

noun phrases that control full agreement include a determiner layer in their

phrase structure; they are Determiner Phrases (in the sense of Abney 1987),

rather than Noun Phrases.

Determiners, rather than nouns, are specified for case, and therefore

only DPs are visible to case checking operations. Noun phrase movement is

driven by case checking, so a noun phrase unspecified for case will not participate

in a movement operation, and as a consequence will not enter PrP, in which

agreement marking is licensed. In such a situation, an expletive null pronominal

is inserted into PrP, in order to check its agreement features. Determiner phrases,

being specified for case, can raise into agreement checking positions. As such,

my analysis is very similar in spirit if not in the details to Halila’s (1992), who

argues that optionality in agreement in Tunisian Arabic is due both to pronoun-

insertion and agreement with the post-verbal NP being available.

1.2.3 NP Structure, Agreement, and Interpretation

While I will not explore the interpretation of noun phrases in existential

constructions here, I will suggest a way in which the presence or lack of a

determiner layer in noun phrase structure may correlate with specific vs. non-

specific interpretation of the noun phrase. In particular, DPs may be interpreted

as arguments or as “rigid designators” in Abbott’s (1993) terms, while “bare”
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indefinites are interpreted as “incorporated” predicates that become part of a

complex description of the event denoted by the verb phrase.

Following Lumsden (1988), the optionality in agreement form would

therefore arise from an ambiguity in the syntactic description a listener assigns

to his or her interpretation of the clause. Rich modification of an indefinite

may dispose the listener to identify or assume a particular (or specific) referent,

and therefore to assume a structural description in which the noun phrase

includes a determiner layer. Alternately, a numerical quantifier may dispose

the listener to understand the noun phrase merely as part of a complex descrip-

tion of an event, and therefore to assign it a structural description without a

determiner.

1.2.4 The Structure of Arabic Noun Phrases

Additional theoretical issues to be addressed therefore include the struc-

ture of noun phrases. I argue in some detail that nominal heads undergo at

most partial movement in the Arabic NP (cf. Ritter 1988, 1991; Borer 1996;

Choueiri 2000; Shlonsky 2000). Evidence for this includes modification of nom-

inal heads with numerical quantifiers, and arguments for external determiners

given in Choueiri 2000. I also argue that the “small clause” complement of the

copula in an existential construction consists of a Predication Phrase selecting

the thematic predicate (such as a prepositional phrase) as its complement.

Evidence for this is presented involving agreement marking on verbal stems in

non-finite contexts, and from Aoun’s (1996) discussion of Clitic-Left-Dislocation

in Lebanese Arabic.

1.2.5 PF-Scrambling

Finally, I present arguments for a theory in which at least some word

order inversions (which I refer to as PP-scrambling, after Belletti and Shlonsky

1995) can be analyzed as PF-operations, and therefore not syntactic in the strict
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sense. This is in response to data that present apparent counterexamples to the

analysis presented thus far, in that they show multiple frontings or inversions

in a clause. Following Aoun and Benmamoun (1998), Neeleman and Reinhart

(1998) and Zubizarreta (1998), I compare word order inversions which occur to

the right of the copula in existential constructions with similar inversions to

the right of the verb in transitive clauses.

I argue that both are due to well-formedness conditions on PF-

representations which require that constituents with new-information focus be

the right-most or most deeply embedded constituent in the clause. PP-scrambling

occurs when the prepositional phrase (or other constituent) does not have

new-information focus, but still is the most deeply-embedded constituent in

the clause. In order to resolve this conflict, it is raised and adjoined to the most

local maximal projection containing it, deriving the final word order. However,

since this operation occurs at the PF-interface, it does not affect the LF-

representation of the clause in any way.

1.3 The Language

1.3.1 Historical Background

In 1910, when Schmidt and Kahle collected their material, the population

of Bir Zeit consisted of 3 Christian clans, and 1 Muslim, numbering in total

some 700 persons (Schmidt and Kahle 1930: 12-13)4. The Christian inhabitants

trace their origins to a group of Christian Bedouin who migrated to Bir Zeit

sometime in the early 18th Century from the environs of el-Karak, a city in

Jordan on the south-eastern shore of the Dead Sea (see also Cadora 1992:

32-33). Currently, the population is by some (informal) estimates roughly 5000,

4Schmidt and Kahle provide no indication that significant differences in speech were
to be found between the Christian and Muslim communities.

and the town has become host to Bir Zeit University, perhaps the best-known
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and most prestigious of Palestinian universities. However, the RPA as recorded

in 1910 still seems to be more or less intact, although contact with native

speakers suggests that it has suffered more from inroads of education than

from demographic change. Some differences of usage (particularly with regard

to plural inflection) were noted among younger speakers, but the examples

taken from the Schmidt and Kahle texts were all judged normal and acceptable

by native speakers from a wide spectrum of ages.

1.3.2 RPA and other Dialects

RPA is distinct from the urban dialects spoken nearby (such as in Ramal-

lah, Jerusalem, Nablus, etc. as well as from rural dialects in other areas of the

historical Palestine, such as Northern (or Galilean) Palestinian (cf. Mohammad

1989, 1998; Khalaily 1997; Shlonsky 1997). The relationship between RPA and

urban dialects is summarized in the following report from Schmidt and Kahle

(1918: 45):

The Arabic spoken in the larger cities is again clearly distinct
from the Arabic of the fallâ˛în [peasants], especially the Arabic of
Jerusalem, about which, relatively speaking, we have been the
best informed up to this point. The cities have time and again
seen influx from the most disparate Arabic speaking regions, var-
ious analogizations and levelings have taken place, and as a result,
a trade language has developed which is excepted from the actual
dialect area of Palestine. The dialect of Jerusalem is closer to that
of Damascus - where in many respects similar circumstances pre-

5“Von dem Arabisch der Fellachen ist wieder deutlich geschieden das in den größeren
Städten gesprochene Arabisch, insbesondere das Arabische von Jerusalem, µber das wir bisher
relativ am besten unterrichtet sind. Die Städte haben immer wieder aus den verschiedensten
arabisch sprechenden Gegenden Zuzug erhalten, mancherlei Angleichung und Abschleifung
hat da Stattgefunden und so ist eine Verkehrsprache entstanden, die aus dem eigentlichen
Dialektgebiet Palästina herausfällt. Der Dialekt von Jerusalem steht dem von Damaskus - wo
in mancher Hinsicht ähnliche Verhältnisse vorliegen - näher als dem der umwohnenden
Fellachen. “

vail - than it is to that of the surrounding fallâ˛în5.
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Distinguishing characteristics of Rural Palestinian Arabic include the

following (see Bergstrasser 1915; Schmidt and Kahle 1918: 45-93; Blau 1960):

• Substitution of the verb bak≥a -yibk ≥a/yik ≥ba6 (Arabic vIÐ ≠ v?I??³¹) or
its participle bâk≥i (Arabic v	UÐ) for kân -yikûn (Arabic ÊU?� ≠ ÊuJ¹)
as the copula.

• Retention of inflection for the feminine plural in adjectives and
verbs; -ât for adjectives, and -în for verbs.

• Affrication of the consonant /k/ (Arabic „) to /¸c/, as in ¸clâb for
klâb (Arabic »ö�), ̧canîse for kanîse (Arabic W�OM�), etc. Exceptions
obtain in certain environments, including distal demonstratives
such as ha∂âk “thatMS,” ha∂îk “thatFS,” ha∂ôlak “those,” hanâk
“there,” etc., and the 2MS object clitic -ak (as opposed to the 2FS
clitic -i¸c); this contrast seems to have been grammaticized. See
Schmidt and Kahle (1918: 49-50).

• Affrication of the pharyngealized stop /∂/ (Arabic  ÷) to /∂≥/,
such that the verbs /∂all/ “to err” (Arabic Òq?{) and /∂≥all/ “to
remain” (Arabic Òqþ) are both pronounced ∂≥all.

• Fronting of /q/ (Arabic ‚) to /k/ (transliterated as /k≥/).

• In Bir Zeit, fronting of vowels in pronoun clitics: for example,
-(h)u, the 3MS object clitic in Standard Arabic and other dialects
is pronounced -(h)e (see Bergstraßer 1915: §34 and Map 13), the
3MP and 3FP object clitics -hum  and -hun are pronounced as -him
and -hin, and the 2MP and 2FP clitics -kum and -kun are pronounced
-¸cim and -¸cin.

According to comments by native speaker informants, there are certain

notable differences between RPA as spoken in area of Bir Zeit/Ramallah and

as spoken further north, in the rural areas around Nablus or Jenin. In particular,

as noted just above, vowels in clitic pronouns are fronted in the Bir Zeit/Ramallah

6Yik≥ba  is a common metathesized variant of yibk≥a, the imperfect of bak ≥â.

variation of the dialect. Certain lexical differences are to be noted, and affrication
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of /k/ is perhaps more pervasive in Bir Zeit: note Bir Zeit ô¸cil “he ate,” çil

“eat!” vs. Jenin-area âkal “he ate” and kul “eat!” However, these differences

being noted, RPA as spoken in these two areas seems to be largely identical,

particularly with regard to the phenomenon under discussion in this thesis.

