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Abstract

This study aims at investigating the classification of aspectual verbs in
Arabic. The study will investigate the syntactic factors that affect the
distribution of Arabic verbs into the four universal aspectual classes as proposed
In Vendler’s(1967) literature. First, it will shed light on the four types of Arabic
aspectual verbs. Then, it will investigate the basic ontological features which are
considered the cornerstone for any semantic classification of verbs. The study
will be limited to the syntactic elements that are heavily influence the
identification and classification of Arabic aspectual verbs.

1- Introduction

Most of the literature on the universals of human languages had
focused mainly on the syntactic, phonological, and morphological features of
languages, with much less concentration being given to the semantic part of
language (Van Valin, 2006). Many linguists come to recognise the vital role of
verbs in the proposition of any sentence. With regard to happening or non-
happening, verbs can be classified into static and dynamic. In Vendler’s(1967)
literature, essential universal four verb classes are proposed. The classes are
mainly: states, accomplishments, achievements, and activity.

2- Types of Arabic Aspectual verbs
Aspectual verbs in Arabic fall into:
2.1 State Verbs

These kinds of verbs are known in Arabic as (<Yl Jldl).'State’ means
the static situation that remains constant unless changed; that is, as
~8511(1990:98) describes:

"sadaagiled adaliy AEH Y Axic) sde yaindd leliag) caat YA agda )
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In other words, the state represents a constant homogeneous fact within
the time interval, the state can be described by the static verbs in which there is
no progressive in its occurrence. From the above, it can be understood that static
verbs that describe static states indicate durativity that is the opposite of
punctuality. although some punctual verbs do not indicate any movement.
Among state verbs in Arabic are those that denote love, hate, joy, pleasure,
sadness and annoyance as in the following example:

e S Vs Leaa) Y ) -
‘I neither love nor hate her’

ahy) Lavie Canily LIS Cansd o Y

‘I rejoiced and comforted very much when I saw you’

Lagd ginedy DI & apslud -

‘ His manner of speaking always annoys me’
None of the verbs in the previous examples indicate activity or muscular
effort by the speaker, but rather a description of static situations which contain
no movement.

2.2 Activities

These kinds of verbs are known in Arabic as (6liay! Jlxdl). 'Activities'

describe the iterative dynamic situations in a time where the activity does not
adhere to a specific endpoint; this means that the subject can be described by
this activity at any moment that makes up that time in which the event occurs.
S8l (ibid:98) also adds that 185 o s o J@ul Je Jo 13 WS s aa sl osSag7”. It
is noticed that the Arabic language does not devote attention to recognise
whether a situation is dynamic or not only but also presents some features or
concepts which play a prominent role in specifying a particular meaning for
each movement. Such features as the place, i.e. the area in which the object
moves to complete a particular movement ,speed, direction, path, method, the
nature of the moving object , force, and the way the movement is performed in

terms of its iteration, non-iteration, or streamlined ()s=1998:163; a4l
2002:40-38). For examples:

Sl 138 ey gamy 44y ladeyg

‘And then I saw him run off that way’

ol LAY g Land iy g 351

‘He started dancing and dancing for hearing the good news’

773



NO:87 Diyala Journal/2021

Verbs like (u<é» dance), (s run off) in the examples above all are

dynamic-related activities, they are performed by the doer and are extended in
time and continuous so that we can describe the subject at any moment in which
the verb occurs.

2.3 Accomplishment verbs

These kinds of verbs are known in Arabic as (wllay! Jldl), ¢l (2007: 118)
defines these verbs as:
Gaal) 4y adadi o Jeady Jaldie) JSSS 4xia) sde (A Lglidad Sy lelagl caan Al JladY)
oo SS) Cimsall (e 3als eia o o Y 4bliie SIS aniojll oaall da 3 ey 4ijles akaiig
~0 )
as exemplified by sentences like these:
oythad ) (LS| L €9
“The girl ate a pie’
t\..}.j Aaaa ‘;u .0
‘Mohammad built a house’
Verbs such as (i ate), (& built), in the previous examples require a

time before the situation described is realized. The pie, for example in (£9) is
not said to be eaten until the girl eats the last piece. We also notice in example
(o) that the house is not built until it is completely built. Other verbs of this

Kind, are : xua (make), sia (dig), z- (Weave), ks (sew), etc.

