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المستخلص
يهتــم هــذا البحــث بدراســة نوعــاً واحــداً مــن ظواهــر المطابقــة الصرفيــة في تراكيــب الملكيــة باللهجــة النجديــة وذلــك مــن خــال اســتخدام 
مفــردتي الملكيــة »صاحــب« و »راعــي« )مثــل: الرجــال صاحب/راعــي الســيارة، البنــت صاحبة/راعيــة الســيارة( والــي لم يســبق دراســتها مــن 
قبــل ســواءً بشــكل وصفــي أو بواســطة النظريــة النحويــة التوليديــة. تعُــى هــذه الدراســة بشــكلٍ خــاص بدراســة التوافــق والتطابــق في الســمات 
الصرفيــة لصاحب/راعــي مــع الفاعــل في الجنــس )أي التذكــر والتأنيــث( والعــدد )أي الإفــراد والجمــع(، في ضــوء الأبحــاث لــكاً مــن ديــن 
ديكــن (2006، 2007)، وأوهــالا (2011). يقــوم هــذا البحــث بإعطــاء مقــترح تحليلــي وتقــديم تمثيــل بنائــي لتراكيــب الملكيــة المذكــورة أعــاه، 
وفقــاً لنظريــة تشومســكي (2000، 2001) للتوافــق والتطابــق في الخصائــص والســمات النحــو صرفيــة. أشــارت الدراســة إلى أن المطابقــة بــن 
صاحب/راعــي والفاعــل في تراكيــب الملكيــة باللهجــة النجديــة تشــبه إلى حــدٍ كبــر الإســناد أو المطابقــة بــن سمــات وخصائــص الفعــل والفاعــل 
في الجنــس والعــدد باللغــة العربيــة وغرهــا مــن اللغــات بحيــث إذا كان الفاعــل أسمــاً مفــرداً يتــم اســتخدام فعــاً مفــرداً وإذا كان مذكراً/مؤنثــاً يتــم 

اســتخدام فعــاً مذكراً/مؤنثــاً.
الكلمات المفتاحية: االلهجة النجدية، النحو العربي، النظرية النحوية التوليدية، نظرية التطابق، تراكيب الملكية الأسمية.

Abstract
This paper investigates the structure and derivation of one type of analytic possessive noun phras-
es formed by the possessive particles sˤaħib and raaʕi in Najdi Arabic (e.g., ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib/raaʕi 
ʔas-sijjarah ‘the-man.SG.M POSS.SG.M the car’ and ‘ʔal-bint sˤaħib-t/raaʕi-t ʔas-sijjarah ‘the-girl.
SG.F POSS-SG.F the car’), which have not been studied before from a descriptive perspective or 
within generative syntactic theory. In light of works by Den Dikken (2006, 2007), and Ouhalla (2011), 
it is argued that such possessive particles are best analysed as having a predication relation between 
the possessor and the possessum. The paper provides a suggested proposal for the agreement patterns 
found in sˤaħib/raaʕi analytic possessive noun phrases, along the lines of Chomsky’s (2000, 2001) 
Agree theory. It is concluded that the agreement between the possessive markers and the possessor 
DP is somewhat similar to subject-verb agreement in the clausal domain in Standard Arabic and many 
other languages, whereby the verb inflects for the φ-features of the subject DP.

Keywords:Najdi Arabic, Arabic syntax, generative syntactic theory, agreement theory, possessive 
noun phrases, predication approach. 
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      1. Introduction:

     In this paper, I argue in favour of the pred-
ication approach outlined in Ouhalla (2011), 
as originally proposed by Den Dikken (2006, 
2007), showing that the analysis of possessive 
noun phrases formed by the possessive marker 
dyal in Moroccan Arabic (MA) can account for 
syntactic derivation of corresponding nominal 
constructions formed by possessive sˤaħib/raaʕi 
in Najdi Arabic (NA). Extending the predication 
approach to NA possessives, it will become clear 
that sˤaħib/raaʕi inflects for agreement according 
to the φ-features, i.e., number and gender, of the 
possessor as a consequence of an Agree opera-
tion established between them (see Chomsky, 
2000, 2001; Pesetsky & Torrego, 2007). 