1.3.3 Data Sources and Methods

The majority of the data from RPA come from the Schmidt and Kahle

collection (Schmidt and Kahle 1918, 1930), and from field work conducted in

Bir Zeit in 1998. Additional data were provided by a native speaker of the

dialect, as spoken in rural areas near Jenin, further north in the West Bank.

Most of the data from Schmidt and Kahle were extracted by means of

concordance-building software: the text of Schmidt and Kahle (1918) was

scanned into a computer and then converted into electronic text using optical

character recognition (OCR) software. After the text had been edited for errors,

and to normalize various form of phonological variation, concordance software

(Conc 1.80 from The Summer Institute of Linguistics) was used to locate examples

of the grammatical phenomena under study.

Examples from Schmidt and Kahle (1930) were extracted by manual

search. Additional data from the Schmidt and Kahle volumes was taken from

examples in Blau’s (1960) syntax of the Bir Zeit dialect. Fieldwork was conducted

in Bir Zeit in 1998; native speakers were presented with example sentences

(written in Arabic characters) which were based either entirely or in part on

examples extracted from Schmidt and Kahle (1918). These examples consisted

of both isolated sentences, and short texts. Similar methods were used with

other native speakers, although the examples were frequently given in Roman

characters (many native speakers find the dialect easier to recognize in Roman

characters than in Arabic characters).
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1.3.4 Other Dialects

Data has also been included from other sub-dialects of Palestinian Arabic,

including Northern Palestinian (Mohammad 1998a,b, 2000; Shlonsky 1997;

Khalaily 1997) and what I will refer to as Urban Palestinian, including the

dialects of Jerusalem and Nablus (however, see comments above the distinction

between urban and rural sedentary dialects). Northern Palestinian Arabic is a

term used for a group of sedentary dialects (as distinct from Bedouin dialects:

see Rosenhouse 1984) spoken in the Galilee region of northern Israel. Non-

Palestinian dialects represented in the data include Lebanese (Beirut), Syrian

(Damascus), Jordanian (Amman), Saudi Arabian (Dahran), Egyptian (Cairo),

Tunisian (Sfax and Tunis), and Moroccan Arabic.

Data from these additional dialects have been brought into the discussion

both to supplement and contrast the data from Rural Palestinian Arabic. I have

made these parallels based on a (possibly controversial) assumption that dialects

(especially in the Levantine region) differ by degree, and therefore that two

dialects within the area may agree closely in some respects while differing in

others and that where two dialects agree, native speaker judgements provided

by a speaker of one can be generalized to another. For example, the Palestinian

and Lebanese dialects that I have examined both make use of the “indefinite”

demonstrative hal- “this,” parallel to the “indefinite” use of this in colloquial

English, so I have assumed that judgements of a speaker of Lebanese can be

generalized to a speaker of Palestinian, and have mixed data from the two

dialects in the discussion of this point.

As we saw above, Lebanese and Rural Palestinian differ in the forms of

agreement marking they allow in existential constructions with the existential

particle fîh: Rural Palestinian allows both full agreement between the verb and

noun as well as impersonal agreement, while Lebanese Arabic allows only
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impersonal agreement, as is also the case for the Urban Palestinian, Lebanese,

Jordanian, and Cairene dialects.  Rural Palestinian, on the other hand, patterns

with Tunisian and Urban Saudi Arabian, in allowing full agreement in existential

constructions. Therefore, Rural Palestinian and Lebanese, etc. are not comparable

in terms of the agreement facts, and so in discussions of agreement in fîh-

existentials, data has not been mixed.

1.4 Organization

1.4.1 Chapter 1

The thesis is organized as follows: in Chapter 1, I outline the data to be

analyzed in the subsequent chapters. First, I present a general sketch of the

facts of  word order and agreement in Rural Palestinian Arabic and spoken

Arabic in general. Then, I introduce examples of existential constructions, in-

cluding locative inversion existentials and fîh-existentials. These include exam-

ples of various permutations of word order, both full and impersonal agreement,

and examples with definite or indefinite noun phrases.

Then, I briefly discuss different ways in which nominal modification

can affect restrictions on form of agreement,  word order, and quantifier restric-

tion. I note an apparent generalization, following Lumsden (1988), such that

certain forms of modification signal increased “commitment” on the part of

the speaker to the existence of a referent instantiating the set described by the

noun phrase, and that agreement marking in existential clauses signals such

commitment. This explains the correlation between richness of modification

and agreement marking.

I also discuss the relationship between verbal argument structure and

agreement marking, noting that impersonal agreement, when it occurs at all,

only occurs with unaccusative verbs, verbs the “subject” of which behave syn-
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tactically like the objects of transitive verbs. I conclude the chapter by giving

examples of the discourse function of impersonal agreement in existential con-

structions; sentences showing impersonal agreement mostly occur in places in

texts in which characters or referents are added to the narrative, usually either

at the beginning of the narrative, or at a key juncture within it.

1.4.2 Chapter 2

In Chapter 2, I outline the theoretical framework I assume for my analysis.

This is based largely on the Minimalist Program as formulated in Chomsky

(1995) and Collins (1997), as well as on Bowers’ (1993) theory of “generalized

predication.” In particular, I follow Bowers (1993, 1997a, 1997b, 1998) in identi-

fying the “light verb” projection vP of Chomsky (1995) or Transitivity Phrase

of Collins (1997) with Predication Phrase. I begin with a brief overview of the

Minimalist Program, focusing in particular on the feature structure of lexical

items. Then I present arguments applying Bowers’ (1993) Predication Phrase

to the data at hand. Lastly, I present the model of phrase structure I assume for

the Arabic clause, sketching a structure for the left periphery of the clause (cf.

Rizzi 1997). I then present a structure for prepositional phrases and noun

phrases, focusing on contrasts between definite and indefinite noun phrases.

1.4.3 Chapter 3

In Chapter 3, I present my syntactic analysis of existential constructions.

The main idea of the analysis is that existential constructions with the fîh-particle

and inverted locative expressions undergo very similar derivations. In both

cases, the fronted constituent - existential fîh or the locative expression undergoes

A-movement as a maximal projection, adjoining first to Predication Phrase

and then to Tense Phrase, to check strong formal features in each (cf. Chomsky

1995; Collins 1997).  The difference between the two kinds of existential clauses
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is that existential fîh is base generated in Predication Phrase, a position to

which inverting locatives would raise, blocking them from doing so.

An apparent contrast between fîh and inflected prepositions on the one

hand, and prepositional phrases with full noun phrases on the other with

regards to their category status reduces to the morphological requirements of

the negation morpheme ma-…-¸s, which is hosted only by head-level constituents

that can “incorporate” with it. The head of a prepositional phrase with a lexical

noun phrase argument cannot raise in this way, and so does not host negation.

1.4.4 Chapter 4

In Chapter 4, I examine previous analyses by Halila (1992), Eid (1993)

and Mohammad (1998) of this apparent contrast between fîh/inflected prep-

ositions and non-inflected prepositions. Halila and Eid claim that fîh and inflected

prepositions behave as thought they were verbal heads, undergoing head raising

through Verb Phrase, and in this way hosting ma-…-¸s, the “sentential” negation

morpheme. Mohammad points out a flaw in this analysis, which is that it

predicts that fîh and inflected prepositions should have a more restricted word-

order distribution than they actually do. He offers his own analysis, according

to which fîh is a nominal expletive that, along with the polarity item ˛ada, can

“exceptionally” host sentential negation.

My contribution to this debate is to show that the assumption that ma-…-¸s

is an exclusively “sentential” negation exponent is unfounded, and that it is

instead the default negation marker, used to mark negation on a variety of

constituents including verbs with clausal scope. This allows for a unified account

of the syntactic behavior of existential fîh, and inverted locative expressions

(with both inflected and uninflected prepositions).
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1.4.5 Chapter 5

In Chapter 5, I examine some apparent counter-examples to my proposal.

These data show a “double” or “secondary” locative inversion structure “within”

the first (which I refer to as PP-scrambling, after Belletti and Shlonsky 1994).

The analysis I have developed thus does not account these structures, as it

would predict them to be impossible; the syntactic mechanisms that drive

locative inversion or the fronting of existential fîh only allow for one such

process per derivation. However, I argue that PP-scrambling can be accounted

for by analyzing it as a form of focus-induced re-linearization that takes place

in the PF-component, following Aoun and Benmamoun (1998), Neeleman and

Reinhart (1998) and Zubizarreta (1998). PP-scrambling therefore is a purely

“interface” operation which has no effect on logical form representations - in

other words, it is not a syntactic operation at all.
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Chapter 2

Agreement Marking
in Existential/Presentational Constructions

2.1 Introduction

I begin in Section 2.2 with a presentation of the essential data to be

addressed in this thesis. This includes the structure of existential constructions,

including both those derived by locative inversion, and those derived with the

existential particle fîh, the equivalent in Palestinian (and other dialects) of English

existential there. I then describe conditions that can affect variation between

full and impersonal agreement. In Section 2.3,  I discuss the relationship between

impersonal agreement and verb class, showing that reduced agreement only

occurs with the class of unaccusative verbs. In Section 2.4, I discuss the relation-

ship between impersonal agreement and discourse structure, showing that

impersonal agreement is associated with a presentational discourse function,

according to which novel indefinite noun phrases are introduced to a narrative.