2.4 Achievement verbs:
These kinds of verbs are known in Arabic as (<)Y Jwdl). Such verbs

are also called Punctual verbs in some studies. 2\<si1(1990:98) defines these
kinds of verbs as:
@ leadlh &l O agleally aglad) Glals L C)lEE ojpal 43ie) ode (yind Al JladY) 2
o2y 4ia) abail
As in:
Ngatil 5 asYeSal) Al acan —A
‘The boy chewed the chocolate and then swallowed it’
The verb (&L swallow) is considered to be one of the verbs that indicates the

meaning of punctuality. However, watching the action of swallowing shows that
it does not need a durative period to take place, that is, it is impossible to
determine its beginning, middle, or its end, unlike, for example the verbs:

(JSleat) and (< drink), etc.
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The verb X, for example requires a set of processes before it can be
achieved, and it usually consists of gradually chewing the food and ending with
swallowing it, and also the verb <& requires sipping the drink and then

swallowing it, whereas &L takes place inside the mouth, then it passes into the
throat, reaching the stomach, and thus it is punctual, unlike Js)and ).

3. Aspectual features

These common aspectual features have been adopted by the majority of
scholars as fundamental guidelines for distributing the various verbs of a
language into clear and definite aspectual classes. A brief discussion of each
feature with examples to show the possibility of applying these features into
Arabic verbs is the main concern of this section.

3.1 [#static]

Stative verbs enable the speakers to interpret a situation as a constant
state, with no changes or internal phases. In addition, the speakers do not overtly
concentrate on the starting point or the end point of the state even if the speakers
use the stative in the past (Saeed, 2003: 74), as instanced:

LAdl bl -4
“The boy died’
More examples of such verbs include:
o5, hated; cwae be nervous; J=d, prefer; s, lost; I ), lacked, etc.
3.2 [xdynamic]

The most common potential distinction within dynamic situation kinds
is between processes and events. In processes, the speaker focuses on the
internal structure of the dynamic event, whereas with events, we view the
situation as a whole, notice:

.5_)1,3“5\ a_l);s;\ )

b

“The car blew up
Gl J ) cuad =)
“The girl went to the
market’

The verb ( sl blew up) in (Y +) is a dynamic verb. The speaker here sees

the event as a whole, while the verb (<ua3 went) in (V) is also a dynamic but
indicates a process with internal phases.

3.3 [+telic]
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Telic vs atelic verbs indicate those processes which are viewed as
possessing a natural completion. Such verbs are resultatives if they reach a
successful conclusion. The verbs may label bounded (telic) or unbounded
(atelic) processes, depending on the nature of their complements, as in:

ALy algl) (oS- Y
‘The boy wrote a letter’
LoEL Al casy -y
“The boy writes carefully’
In (YY) the verb reaches into a result. Here, the speaker tells that the boy

wrote a letter, whereas in (YY) the speaker informs us that the boy writes

carefully, and there is no result to reach, so, the first one is (+telic) while the
second is (-telic) or atelic.
3.4 [xpunctual]

Durative and Punctual are variations of dynamic situation types. Durative
verbs denote a process or situation which keeps on for a period of time, whereas
punctual verbs denote an event that seems to be instantaneous. Virtually, it
involves no time (Saeed, 2003: 71). This case is illustrated in:

ol e cadyla - €
‘Hind knocked on the door’
Jakal) eu -\o
“The baby slept’.
If we make a comparison between the time of the punctual verb (&b

knock) in () €) with that of the durative verb (.l sleep) in () @) it will be so short.
The speaker does not concentrate on the internal phases of the punctual event.