2.2 Word Order and Agreement in Existential Constructions

In this section, I describe the relationship between agreement and word

order in Rural Palestinian Arabic, and in particular present the conditions

under which impersonal agreement can take place.

2.2.1 Structure and Agreement in Unmarked Word Orders

In Rural Palestinian Arabic (as well as most Arabic dialects), verbs gen-

erally agree with their subjects. In particular, full agreement in person, gender,

21

and number is required in any word order in which the subject precedes or is
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adjacent to the verb. Only definite nouns or  indefinite nouns with “specific”

interpretations are allowed in SV word order:

(1) SV Word Order

a. in-nâs            aπu            ta-yistru               min-him      i±nên
the-people3MP L went3MP IN-ORDER-buy3MP from-CL3MP  two
“The people went in order to buy two from them.” (50.4)

b. k≥ ≥≥≥ôm-u               bâk≥ ≥≥≥yîn    ¸cuffâr
clanMP-CL3MS bePARTMP unbelievers
“His clan were unbelievers.” (2.1)

c. abû-hin       ¸cill    yôm yirû˛   yik≥ ≥≥≥armil
father-CL3FP every day   go3MS cut-wood3MS
“Their father went and cut wood every day.” (46.2)

d. u-banât           il-mali¸c ¸cill   yôm yit˛ammamin
and-daughters the-king every day   bath3FP  
“And the king’s daughters bathed every day.” (53.7)

(2) SAuxV Word Order

a. h∂∂∂∂i   bak≥ ≥≥≥at    ¸cill  yΩm tirfia         min hanâk ta-taßal            i¸s-̧sâm
thisFS was3FS each day graze3FS from there UNTIL-reach3FS the-Sham
“She would graze every day from there until she reached Dam-
ascus.” (2.3)

b. hâ∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥a      ßâr              ¸cill    yôm  yisra˛  
thisMS  began3MS every day    get-up3MS
“He started getting up every day.” (30.5)

c. ¸cill il-fiarab            bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    tik≥ ≥≥≥∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥i     fiind-e
all  the-BedouinFS  bePARTFS  pleadFS at-CL3MS
“All the Arabs would seek justice by him.” (38.20)

(3) AuxSV Word Order

a. k≥ ≥≥≥âmat   hâ∂∂∂∂i     râ˛at      fia-hal-wâd
rose3FS this3FS went3FS at-the-valley
“She up and went to the valley.” (48.4)
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b. bâk≥ ≥≥≥≥ ≥≥≥i          abû-ha         ̧cill    yôm ma yßalli      illa fia-bâb  hal-hifte
bePARTMS father-CL3FS every day    not pray3MS but at-door the-ditch
“Her father prayed every day nowhere but at the mouth of the
grave.” (38.6)

Full agreement can occur in both VS… and V…S orders. It is required in

VS word order (in which the subject is immediately adjacent to the verb), and

possible in V…S word order:

(4) VS… Word Order

a. u-¸cill          lêle   tit˛ammam wâ˛ade
and-every  night bathe3FS         oneFS 
“And every night one would bathe herself.” (50.11)

b. ¸cill  ma   tîπi         wâhade tih¸cî-l-ha         k≥ußßa
each time come3FS one3FS  tell3FS to-CLFS story
“Every time someone would come and tell her a story…”
(47.7)

(5) V…S Word Order

a. rû˛     la-l-hifte      illi bak≥ ≥≥≥≥ ≥≥≥at    fiind-ha   xêmit bint-i
goIMP to-the-grave REL  was3FS at-CL3FS tentFS daughter-CL1S
“Go to the grave that my daughter's tent was next to.” (38.7)

b. hâ∂i    b-irû˛u        fiind-ha maπnîn
thisFS INDIC-go3MP at-CLFS  insaneMP
“This woman, the insane would come to her.” (10.2)

c. bâk≥ ≥≥≥≥ ≥≥≥yîn    hâna ±nên ixwe           k≥ ≥≥≥≥ ≥≥≥âfidîn       fi dâr    wâ˛ade
bePARTMP here   two   brothersMP sitPARTMP in house oneFS
“There were two brothers here, living in one house.” (28.1)

Full agreement is required when the post-verbal noun subject is adjacent to the

verb, regardless of whether the noun is definite or specific:

(6) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥≥ ≥≥≥ye    /?bâk≥i        xtyâre hanâk warâ-ha        k≥ôm k ≥awıyîn
bePARTFS/bePARTMS oldFS   here     behind-CL3FS clan  strongMP
“There was an old woman who had a strong clan behind her.”
(RPA: elicited data)
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b. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    /*bâk≥ ≥≥≥i         ixtyâre     fi-l-ma†bax   bi-tsawwi        xubz
bePARTFS/ bePARTMS the-oldFS in-the-kitchen INDIC-make3FS bread
“The old woman was in the kitchen making bread.” (RPA:
elicited data)

c. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye   /*bâk≥i         wâ˛ade t˛ibb-ha
bePARTFS/ bePARTMS oneFS    love3FS-CLFS
“One woman was fond of her.” (37.3)

d. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    /*bâk ≥i        mara         tuxbiz   fi-†-†bûn
bePARTFS/bePARTMS womanFS cook3FS in-the-oven
“A woman was baking in the oven.” (59.1)

(7) a. kânat  /* kân         xararîf    k±îre     fian     falaß†în
was3FS/  was3MS storiesFS manyFS about Palestine
“There were many stories about Palestine.”

b. kânat  /* kân        kundara πanb      l-bâb
was3FS/  was3MS shoeFS        next-to  the-door
“There was a shoe next to the door.”

c. kânat  /*kân        bint    bên        l-waladên
was3FS/ was3MS girlFS between the-boysDL
“There was a girl between the two boys.”
(NPA: Mohammad 1998)

Full agreement is required in V…S word order with definite noun phrases.

In (8), the definite noun phrase follows the verb and a prepositional phrase

modifier: only (8a), with full agreement, is grammatical:

(8) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    /*bâk ≥ ≥≥≥i         hanâk marat  i˛mad  id-dabbâ¸c
bePARTFS/ bePARTMS there    wifeFS Ahmad the-Dabbak
“Ahmad the Dabbâk's wife was there.” (16.4)

b. lafu         /*lafa          fialê-h            πamâfiat i∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥-∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥yûf
came3MP/came3MS upon-CL3MS group      the-guestsMP
“One day a group of guests happened upon him.”

c. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye   /*bâk≥i          l-ixtyâre hanâk warâ-ha        k≥ôm k ≥awıyîn
bepartFS/ bePARTMS the-oldFS here     behind-CL3FS clan  strongMP
“There was the old woman who had a strong clan behind her.”
(RPA: elicited data)
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To summarize, full agreement between verb and “subject” noun phrase is

required in most word orders in Rural Palestinian Arabic, particularly when

the noun phrase precedes the verb, is immediately left-adjacent to it, and when

the noun phrase is definite. It is also possible in V…S word order.

2.2.2 Word Order and Agreement in Existential Constructions

I intend the word “existential” rather loosely, referring as much to a

class of syntactic constructions as to a particular semantic or pragmatic use. In

syntactic terms, existential clauses are distinguished by a post-verbal “subject”

noun phrase - usually indefinite - in a word order inversion with a constituent

that usually has some kind of locative construal. I further divide existential

constructions into locative inversion existentials and fîh-existentials. Locative in-

version existentials are characterized by the leftward displacement of the locative

phrase, such that the locative appears between the verb and the “subject” noun

phrase, or in some cases, preceding the verb. Fîh-existentials include the existential

particle fîh, the counterpart of English existential there (at least in functional

terms), which can either precede or follow the verb, and which also allows the

the noun phrase to either precede or follow the locative expression.

2.2.3 Locative Inversion Existentials

Locative inversion existentials are characterized by leftward displacement

of the locative expression (usually a prepositional phrase, a participial predicate

containing a prepositional phrase, or a locative adverb such as hanâk “there” or

hân “here”) and an indefinite noun phrase following the verb as well as the

locative expression. A prepositional locative expression can contain either a

full lexical NP (in which case I will refer to the preposition as a “bare” prep-

osition), or host a pronoun clitic (in which case it is referred to as an inflected

preposition). The most typical word order is (copula)-Locative-NP:
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(9) Locative Inversion with Inflected Prepositions

a. bâk≥i          fiind-ha  ±al±   mît         k ≥ir¸s
bePARTMS at-CL3FS three hundred qurush
“She had three hundred qurush [unit of money].” (97.2)

b. ßâr               fiind-e       b-îπi                  fii̧srîn    râs
became3MS at-CL3MS INDIC-come3MS twenty head
“He came to have some twenty head.” (93.36)

c. yôm-ha   bak≥a        mafi-i        ±ala± awâk ≥ titin
day-CL3FS was3MS with-CL1S three tins     tobacco
“That day, I had with me three tins of tobacco.” (16.4)

(10) Locative Inversion with Bare Prepositions

a. bâk≥i          fia-râs-ha         arbfiîn k≥iri¸s
bePARTMS on-head-CL3FS forty    qurush
“She had on her head [i.e., braided into a headdress] forty qu-
rush.” (50.1)

b. bâk≥i          fi bu†in bint       il-malaç ˛ayye   bi-sabifi      rûs
bePARTMS in belly  daughter the-king  snakeFS with-seven heads
“In the belly of the king’s daughter was a serpent with seven
heads.” (34.5)

(11) Locative Inversion with Locative Adverbs

a. bâk≥i          hâna wâ˛ad k ≥a†îfia  mi±l ibn-i       hâ∂≥a
bePARTMS here   oneMS  cut-off like   son-CL1S thisMS
“Here was a single child, like this son of mine.” (34.1)

b. bâk≥i          hanâk wâwi      fi-l-fiillêk≥
bePARTMS there    jackalMS in-the-thicket
“There was a jackal in the thicket.” (19.5)

In addition to the word orders described above, the order Locative-Copula-NP

is also possible:

(12) a. il-xawâπe,       il-e            bâk≥i         walad
the-gentleman, to-CL3MS bePARTMS sonMS
“The gentleman, he had a son.”
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b. i†-†anπare, fî-ha      bak ≥a        k≥u†mit la˛me
the-potFS,  in-CL3FS was3MS pieceFS meatFS
“The pot, in it was a piece of meat.” 

c. fiind-ha  bâk ≥i          ±al±    mît        k≥ir¸s
at-CL3FS bePARTMS three hundred qurush
“She had three hundred qurush.” (RPA: elicited data)

(13) a. il-xawâπe,       ma-l-e-¸s-¸s             bâk ≥i         walad
the-gentleman, not-to-CL3MS-NEG bePARTMS sonMS
“The gentleman, he didn’t have a son.”

b. il-xawâπe,       il-e,          ma-bak≥â-¸s          walad
the-gentleman, to-CL3MS not-was3MS-NEG sonMS
“Same.”

c. i†-†anπare, fî-ha,       ma-bak≥â-¸s          k≥u†mit la˛me
the-potFS,  in-CL3FS, not-was3MS-NEG pieceFS meatFS
“The pot, in it there was not a piece of meat.”

d. ma-fiind-hâ-¸s      bâk ≥i          ˛itta k ≥ir¸s
not-at-CL3FS-NEG bePARTMS even qurush
“She didn’t have even a qurush.” (RPA: elicited data)

Locative inversion existentials with inflected prepositions are frequently em-

bedded within clitic-left-dislocation constructions, with the existential serving

as a predicate applied to the left-dislocated element:

(14) a. hâ∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥a     bk ≥î-l-e                    fiêle          ¸cbîre
thisMS bePARTMS-to-CL3MS familyFS bigFS
“He had a big family.” (87.1)

b. imm-e,            bâk≥i          mafi-ha        meiyt    il-˛ayâh
mother-CL3MS bePARTMS with-CL3FS waterFS the-life
“His mother, she had with her some of the water of life.” (42.5)

c. xa†ra, marat yûsif abu manßûr, bak ≥â-l-ha               ˛ußßa    fi-±ôr
once,   wife    Yusif  Abu Mansour  was3MS-to-CL3FS shareFS in-bull
“Once, Yusif Abou Mansour’s wife had a share in a bull.” (10.3)
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d. ana, bak≥â-l-i                axxên         w-uxt
I        was3MS-to-cl1S brothersDL and-sister
“I had two brothers and a sister.” (62.4)

e. abû-i          w-fiamm-i         ma-baqâ-̧s          yıπî-him
father-CL1S and-uncle-CL1S not-was3MS-NEG come3MS-CL3MP
ulâd         u-bk≥î-l-him                    imwâl ma-b-tô¸cil-ha
childrenP and-bePARTMS-to-CL3MP wealth not-INDIC-eat3FS-CL3FS
han-nırân
the-fires
“My father and uncle, they hadn’t had any children, and they
had treasures fire couldn’t burn.” (51.9)

There are also a few rare examples like the following, in which impersonal

agreement occurs without any locative expression in the clause at all:

(15) a. u-hi        k≥âfide     hanâk nafad             arbfiîn ifdâwi
and-she  sitPARTFS there   appeared3MS forty     partisanMP
“And while she was living there, forty partisans appeared.”
(45.4)

However, the locative particle hanâk “there” appears in the conditional clause

u-hi k≥âfide hanâk “while she was living there,” so it may be that the locative

predicate usually found in locative inversion constructions is in this example

understood from the antecedent conditional clause.

2.2.4 Agreement Marking in Locative Existentials

As the following data show, both full and reduced agreement are available

in locative-inversion constructions:

(16) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye   /bâk ≥ ≥≥≥i          fi bu†in bint         il-maliç ˛ayye
bePARTFS/bePARTMS in belly  daughter the-king snakeFS
bi-sabifi      rûs
with-seven heads
“There was a snake with seven heads living in the belly of the
king's daugher.” (34.5)
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b. lafu         /lafa           fialê-h            πamâfiat i∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥yûf
came3MP/came3MP upon-CL3MS groupFS guestsMP
“One day a group of guests happened upon him.”  (RPA: elicited
data)

c. aπu         /aπa           fi ∞yb-him           fiarab
came3MS/came3MS in-absence-CL3MP bedouin
nahabu            l-˛alâl     wa-sk≥û-h                    w-râ˛u
plundered3MP the-stock and-took3MP-CL3MSG and-went3MP
“In their absence came Bedouin, who plundered their stock, and
took it and left.” (62.9)

d. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i        /bâk≥ ≥≥≥yîn      fi ha∂îk   il-balad    tuππâr            mafhümîn
bePARTMS/bePARTMP in thatFS the-village merchantsMP reputedMP
“In that village were ‘understood’ merchants.” (34.3)

(17) a. kân       /kânat   fian      falaß†în   xarrîf  k±îre
was3MS/was3FS about Palestine storiesP manyFS

` “About Palestine were many stories.”

b. kân        /kânat   fiind i˛mad sayyâra
was3MS/was3FS at   Ahmad carFS
“Ahmad had a car.”

c. kân        /kânu       fien-na  xams zlâm
was3MS/was3MP at-CL1P five    menMP
“With us were five men [i.e., visiting us].”

d. kân        /kânen   fien-na  xams neswân
was3MS/was3FP at-CL1P five     womenFP
“With us were five women.” (NPA: Mohammad 1998)

Impersonal agreement can also occur without any intervening locative

expressions. In (18a), the main verb yîπi “come” hosts a pronoun clitic -him

“them.” In (18b), the matrix predicate is râyi˛, the active participle of râ˛-yirû˛

 ”to go,” which hosts the “dative clitic” l-e “to him.” Note also that in both

(18a) and (18b), impersonal agreement is marked on the auxiliary as well as on

the main verb:
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(18) a. abû-i          u-fiamm-i          ma-bak ≥ ≥≥≥â-¸s          yıπî-him     
father-CL1S and-uncle-CL1S not-was3MS-NEG come3MS-CL3MP
ulâd
children3MP
“My father and uncle, they hadn’t had any children.” (51.9)

b. u-bâk≥ ≥≥≥i             ryí˛-l-e                    πmâl
and-bePARTMS goPARTMS-to-CL3MS camelsP
“And he had some camels missing.” (38.21)

These data show that impersonal agreement can be licensed on more than one

verb stem within a clause, and that in the absence of a locative phrase, a

pronoun clitic can satisfy whatever synactic mechanisms are involved in deriving

locative inversion.

2.2.4.1 Impersonal Agreement with Masculine Singular Noun Phrases

There are numerous examples in the data of agreement contexts typical

of impersonal agreement, but in which the noun phrase is masculine singular

in agreement features. While impersonal agreement is in principle possible or

even likely, the agreement features in question make it impossible to tell whether

the NP and the verb are sharing features, or only agreeing “coincidentally”.

Therefore, I will only include such examples in the discussion when agreement

form is not at issue. The following are typical examples:

(19) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i          fi hâ∂ik  in-nâ˛ye   amîr   ism-e             m˛immid
bePARTMS in thatFS the-areaFS prince name-CL3MS Muhammad
“In that region was a prince named Muhammad.” (38.14)

b. bak≥ ≥≥≥a    hâna ¸sâyib     il-e           hal-walad
wasMS here   old-man to-CL3MS this-boy
“There was an old man here, he had this son…” (40.1)

c. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i          hâna amır  ma-b-îπ-i-¸¸şs                                ülâd
bePARTMS here   prince not-INDIC-come3MS-CL3MS-NEG childrenMP
“There was a prince here, he had had no children…” (48.1)
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2.2.5 Fîh-Existentials

Most eastern dialects of Arabic use an “existential” particle fîh in existential

sentences that parallels the use of “existential” there in English. Fîh is used in

most dialects of Levantine Arabic (including Palestinian, Lebanese, Jordanian,

and Syrian), Egyptian Arabic, and others.