4. The Syntactic Determinants of Aspectual Verbs in Arabic

In addition to the semantic aspectual features which are considered to
be universally the basis for any aspectual distributions of verbs in all languages
including Arabic. Some analytical factors seem to be essential in distributing
Arabic verbs into Vendlar’s universal four verb classes. These factors include:

4.1 Aspect and Definiteness

The aspectual types of certain Arabic verbs can be influenced by some
analytical constructions or elements lie outside the verb itself. Alrashed
(2012:150) argues that the sentence indicates a telic interpretation by default if it
contains any verb other than motion verbs as well as a definite object, as in:
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el g aaldl e J9 -1
‘Ali ate the apple in an hour’

The sentence would always indicate atelic interpretation when an
indefinite or quantitatively indeterminate object is used. Sometimes, the Arabic
definite object may be emphasised by the word kull ‘all', which, as Alrashed
(ibid:151) thinks, works in the same way as phrasal verbs in English regarding
their order with the verb. First, 'kull' cannot occur after indefinite objects as

illustrated in(i YV). Moreover, it always occurs before the noun if used with
indefinite objects as illustrated in (< YV), whereas it can occur before or after
the definite object as illustrated in (<« 1 YA).
AS s J9) e *(T) -y
¢ Ali ate apples up’
Jele € 418yl ()
“The manager rewarded each worker.’
S aalal) JS) e (1) =) A
‘ Ali ate the apple up’
aalal) S 81 o)
‘Ali ate up the apple’

What can be proved through the above examples is that there is a clear
connection between definiteness and aspect in Arabic in a way that resembles
phrasal verbs in English. Moreover, the quantifier 'kull' can appear with a
pronominal in Arabic sentences, as we see in:

e IS e (1) -1
Ali-un akal-a-ha kull-a-ha
‘Ali ate it up’

LS S le()
*Ali-un akal-a kull-a-ha
“*Ali ate up 1t’

The underlined pronoun (—ha) in (83 a) is cliticised onto to the verb
‘akal'. It also functions as an agreement morpheme when it occurs on the
quantifier 'kull' in a process known as clitic-doubling. Here, the aspect marker
'kull" marks perfectivity and expresses what Anderson (1971:389) calls a
“holistic interpretation” for an event. For Anderson , the notion of telicity can be
viewed in terms of “a holistic/ partitive interpretation” .The “holistic
interpretation” means that the direct object is completely influenced by the
action reported by the verb, while with the “partitive interpretation” the direct

object is not completely influenced by the action. The sentence in (Y+) will be
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grammatical if the quantifier’ kull’ is substituted with we atelic marker as
shown below:

\.@_.'43_) dS\ LA.c; =Y.
‘Ali ate some of it’
4.2 Semi-lexical Verbs

There are a set of semi-lexical verbs that can be used as syntactic
determinants to specify telicity in Arabic. These verbs are usually used with
main verbs to help determine the point of time and whether the verb indicates

the beginning, the middle or the end of an event/ action (like, \x begin;
<&'finish¢). In comparison with ‘goal-oriented’ verbs, these verbs function as
supporting verbs that force the main verbs to be gerundive, as shown in :
delu b Aol 5e)f daal il =YY
‘Ahmad finished reading the magazine in one hour’

When used with a verb that represents an atelic meaning like the one
used in (YY), the need for such a semi-lexical verb is clearer.

Cie b 3aal agilae) agial) (BB —YY
“The troops fought their enemies for two hours’

If we add the semi-lexical verb ¢, the sentence will indicate a telic

meaning as shown in (YY)

Oficlus A agilac) JU8 agiall ol —YY
“The troops ended their fighting with their enemies in two hours’

The semi-lexical verb ' finish 'operates as an aspect that gives the sentence
a telic meaning.

In traditional Arabic grammar books, there is often a set of verbs that
do not appear to be grouped under a particular label. In other words, in grammar

books, verbs such as ( i L = L «<a) L) are all used to convey the continuity

of action are not grouped under a specific name / title or purpose. The title of a
segment that addresses these verbs is like "ma-zala & manfak'a & ma-fate'a &
ma-bariha" (Yaqout 1989: 45).

Another group of semi-lexical verbs are often used specifically to express the
beginning of an action/event (such as, Jxa<ja’al; ¢ »i shra ‘a ; Géltafiga ‘a ; ik

akhad ‘a). These verbs are usually referred to as as gl Jlil . Wright (1967:
42) calls them as ' verbs of beginning." These verbs behave similarly to the
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previous collection, except for the fact that, as seen in (Y¥) below, they occur
without particles.
Al S Jaa -V E
‘He started writing the novel’

Finally, there is what is considered by traditional grammarians as Jlssl

d,ladl, also referred to by Wright (1967: 106) as "appropinquation verbs". These
verbs are used to signify proximity to an event as something is about to happen
(e.g. 2, kada and <L), awshaks )as seen in (Yo).

‘e AS —YO
He was about to walk.

4.3 Prepositional Phrases

Like English, the prepositional phrases can play a major role in the
aspectual classification of verbs in Arabic. Motion verbs, for example, which are

not ‘goal-oriented’ such as( &> push; «su pull; 3> drag) which are

characteri-ed as being inherently activity durative verbs, may undergo a change
to telic accomplishment verbs that have end results or completed events in case
of being modified by spatial prepositions such as (s till and I to), as in:
i L oal 43yl Jall gda =¥
The man pushed the cart for two hours.
acle Cial i aiadll U 4pell Jalall gy =YY
The worker pushed the cart to the factory in half an hour.

The above sentences prove that the structures around the verb phrase
play a significant role in specifying the aspectual types of a verb, which, in its

turn, provides different argument structures. We notice, for example, in (I YA),

the aspectual type indicates an atelic meaning where the temporal structure of
the verb has no ending point. In this case, the verb phrase represents a simple
structure and, therefore, does not need to extend to the RESULT layer. Whereas
in (<) the verb phrase denotes a complex structure which requires the extension

to the RESULT layer since it entails a process and an ending point. Another
example that shows how an element inside the verb phrase takes part in
governing the argument structure depending on the type of eventuality is given
below:

ac L saal ) Cuias)y ( i)\'/\
The girl ran for an hour.
aclu 8 Do ) a5 (@
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The girl ran a mile in an hour.

Since the verb (u=S, run) is inherently an activity verb, so it yields an

atelic meaning. However, the definite object ( > one mile) coerces the
argument structure and the type of eventuality.

4.4 Partitive Meaning

Another determinant of aspectual types in Arabic could be those
elements in the structure that may cause a ‘partitive’ or ‘holistic’ effect on the
object. Comrie (1976:8) shows that the grammatical aspect is sensitive to the
kind of case attributed to the object. This can give an indication that the syntax
has a role in deducing the grammatical aspect, which, in its turn, is related to the
aspectual type of a verb. In Arabic, the “partitive’ reading is possible and can be
done by separate words outside the predicate. For example:

e L sl A1) (e a6l ST —YA4
“The boy ate from the apples for two hours’

In the above sentence, The object ( -\l the apples) becomes genitive
because it is preceded by the preposition( :» from), and this changes the
eventuality type of the verb (JS! ate) from telic/accomplishment to

atelic/activity. Here, although the object is still definite, the aspectual type of the

verb has been changed and in this time, it is concerned with another element
around the structure.

Arabic has another means of expressing ‘partitive’ meaning. This is
done thorough what Arab grammarians refer to as ( Jall substitution).
Traditionally, this process demands the replacement of an object by another
object due to pragmatic reasons. One type of (Jxl)) is what is called as ( Ju (e
JS ¢ part of whole), as in:

leaiars aalil) JS) —vs
He ate part of the apple.