2.2.5.1 Word Order in Fîh-Existentials

The unmarked word order in fîh-existentials is (copula)-fîh-NP-Locative:

(20) a. bâl-i           fîh    i¸si             bên-ak              u-bên-ha
mind-CL1S there something between-CL2MS and-between-CL3FS
“I think there’s something between you and her.” (37.4)

b. in fîh     xûri   fi-s-sama
if  THERE priest in-the-heavens
“If there were a priest in Heaven…” (108.5)

c. bak≥a       fîh     yahûdi wâk≥ ≥≥≥if             hanâk
was3MS THERE yewMS standPARTMS there
“There was a Jew standing there.”  (113.12)

(21) With Negation

a. ma fîh    k≥u†mit la˛im fi-d-dist
not THERE piece    meat     in-the-kettle
“There wasn’t a piece of meat in the kettle.” (49.1)

b. lammin fiirfit         inn-e           ma-fîh    fâide min-ne
when       knew3FS that-CL3MS not-THERE use    from-CL3MS
“When she knew that there was no use for him…” (54.4)

c. wallah ma-fîh    mi±l πôz-i          fi-hal-balad
by-God not-THERE like spouse-CL1S in-this-village
“By God, there’s none like my husband in this village.” (26.1)

d. ma-fîh    ˛ada    fi-d-dinya   illa zk ≥ûm-¸cim?
not-there anyone in-the-world but noses-cl2MP
“Isn’t there anyone in the world but yourselves?” (85.29)
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e. ma-fîh-¸s         naßâra      fi-l-balad
not-THERE-NEG Christians in-the-village
“There are not (any) Christians in the village.” (98.2)

f. ma-bak≥â-¸s           fîh   k≥u†mit    la˛me  fi-†-†anπare
not-was3MS-neg there pieceMS meatFS in-the-pot
“There was not a piece of meat in the pot.” (RPA; elicited data)

It is also possible for fîh to precede the copula:

(22) a. fîh    hanâk bâk ≥i         midbara              fi  hal-mizble k ≥urb dâr
THERE there   bePARTMS hornet-swarmFS in this-dump   near   house
hal-madâni      hâ∂≥a
this-city-person thisMS
“There was a hornets’ nest in the refuse pile near the house of
this city-dweller.” (103.8)

b. fîh    bak ≥a       k≥u†mit la˛me   fi-†-†anπare
there was3MS pieceFS meatFS in-the-pot
“There was a piece of meat in the pot.” (RPA; elicited data)

c. fîh    bak ≥a       mafi  mona ktâb
THERE was3MS with Mona  bookMS
“Mona didn’t have a book with her.” (NPA: Mohammad 1998)

(23) With Negation

a. ma-fîh-¸¸s         bak ≥a       k≥u†mit la˛me  fi-†-†anπare
not-THERE-neg was3MS pieceFS meatFS in-the-pot
“There was not a piece of meat in the pot.”

b.       *fîh    ma-bak ≥â-¸s           k ≥u†mit la˛me  fi-†-†anπare
there not-was3MS-NEG pieceFS meatFS in-the-pot
“Same.” (RPA; elicited data)

The word orders (copula)-fîh-Locative-NP or even Locative-(copula)-fîh-NP are

also common:
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(24) (Copula)-Fîh-Locative-NP

a. k≥âl          “ya  sîd-i,        fîh    hâna wâ˛ad fi balad-ak         illi
said3MS ‘Oh lord-CL1S, THERE here   one       in village-CL2MS REL

b-i†fiam            ¸cill dâyirt-ak”
INDIC-feed3MS all   district-CL2MS
“He said ‘sir, there’s someone in your village who feeds all of
your district.’” (87.13)

b. fîh     hanâk yaxôr la-√afandi
THERE there    stall     to-Efendi
“There was some Efendi’s stall there.” (118.4)

c. bak≥a       fîh    mafi  mona ¸ctâb
was3MS THERE with Mona  bookMS
“Mona had a book.” (RPA: elicited data)

(25) Locative-Fîh-NP

a. mafi  môna fîh    kân         ktâb
with Mona  there was3MS book
“Mona had a book.” (RPA: elicited data)

(26) With Negation

a. ma-fîh-¸s         fi-d-dinya   mi±il-hin
not-THERE-NEG in-the-world like-CL3FP
“There’s none in the world like them.” (46.4)

b. môna, ma-bak≥â-¸s          fîh    mafi-ha       ̧ctâb
Mona, not-was3MS-neg THERE with-cl3FS book
“Mona, she didn’t have a book.” 

c. mafi môna ma-fîh-¸s iktâb
with Mona not-there-neg bookMS
“Mona doesn’t have a book.” 

d. mafi môna ma-bak ≥â-¸s          fîh     iktâb
with Mona not-was3MS-NEG THERE book
“Mona didn’t have a book.” (RPA: elicited data)



34

There are also many examples of fîh-existentials in which there is no locative

expression at all:

(27) a. u-yâma       fîh    nâs     m∞affalîn  u-hubul
and-oh-how THERE people gullibleMP  and-stupidMP
“And oh, how there are gullible and stupid people!” (29.4)

b. ha∂ôla in-nawar   asrak ≥             min-him     ma fi¸s-¸s
thesePL he-gypsies more-thievish than-CL3MP not-THERE-NEG

“These gypsies, there’s none more thievish than them.” (20.2)

c. bâk ≥i         fîh     wâ˛ad na̧stâri                 simifi       bi-d-dafiwa
bePARTMS THERE one       good-for-nothing heard3MS in-the-matter
“There was a good-for-nothing who heard the story.”(94.10)

d. k≥âl        “la   fiâd fîh    darâhim uxra”
said3MS not FUT THERE drachmas other
“He said ‘there won’t be any drachmas left.’” (?)

As can be seen, there are more possible word order permutations available

in fîh-existential construction than is the case in English there-existentials. Mo-

hammad (1998) concludes that “only the presence of fîh permits an indefinite

subject to precede its predicate” (32).

2.2.5.2 Agreement in Fîh Existentials

Both full and impersonal agreement are possible in fîh-existentials:

(28) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i          fîh    arbfiîn bint mitbanntât, banât        iπ-πann
bePARTMS THERE forty    girl    virginFP,      daughters the-Djinn
“There were 40 virgin girls, daughters of the Djinni.” (50.8)

b. kân       /kânu       fîh     xams zlâm     be-d-dâr
was3MS/was3MP THERE five     menMP in-the-house
“There were five men in the house.”

c. kân      /kânen   fîh   xams neswân    be-d-dâr
was3MS/was3FP THERE five     womenFP in-the-house
“There were five women in the house.”
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d. kân        /kânen    fîh    xams bagarât  be-d-dâr
was3MS /was3FP THERE five     cowsFP  in-the-house
“There were five cows in the house.”
(NPA: Mohammad 1998)

2.2.6 Impersonal Agreement in Standard Arabic

Impersonal agreement should not be confused with the Standard Arabic

rule for agreement in clauses with VSO word order and non-pronominal sub-

jects1. This is a categorical rule, according to which verbs that precede their

subjects agree with them (optionally) in gender but not in number.  Instead,

the verb is marked for singular agreement. This applies to both definite and

indefinite subject noun phrases. In the case of conjoined subjects, the verb

agrees with the first conjunct.

(29) a. qadima  /*qadimu   l-√awlâd-u
came3MS/ came3MP the-boysMP-NOM

“The boys came.”

b. al-√awlâd-u,      qadimu
the-boysMP-NOM came3PM

“The boys, they came.”

c. xara¸zat/xara¸za /*xara¸zana al-bint-u        wa-√umm-u-ha
left3FS /left3MS/ left3FP     the-girlFS-NOM and-motherFS-NOM-CLFS
“The girl and her mother left.” (MSA)

In contrast, Rural Palestinian Arabic (as well as most other colloquial

forms of Arabic) requires full agreement with definite nouns in both SVO and

VSO word order, in almost all cases. The following are examples of full agreement

in VS word order which would be ungrammatical in Standard Arabic.

(30) a. yôm min il-iyyâm rawwa˛u       l-∞azzâye
day   from the-days  returned3MP the-raidersMP
“One day, the raiders returned home.” (38.12)

1The VS-agreement rule has been extensively discussed in the generative literature
on Arabic (c.f. Mohammad 1988, 1990, 1998a; Fassi Fehri 1993; Benmamoun  1991, 1992, 1993a-b;
Aoun Benmamoun and Sportiche 1994; Bahloul and Harbert 1993; Ouhalla 1991; and others).
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b. hâ∂i    b-irû˛u        fiind-ha  maπnîn
thisFS INDIC-go3MP at-CLFS   insaneMP
“This woman, the insane would go to her.” (10.2)

c. aπu           l-fiarab               k≥ ≥≥≥alû-l-e                   “yalla nrû˛ ni∞zi!”
came3MP the-bedouinMP said3MP to-CL3MP “come  go1P  raid1P
“The Bedouin came and said to him 'come, let's go raiding'.”
(38.17)

Furthermore, as we have seen, impersonal agreement with definite, im-

mediately post-verbal subjects is found to be awkward or ungrammatical by

native speakers, in contrast to the agreement rule in Literary Arabic:

(30) d. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    /*bâk≥ ≥≥≥i          l-ixtyâre hanâk warâ-ha        k≥ôm k≥awıyîn
bePARTFS/ bePARTMS the-oldFS here     behind-CL3FS CLan  strong3MP
 “The old woman was here, a strong clan behind her.”

e. bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye    /*bâk ≥ ≥≥≥i         l-ixtyâre fi-l-ma†bax   bi-tsawwi       xubz
bePARTFS/bePARTMS the-oldFS in the-kitchen INDIC-bake3FS bread
“The old woman was in the kitchen making bread.” (RPA:
elicited data)

This indicates that impersonal agreement in Rural Palestinian Arabic (as well

as related dialects) is a phenomenon distinct from impersonal agreement as it

occurs in Standard Arabic.