It is important to mention that the notion of (Jaul) cannot occur with

indefinite objects, and that supports the argument that the sentence with a
definite object always expresses a telic meaning; notice:

*aaay ala <) -
He ate some apples.
4.5 Perfective/ imperfective forms
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Comrie (1976:19) states that it is a common phenomenon in languages
that express the  perfective and imperfective forms through grammatical
markers that stative verbs in perfective forms can indicate ingressive meaning,
that is, marking the inception of the state only, rather than the durative situation
of that state. Thus, they are in this case achievements. They carry the features
of non-durative telic situations. This dual aspectuality of state verbs seems to be

very regular in Arabic. Examples in Arabic include ( _=xto be sick; .U to sleep;

= to be present). Although clearly indicating states, such verbs can also be

achievements, marking the transition into the state. Hence, each of the three
verbs mentioned has two possible translations into English as shown below:

- _=ax = to be sick = to become sick
- ob =tosleepand = to fall asleep

- _»as =t0 be present = to come* (Dahlgren 1995:252)

This means that achievement verbs in Arabic can be divided into two
groups, the first group is the one just discussed above, achievements that ‘share’

a word with a state, such as the verb (.U sleep) while the second group includes
achievement verbs that do not ‘share’ the same word with a stative, such as ()

win and a1, find ). These verbs cannot indicate stative meaning. Hallberg (2010:

22) calls the latter group as ‘pure achievements’ to distinguish them from the
stative-achievement group.

Another group of Arabic verbs with dual aspectuality are those verbs
that can be both statives and activities. This is probably due to the nature of
these verbs which denote ‘conceptually relative, non-discrete properties’ and,
hence, they semantically permit a gradual slide within the feature. Verbs that
contain u as mid-vowel in both the Perfect and the Imperfect forms are dominant

in this group. Two examples are ( 3X< to be big; to grow and ;< to be plenty; to
multiply). Such verbs are always intransitive (Badawi et al. 2005:60), though not
all of these verbs can be activities. Possibly this is when the verb is indicating
moral features, such as ( ‘s to be good® and ek to be noble). According to

Wehr (1994: 265 ) these verbs do not have the meaning of ‘to become good’ or
‘to become noble’.

5. The Adopted Model

The purpose of this section is to present a suitable model for the analysis of
Arabic aspectual verbs. This suggested model depends on the categories of
aspectual verbs as presented by Brinton (1988:28-9), with some modifications in
their elements to make it more suitable for the purpose of analysing Arabic
aspectual verbs. The suggested model tries to present a framework of those
prominent elements that participate effectively in identifying and classifying
Arabic aspectual verbs. Three categories are involved in this model. The first
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category takes into account the semantic type of the verb, i.e. whether it is state,
activity, etc. The second category concentrates on the semantic features of the
verb. The last category deals with the syntactic factors that affect the process of
identifying and classifying verbs into the aspectual classes, as shown in the
figure below:

state activity achievement accomplishment

\\ Semantic features

Syntactic construction

g

Figure (1) The Adopted Model of Aspectual Verbs in Arabic

6. Data

The data consist of aspectual verbs in the Arabic novel entitled “ ) o)agll auisa

Jlall” « Season of Migration to the North” by Tayeb Salih. This novel will serve

as the data source for the analytical part of the study. The corpus data is
compiled manually from the above novel which are taken from the internet.
Nine sentences containing aspectual verbs with different syntactic factors are

selected randomly from the beginning, middle, and the end of the novel.

7. Analysis

What also has been noted through investigating the Arabic aspectual verbs is
that some verbs have undergone the effect of some syntactic factors, which in
turn, have contributed largely to the changing of the eventuality type of some

verbs from one side or at least in effecting a particular aspectual feature of a
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verb from the other side. These syntactic elements may lie outside or inside the
verbs.
Concerning the changing of the semantic features of some predicates,

consider the following sentences:
(0 ) +p plaly ol al Uly plsel dass =YY
(VA 0= ) omdl W e L Il (g e Lbaly =YY
(VW =) Ol e sy ) 8 Gpalal) Jlas (gl ) 2y YT
The verbs (¢, g, Jlaa &) in the above sentences are characterised

as being atelic/ unbounded sentences. No terminal points are needed to be

reached. However, this feature is changed into telic due to the effect of
particular syntactic elements, such as adverbial phrases as in ( alse! 4xe, Jilll)
in sentences (Y, YY) or semi lexical verbs as in ( ¢! ) in sentence (¥Y ). Such

syntactic constructions contribute basically in changing the semantic feature of

the above verbs to be (+telic), that is, they have to reach the endpoints.