2.2.7 Agreement Variation in Existential/Presentation Clauses

As we have seen, an indefinite noun phrase in an existential/presenta-

tional construction can occur with either masculine, third person singular (“im-

personal”) agreement, or with “full” agreement in gender and number. This

was illustrated in (16) and (28) above. However, various forms of modification

can create a preference for either full or impersonal agreement. In traditional

Arabic grammar, modification makes a noun more “specific” (c.f. Wright 1875,

Mohammad 1998). Similar observations have been made by Fodor and Sag

(1982: 358-359), Lumsden (1988: 86-89, 95-96), and Abbott (1993).
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While specificity is an ill-defined term, I assume it to be an essentially

pragmatic notion (c.f. Prince 1981; Lumsden 1988; Abbott 1993), according to

which the form or degree of modification reflects the speaker’s degree of com-

mitment to the existence of a particular referent satisfying the description of

the indefinite noun phrase; the specific indefinite is understood as introducing

a “constant” (Lumsden 1988: 95) or a “rigid designator” (Abbott 1994: 477-479).

For example, modification by a numeral (a cardinality predicate) can create a

(slight) preference for impersonal agreement2:

(31) a. bâk≥ ≥≥≥yîn    /�bâk ≥ ≥≥≥i     fi dâr     abû-ha        sabifi  ±aman ˛arr±în
bePARTMP/bePARTMS in house father-CLFS seven  eight    plowmenMP
“There were in her father's house seven or eight plowmen.”
(37.3)

b. bâk≥ ≥≥≥yîn  /�bâk≥ ≥≥≥i       fi  dâr     abû-ha       a¸cam   ˛arrâ±
bePARTMP/bePARTMP in house father-CLFS NUMBER plowman MS

 “There were in her father's house several plowmen.” (RPA:
elicited data)

This may be because a numeral quantifier emphasizes a set-denotation for the

NP, rather than reference to an individual. In contrast, adding adding a relative

clause which contains a definite NP (as opposed to one which contains an

indefinite one), can create a slight preference for full agreement, as the definite

NP embedded in the relative clause will trigger a presupposition of a specific

referent, which in turn makes the existence of a referent corresponding to the

indefinite more certain:

(32) a. bâk≥i     /� bâk ≥ ≥≥≥ye     hanâk ˛ayye bidd-ha      tô̧cil     ifrâx  i†-†êr
bePARTMS/ bePARTFS there  snakeFS wish-CL3FS eat3FS eggs the-bird
“A snake was there that was going to eat the bird's eggs.”

2In most cases, both members of a minimal pair are considered grammatical, the
difference between them being degrees of preference which are frequently quite slight.  As
such, preference will be indicated by a “�” sign (rather than “?” for infelicity or “*”for ungram-
maticality).
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b. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i        /bâk≥ ≥≥≥ye     hanâk ˛ayye   bidd-ha      tôçil     ifrâx †êr
bePARTMS/bePARTFS there    snakeFS wish-CL3FS eat3FS eggs bird
“A snake was there that was going to eat bird eggs (or ‘a bird’s
eggs’).”  (RPA: elicited data)

Also, Rural Palestinian Arabic (as well as other dialects of Palestinian

and Lebanese Arabic) has a demonstrative hal- “this,” which, like this in colloquial

English (cf. Prince 1981), has an “indefinite” or presentational use:

(33) a. aπa          la-hanâk, illa u-ha¸s-¸saπara
came3MS to-there,   but and-THIS-tree
u-†êr      b-i˛üm            fia-râs-ha
and-bird INDIC-circle3FS over-head-CL3FS
“He got there, and there was this tree with a bird circling over its
crown.” (42.15)

b. fiâwadat       illa u-ha¸c-¸clâb           b-ô̧cilin
returned3FS but and-THESE-dogsFP 

INDIC-eat3FP
fi  ¸c-¸cb˙bât        fiala rak ≥bit-e
in the-meatballs on   neck-CL3MS
“She returned, and these dogs were eating the meatballs around
his neck.” (30.11)

Modification with “indefinite” hal- can favor impersonal agreement, as in (34a);

the same example with an unmodified noun phrase doesn’t favor either form

of agreement (34b):

(34) a. ¸cânat  /� ¸cân        ti˛t      sêr-e           ha†-†abanπe
was3FS/    was3MS under belt-CL3MS THIS-pistolFS
mnazzale bi-l-fi∂≥∂≥e
inlaidFS     with-the-silver
“There was under his belt this pistol inlaid with silver.”

b. ¸cân         / ¸cânat    ti˛t     sêr-e           †abanπe mnazzale bi-l-fi∂≥∂≥e
was3MS/was3FS under belt-CL3MS pistolFS  inlaidFS  with-the-silver
“There was under his belt a pistol inlaid with silver.” (RPA:
elicited data)

According to Prince (1981), indefinite hal- triggers an existential inference, to

the effect that a referent corresponding to the NP set exists in the context.



39

To summarize, different kinds of nominal modification can induce a

preference for either full or impersonal agreement. Modifiers that include “ref-

erential” descriptions can create a preference for full agreement between the

noun phrase and verb, while numerical quantifiers and indefinite hal- “this”

favor impersonal agreement marking.

2.2.8 Other Facts Related to Specificity

Modification and “specificity” have effects in other areas of Arabic word

order syntax restrictions on indefinites appearing in “subject” or topic positions,

and on quantifier restriction in certain word orders in Tunisian Arabic, a dialect

of Arabic with a “weak” definiteness effect.

2.2.8.1 Modification and Word Order

In Arabic, an indefinite NP subject generally must follow the verb (ex-

amples from Urban Palestinian Arabic [Nablus dialect]; Belyayeva 1994: 53)

(35) a.       * walad √akal    †effâ˛a
boyMS  ate3MS apple
“A boy ate an apple.”

b. √akal    walad †effâ˛a
ate3MS boyMS  apple
“Same.”

However, if the noun phrase is “modified”  or carries intonational emphasis, it

is understood as “specific” and can precede the verb:

(36) a. wâ˛ad ism-e             mxêmir  xarraf
oneMS  name-CL3MS Muxemir narrated3MS
“A person named Muxamir narrated…” (RPA)

b. walad  z∞îr       √akal      †effâ˛a
boyMS smallMS ate3MS apple
“A small boy ate an apple.” (Urban Palestinian; Nablus dialect:
Belyayeva 1994)
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c. zalame wa-walad  √aπu
man       and-boy       came
“A man and a boy came.” (NPA: Mohammad 1998)

Modification is here construed very broadly, and can include modification “by

anything, such as an adjective, another nominal, by being the first member of a

construct state, by being a part of a conjoined NP, or by  participating in some

event ‘out of the ordinary’” (Mohammad 1998: 1-24).

2.2.8.2 Specificity and Clitic Left Dislocation

Clitic left dislocation refers to a structure in which a clause-initial noun

phrase binds a resumptive pronoun embedded in the thematic portion of the

clause. According to Doron and Heycock (1999), left-dislocated NPs (or “broad

subjects” as Doron and Heycock refer to them) are the “subject” of the entire

clause, in the sense that the rest of the clause is applied to them as a complex

predicate. Clitic-left-dislocated noun phrases must be either definite noun phras-

es or specific indefinites; non-specific indefinites cannot be clitic-left-dislocated.

(37) a. il-bint      itbayya∂≥          fiarí∂≥-ha                   
the-girlFS whitened3MS reputation3MS-CL3FS
k≥uddâm  ahil-ha          w-πızân-ha
before       family-CL3FS and-husbands-CL3FS
“The girl, her reputation was cleared before her family and her
husbands.” (38.24)

b. bass xa†îye wâ˛ade aņcart-ha          
only sinFS    oneFS         committed1S-CL3FS
w-ma    fitaraft-i̧s           ib-ha
and-not confessed1S-NEG with-CL3FS
“Only one sin have I committed and not confessed (it).” (86.18)

(38) a. baßal ¸zassant  √azra√, fîh    fi¥nd-i   xamse mazrûfiîn bi-f¥xxâr
bulb   hyacinth blue,    THERE at-CL

1SG five       plantedPL   in-pots
“Blue hyacinth bulbs, I have five planted in pots.”
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b. ¸zôz ¥twâr  l¥-l-˛art           b-isammû-hon  faddân
pair oxenPL for-the-plowing INDIC-call3PL-CL

3PL yoke
“A pair of oxen for plowing, they call them a ‘yoke.’” (Syrian
Arabic:  Cowell 1964: 429-435)

2.2.8.3 Specificity and Quantifier Restriction

Tunisian Arabic allows definite NPs to occur more freely in existen-

tial/presentational constructions than does Palestinian Arabic3. Accordingly, it

also allows quantificational noun phrases to occur there, provided the noun is

“sufficiently” modified:

(39) a. kân       famma kul  mra           barraniyya fi-l-˛afla
was3MS there     every womanFS foreignFS     at-the-party
“There were all the foreign women at the party.”

b.     ??kân       famma kul    mra           fi-l-˛afla
was3MS there    every womanFS at-the-party
“There was every woman at the party.” (TA: Halila 1992: 352)

Similar facts occur in dialects of Catalan, another language that allows definite

noun phrases to occur in existential constructions (from the Valenciano dialect

of Catalan):

(40) a. hi      havía cadascú de les estudiantes del segon any a la festa
there had     each        of  the students        of-the second year at the party
“There were each of the second year students at the party,” or
“Each of the second year students was at the party.”

b.     ??hi      havía cadescú dels   estudiantes a la festa
there had     each         of-the students        at the party
“There were each of the students at the party,” or
“Each of the students were here/there at the party.”

It seems as though proper quantification in these examples requires that the

3“Occur more freely” means in particular that definite NPs in an existential construction
do not have to have a “list” interpretation in order to be felicitous.

sets denoted by the quantifiers be identifiable within a given context. This
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supports the argument that descriptive “richness” is associated with some

kind of referential specificity.

2.3 Impersonal Agreement and Verb Class

2.3.1 Verbs Attested with Impersonal Agreement

Reduced agreement occurs most frequently with the copula bak≥â - yibk≥a

/yik≥ba or its active participle bâk≥î (v?�U?Ð ¨vI?????????³¹ ≠ v?I?Ð; Standard Arabic “to remain,

stay, continue”), which have largely supplanted kân (ÊuJ¹ ≠ ÊU� “to be” in Literary

Arabic, as well as most dialects): in a corpus of roughly 40,000 words in Schmidt

and Kahle (1918), bak≥a or bâk≥i occur 262 times, as opposed to 77 times for kân.

Of these 262 occurrences of bak≥a, 66 show impersonal agreement4, 56 of which

involve the participle bâk≥i, indicating that for whatever reason, impersonal

agreement is more likely with the participle of the copula.

Other verbs that take impersonal agreement include ßâr- yißîr “become,

start, happen”, râ˛ - yirû˛ “go,” ma∂≥a - yim∂≥a “pass”, aπa - yîπi “come”, nafad -

yinfad “to appear,” and lafa - yilfî “find, happen upon” (most of these occur

with impersonal agreement in the tensed form, in contrast to bak ≥a):

(41) a. aπa           fi ∞yâb-him         fiarab           nahabu       l-˛alal
came3MS in absenceCL3MP bedouinMP pillage3MP the-stock
“In their absence, Bedouin came and pillaged their livestock.”
(62.9)

b. râ  ̨        yΩmên  talâte  u-hâ∂a        ma ywâjih axû-h
wentMS daysDUAL three   and thisMS not face       brother-CL3MS
“Two, three days passed and he didn’t see his brother.” (38.12)

4This should be qualified by the observation that some of these examples involve
noun phrases that are masculine singular: the structure of the examples as well as their position
in the text is typical of impersonal agreement, but given that the features of the noun phrase
itself are identical to the features expressed in impersonal agreement, it’s impossible to say
that there is an agreement “mismatch” at work.
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c. u-ßâr-l-i              santên            axidm-ak 
and-became3MS-to-CL1S two-yearsDUAL serve1

SG-CL2FS
“Two years have I passed in your service, at your beck and call.”
(35.9)

d. u-hi       k≥âfide      hanâk nafad               arbfiîn ifdâwi
and-she  sitPARTFS there   appeared3MS  forty    partisanMP
“And while she was sitting there, forty partisans appeared.”
(45.4)

e. yôm min  il-iyyâm  lafa                   fialê-h           i∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥yûf
day   from  the-days   happened3MS   upon-CL3MS guestsMP
“One day guests happened upon him.” (49.1)

f. ¸cân         ti˛t     sêr-e           †abanπe
was3MS under belt-CL3MS  pistolFS
“There was a pistol under his belt.” (25.7)

2.3.2 Impersonal Agreement and Unaccusativity

As was mentioned above, impersonal agreement occurs with a class of

intransitive verbs referred to as “unaccusative” verbs (cf. Perlmutter 1978), as

opposed to those referred to as “unergative” verbs. Unaccusatives are verbs

the “subjects” of which share syntactic behaviors with the “objects” of transitive

verbs, while the subjects of unergative verbs share syntactic behaviors with the

subjects of transitive verbs. Intuitively speaking, the subjects of unergatives

seem to play a more “agentive,” “active,” or volitional role in the action described

by the verb, while the subjects of unaccusatives play a more non-volitional role

in the action described (this generalization has proved very difficult to define

precisely, and seems to vary considerably across languages).

A paradigm example of an unaccusative verb is a verb in the passive

voice: by definition, a verb in the passive has as its subject the object of its

transitive counterpart. For example, the Arabic word kasar “break” (Arabic

d???�???�) has as its passive inkasar (Arabic d???�?J½«) “break[intrans], be broken.” In

the clause kasar il-walad il-finπân  “the boy broke the cup”, il-finπân “the cup” is
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the object of the transitive kasar “break”, while it is the subject of the passive

sentence inkasar il-finjân “the cup broke” or “the cup was broken.” Kasar and

incasar correspond to the two senses of English “break”: the boy broke the glass

and the glass broke; accordingly, the intransitive break would be considered

unaccusative. Other categories of unaccusative verbs can include experiencer

or “psych”-verbs, motive verbs, and inchoative or change of state verbs.

Several well-known examples from European languages will serve to

illustrate. In languages such as Italian, French, German, Dutch as well as Old,

Middle and Early Modern English, some unaccusative verbs occur in para-

phrastic perfect construction with the auxiliary be, rather than have:

(42) a. die           Kinder sind endlich angekommen
theP-NOM children are    finally   arrivedPART

“The children have finally arrived.” (German)

b. il est  venu        trois hommes
it isS comePARTS three menP
“Three men have come.” (French)

c. Giacomo e     arrivato
Giacomo   isSG arrivedPART

“Giacomo has arrived.” (Italian)

d. Ye seek Jesus of Nazareth which was crucified: he is risen.
(Early Modern English; King James Bible: Mark 16:6)

A particularly well-examined diagnostic of unaccusativity is the partitive ne-

particle in Italian. Ne is a verb clitic that occurs with gapped quantified indefinite

objects of transitive verbs (such as insultare “to insult”):

(43) a. Giovanni ha     insultato       due studenti
Giovanni  hasSG insultedPARTSG two students
“Giovanni has insulted two students.”

b. Giovanni ne            ha    insultati         due
Giovanni   OF-THEM  hasSG insultedPARTP two
“Giovanni has insulted two of them.”
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“Ne-cliticization” can also occur with the subjects of certain intransitive verbs,

such as arrivare “to arrive” or the passive of a transitive verb such as furare “to

arrest”, suggesting that the subjects of these verbs are related to the objects of

the transitive ones like insultare above:

(44) a. molti studenti furono  arrestati
many  students  werePL   arrestedPARTP
“Many students were arrested.”

b. ne          furono arrestati
OF-THEM werePL

     arrestedPARTP
“Many of them were arrested.”

(45) a. arrivano molti  studenti
arrivedPL   many students
“Many students arrived.”

b. ne          arrivano molti
OF-THEM arrivedPL

   many
“Many of them arrived.”

“Unergative” verbs, in contrast, are intransitive verbs the subjects of

which are more like the subjects of transitive verbs. In languages such as

Dutch, German, Icelandic, Yiddish, and some dialects of French, unergatives

can “passivize” just like transitive verbs, producing impersonal clauses in which

the understood subject is expressed through a “by-phrase,” as would be the

case in the passive of a transitive verb. In the following examples from Dutch,

unergative and unaccusative verbs are contrasted: (46a-b) show the “passiviza-

tion” of an unergative verb lachen “to laugh.”  (47a-b) show that the the passivized

form is ungrammatical with groeien “to grow”, an unaccusative verb (Rosen

1984: 59):

(46) a. er wordt       altijd   door de  kinderen gelachen
it  becomes3S always by      the children    laughedPART

“The children always laugh [lit. ‘it is always being laughed by
the children].”



46

b. de kinderen  lachen  altijd
the children    laugh3P always
“The children always laugh.”

(47) a.       * er wordt       altijd   door de  kinderen erg  snel gegroeid
it  becomes3S always  by     the children    very fast  grownPART

“It is always being grown very fast by the children.”

b. de kinderen  groeien  altijd  erg   snel
the children     grow3P   always very fast
“The children always grow very fast.”

Subjects of unergative verbs seem to be “agentive” in some as yet poorly

understood way. Sometimes, certain verbs can alternate between unaccusative

and unergative behavior based on how “agentive” the subject’s role seems to

be. For example, Rosen (1984) presents the following examples involving correre

“to run”:

(48) a. Ugo   ha     corso     meglio ieri
Hugo hasS  runPART better    yesterday.”
“Hugo ran better yesterday.”

b. Ugo   e    corso     a   casa
Hugo isS  runPART to home
“Hugo ran home.”

In (48a), perhaps a description of a foot race, the action of running is described

in a way that emphasizes the runner’s volition in doing so (presumably he

wished to improve on his time in a previous race), and the auxiliary selected is

avere “to have.” In (48b), on the other hand, running is presented simply as the

manner of motion employed in the subject going from point A to point B,

which is less agentive than in (48a), and the auxiliary selected is essere “to

be.”Therefore, correre can be either unaccusative or unergative.