The durative feature of some predicates can also be changed due to the

effect of some syntactic factors, as in the sentence below:
(Ao L) wolall & ase)ll 388 Dy 4 e adly o) an Y ey agelal oiladll (gl —Yo
The verb (xs8) is inherently a punctual verb, that is, it does not require

an extended period of time. Hence, the syntactic components may cause a

change in this punctuality in certain conditions. The verb ( 1) in (Yo) is said to

become durative as to the nature of object being added. The object here is (

4.¢,ll) which is a mental object, i.e., not physical thing. So the verb carries the

feature of durativity.
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Concerning the verbs that are entirely changed from one aspectual class

to another because of syntactic factors can be exemplified by the:
Oe ol Ly L Balally uepdia Glaglds Sl (ued Ledsa allane 4esSa ojli Lidly —¥
(VYo = VYE a) ol aalidacts Laly (e 1505 Lila
(YY 0a) -osad o dsa (a)¥) iy USe dhansh calia 8 a5y A0 4l Clnd =YY
The verbs ( i, JSI) in (Y1) are inherently accomplishment verbs, so

they yield telic meanings. However, the prepositional phrases (Ll (s, Gy (1)
change the eventuality type of these verbs from telic/accomplishment to
atelic/activity. However, in (YV) the verb () is inherently activity verb. It
carries the telic meaning. However, the adverbial phrase ( osedl oyad Jss )

coerces the type of eventuality from atelic activity to telic accomplishment.
Moreover, it should be noted that the perfective and imperfective forms of
the verbs can also be an important syntactic factor in classifying predicates as

shown in the following sentences:
(YA =) - ol 8 i canl bgdll calylal ) alaly 325 - A
(V3 m ) Al 65055 8 eny (530501 Jay s 38 IS, T4
(Y 0a) Dl e csigly dale Cuns Cisaae iy Cuiage — £
The verb ( &) in (YA ) which contains u as mid-vowel in both the Perfect

and the Imperfect forms belongs to a group of dual aspectuality. Such verbs are
classified as either state or activity verbs and this is due to the nature of these

verbs which denote ‘conceptually relative, non-discrete properties’. In (¥4,¢+)

the verbs ( s, ay) are state verbs which come in the perfective form. They

mark the inception of the state only rather than the durative situation of that

state. Therefore, they are classified as ‘stative-achievement group’ to distinguish
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them from ‘pure achievements’. They carry the features of non-durative telic

situations.

8. Conclusions
Throughout this study, the researcher has come up with a number of
findings:

1. Arabic verbs can be classified semantically in accordance with Vendler’s
proposal of distributing verbs into four aspectual classes: state, activity,
accomplishment, and achievement. This distribution depends heavily on
two basic elements to classify verbs appropriately. One is the semantic
features that define the verbs and the other is the syntactic environment
that surrounds the verbs.

2. Throughout investigating the Arabic aspectual verbs, it has been noted
that the syntactic factors play a vital role in identifying and classifying the
Arabic aspectual verbs. This effect is demonstrated through changing a
particular aspectual feature of some verbs or in changing the entire
eventuality class of other verbs.

3. Since Arabic has a unique structural system, the syntactic factors which
affect the eventuality types in this language are somehow different from
those which affect languages with different structural systems, such as

English.
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2lla Cuall JLadl) 1 S puuga sy B sl Jlad) B 55l Aysadl) Jalsad
$ 4 Jga3a g an pla ad il jale
by aglall Ayl 4408/ s daala
Jaslall
el 4l 8 iaall Jlad) Castad gy g (o8 Cradl (4l sia Ciags
Oama Al JLadY) oy (A s Al Al Jalsed) 8 Allll ol (St
Ll (V4TY) Ll il e g plaall aall JladY allal) el Canal
) R i o5 ey cdanall 4l b a1 Ciaal) Jladl gl e e gl Tl
OS5 - JLaiU TV o (oY 4gslill s aglian el (Al 4Vl Gailiadl)
e (A0S oypar Hi5 (Al 4aSHll paliall (8 Gl e o patine 4l o2a
el alll b aaal) Jlad) iy
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