To summarize, the subjects (or more properly, arguments) of unaccusative

verbs pattern syntactically with the objects of transitive verbs; syntactic pheno-
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mona that distinguish the objects of transitive verbs also occur with the subjects

of unaccusatives, but not those of unergatives. Conversely, the subjects of

unergatives share certain syntactic properties with transitive verbs, such as

passivization.

Returning to Bir Zeit RPA, impersonal agreement is judged to be either

marginal or ungrammatical with indefinite subjects of verbs which would be

judged to be unergative in English, German or Italian. These include txarraf -

yitxarraf “chat”, twa¸swa¸s - yitwa¸¸swa¸s “whisper”, nâm - yinâm “sleep” or rak ≥a∂≥ -

yurk≥u∂≥ “run”:

(49) a. bafid  il-mi∞rib   bâk ≥ ≥≥≥yât   yitxarrafin/*bâk ≥ ≥≥≥i         yitxarraf
after  the-sunset  bePARTFP chat3FP      /  bePARTMS chat3MS
fi-l-ma†bax      niswân
in-the-kitchen  women
“After nightfall, in the kitchen were chatting women.”

b. bâk≥ ≥≥≥i     ??yitwa¸swa¸s/bâk ≥ ≥≥≥yîn   yitwaswa¸su fi-l-k ≥aßr       wuzara
bePARTMS whisper3MS/bePARTMP whisper3MP in-the-palace
wazirsMP
“In the palace were whispering ministers.”

c. fiamm-i      nâmat/ ??nâm        k≥uddâm  dâr-e              ̧clâb
uncle-CL1S  slept3FS/ slept3MS before        house-CL3MS   dogs
“My uncle, in front of his house slept dogs.”

d. bak≥ ≥≥≥ên    yurk≥ ≥≥≥u∂∂∂∂≥≥≥≥in /*bak≥a      yurk ≥u∂   min  il-bîr     banât
were3FP run3FP      /was3MS run3MS from the-well  girlsFP
“From the well were running girls.” (RPA: elicited data)

These facts are true, independent of whether the NPs are interpreted as

specific or not: both indefinites that are strictly set-denoting and those that

make reference to particular individuals occur with full agreement when they

are the arguments of unergative verbs. Therefore, the ungrammaticality of

impersonal agreement with these verbs is independent of the semantic/prag-
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matic specificity of their subjects, and must have something to do with their

syntactic properties:

(50) a. bak ≥a      mala¸c πinn,  wa-fiind-e        banât.      bak ≥a      fi-l-k≥aßr
was3MS king    Jinnis  and-at-CL3MS daughters was3MS in-the-palace
ifrâ̧s si˛ri,   ¸cill     ma  tnâm     wâ˛ade fî-h      
bed   magic, every time sleep3FS  oneFS        in-CL3MS
bi-ti˛bal              bala       fiarîs,  

    INDIC-conceive3FS without husband
“There was a Jinni king and he had daughters. There was a
magic bed in the palace; every time one (of his daughters)  slept
in it, she would get pregnant without a husband.”

b. bak≥a      k≥aßr   fia†îk≥,    wa-fî-h            ifrâ̧s sihri,  ̧cill ma 
was3MS palace ancient and in-CL3MS bed   magic, every time
tnâm     wâ˛ade fî-h          bi-ti˛bal                        bala    
sleep3FS oneFS       in-CL3MS  

INDIC-[GET]pregnant3FS without
fiarîs       xa†ra bint wa-xa†ra fiajûz
husband once   girl  and -once old-woman
“There was an old palace, and in it a magic bed; every time a
woman (any woman) slept in it, she would get pregnant without
a husband, one time a young girl, another time an old woman.”
(RPA: elicited data)

In (50a), the indefinite noun phrase wâ˛ade “oneFS” is understood as

having “partitive” reference, referring to a member of the set of the king’s

daughters which is introduced in the preceding sentence: we understand “one”

as meaning “one of the king’s daughters”. In (50b), on the other hand, wâ˛ade

is has no unique referent, and merely asserts the set of (any) women who sleep

in the magic bed: we understand this to mean any arbitrary female, rather than

one of the king’s daughters in particular.

In both cases, the verb is marked with full agreement, and so therefore

both semantic interpretations are compatible with it, unlike what we find with

unaccusative verbs. It is therefore ambiguous between the two semantic readings

in the way that an English sentence such as “every day boys come to class”
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would be (that is, referring to a particular set of boys who come to class every

day, or to a state of affairs in which some boys or other - not necessarily the

same ones on each occasion - come to class every day).

2.4 Impersonal Agreement and Discourse Context

In the narrative texts from which the data were extracted, clauses showing

impersonal agreement have a presentational function. They introduce or assert

the existence of a referent that has not been previously identified in the discourse,

and almost always occur in the first lines of stories or of subsections within

them. The following is a typical example from the beginning of a story:

(51) ßallu fia-xalîl-̧cim!       bâk ≥ ≥≥≥i          hâna ±nên ˛arramîye
pray at-friend-CL2MP! bePARTMS here   two    thievesMP
mitrâfk≥ ≥≥≥în            yrû˛u u-yîgu              sawa.
companionedMP  go3MP and-come3MP together
“Pray for your friend! There were once two thieves who were
inseparable, they would come and go together…” (22.1)

In the example, bâk≥i is marked in the masculine singular, although the noun

phrase itself and all subsequent agreeing predicates, including the participle

mitrafk≥în “companioned, inseparable” that modifies it, and the verbs yirû˛u

“go” and yîπu “come” are all marked in the masculine plural.

In the following passage, the impersonal agreement example does not

occur at the beginning of the story, but rather at a juncture in which a new

character is introduced, and a new course of events begins:

(52) a. k≥âmat   fiâwadat        πabat           harimme bi-l-fiak ≥ale
rose3FS  returned3FS brought3FS hair-rope   with-the-peg
wa-dallat-l-e                     yyâ-ha       u-k≥âlat         “urbu†  ˛âl-ak
and-lowered3FS-to-CL3MS 

CARR-CL3FS and-said3FS tieIMP self-CL2MS
bî-ha.”       ha∂≥a      raba†       ˛âl-e          u-ßârat       il-bint 
with-CL3FS this3MS tied3MS self-CL3MS and-began3FS the-girlFS

        tis˛ab   fi-h            ta-wißil                 ˛ifft il-ma†mûra k≥âm
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pull3FS on-CL3MS UNTIL-reached3MS edge the-grainpit   rose3MS
zak≥a†            bi-riπil-ha      ta- yi†lafi                     hâ∂i       πaflat
grabbed3MS on-foot-CL3FS IN-ORDER-get-out3MS this3FS startled3FS
u-wik≥fiit     hi   w-iyyâ-h           fi-waß†    il-ma†mûra.
and-fell3FS she and-carr-CL3MS in middle the-GRAIN-PIT

bâk≥ ≥≥≥i         fi-dâr      abû-ha         sabifi  ±aman ˛arra±în
bePARTMS in house  father-CL

3FS G seven   eight   plowmenMP
illa u-hal-wâ˛ad    mârik≥           fi-k≥âfi    id-dâr       
but and-this-oneMS passPARTMP in-yard the-house
simfiit      ˛iss-e          u-nâdat-e

 heard3FS step-CL3MS and-called3FS-CL3MS

“She came back with a rope with a peg, and lowered it to him,
and said ‘tie yourself with it’. He tied himself and the girl started
to pull until he reached the edge of the grain-pit; he grabbed onto
her foot in order to climb out, and she startled, and fell her and
he into the middle of the pit.
There were in her father’s household seven or eight plowmen,
and there was this one passing through the courtyard; she heard
his footsteps and called him…” (37.2)

Two indefinites occur towards the end of the passage:  sabifi ±aman ˛arra±în

“seven or eight plowmen” and hal-wâ˛ad “this one”. “Seven or eight plowmen”

introduces the set of referents into the narrative for the first time, and occurs

with impersonal agreement. The second, “this one [plowman],” introduces a

specific and previously unmentioned individual who is a member of this set.

2.4.1 Summary

To summarize, impersonal agreement is only felicitous with an indefinite

NP occupying a position following both the verb and any VP-adjoined adverbial

modifiers. These include possessive,  locative, or temporal PPs (headed by

fiind- “at, to”, la- “to, toward”, fi- “in”), or the particles hanâk “there” or hân/hanâ

“here”. In contrast, full agreement is possible in all positions, and is required

or felicitous with definite noun phrases.
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2.5 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I have presented the essential facts that this thesis is

concerned with. Existential constructions (loosely construing the term) consist

either of a post-verbal noun phrase preceded either by an inverted complex

Preposition Phrase, or by the existential particle fîh. In both types of construction

(referred to as locative-inversion existentials and fîh-existentials respectively),

full agreement with the noun phrase “subject” or impersonal agreement marking

on the verb are largely in free variation, subject to certain conditions that

create a preference or necessity for one or the other. Impersonal agreement

only occurs in existential constructions with unaccusative verbs, and is used to

signal the introduction of a new referent into a discourse.