    Motivated by the state of affairs that such an-
alytic free state constructions and their defining 
properties have received little attention by lin-
guists within the recent research in generative 
syntax, this paper aims to bring into focus the 
structure and derivation of this type of analytic 
possessive constructions. These constructions are 
made with specific particles, particularly sˤaħib 
and raaʕi. The resemblance between these par-
ticles and possessive ħagg noun phrases is that 
their use can result in a possessive reading. Un-
like the case with analytic free state constructions 
formed by possessive ħagg (see Bardeas, 2009; 
Alrasheedi, 2019), the possessive particles sˤaħib 
and raaʕi are preceded by the possessor and fol-
lowed by the possessum, as shown in (1a-b): 

 (1)  a. ʔar-radʒaal      sˤaħib   ʔas-sajjarah

   DEF-man          POSS  DEF-car

    ‘The man’s car’ / ‘the car of the man’ 

b.  ʔal-bint   raaʕi-t          ʔal-galam 

   DEF-girl    POSS-SG.F     DEF-pen

‘The girl’s pen’ / ‘the pen of the girl’

      The linear order of analytic possessive noun 
phrases formed by the possessive particles sˤaħib 
and raaʕi in NA can be represented as follows:

(2) possessor --  sˤaħib   /   raaʕi  -- possessum

If the word order between the possessor and 
the possessum is switched, the construction 
would be ungrammatical, as in (3).

 (3) *ʔal-bait sˤaħib ʔar-radʒaal

      DEF-house POSS DEF-man

Intended: ‘The man’s house’/ ‘the house of the 

man’

       The discussion below is organized as follows. 
Section 2 provides descriptive facts of possessive 
constructions formed by sˤaħib and raaʕi. It will 
become clear that the possessive particles sˤaħib 
and raaʕi are used to denote possession, where 
the possessum belongs to the possessor. It will 
be pointed out that the difference between the 
two particles is concerned with register variation. 
Section 3 includes an overview of the predication 
approach, summarising its main assumptions. 
Section 4 investigates the syntactic derivation of 
NA possessive constructions formed by sˤaħib 
and raaʕi. I also show how this approach can 
account for number and gender agreement facts 
between the possessive particle and the posses-
sor in this Arabic vernacular. Section 5 draws the 
conclusions of the paper. 

     Sˤaħib and Raaʕi-Possessive Noun Phrases: 
Basic Semantics and Syntax

     The analytic possessive noun phrase formed 
by the possessive particles sˤaħib or raaʕi, as illus-
trated in (4), shows that the possessum belongs 
to the possessor. This is based on the nature of the 
semantic relation between the possessor – which 
can be labelled as the subject of the analytic pos-
sessive noun phrase – and the possessum – which 
can also be called the predicate of the possessive 
construction.

(4) ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib/ raaʕi ʔas-sajjarah

     DEF-man POSS      DEF-car

     ‘The man’s car’ 

      In (4), the speaker asserts that the car, the pos-
sessum is a ‘property’ of the man, the possessor. 
The possessive particles sˤaħib and raaʕi are used 
to spell out this conceptual relation of possession.

     Depending on the surveyed data, it is quite 
clear that the possessive constructions formed 
with the possessive sˤaħib are much more com-
mon than those formed with raaʕi. The question 
that arises here is the difference between the two 
particles. The difference between sˤaħib and raaʕi 
appears to be a case of register variation. Accord-
ing to Finegan and Biber (1994: 316), register 
variation is defined as ‘the full range of language 
varieties associated with differences in commu-
nicative situation’. With this in mind, it can be 
stated that the speakers of NA use sˤaħib in for-
mal settings, while raaʕi is used in informal set-
tings. One might think that this can be a case of a 



245
                                       السنة السابعة، العدد 21، المجلد الثا�، مارس 2024

On the Structure of Agreeing Possessive Particles Sˤaħib and Raaʕi in 

 Najdi Arabic: Extending the Predication Approach

regional variation. However, such an observation 
does not seem to be right since NA speakers use 
sˤaħib and raaʕi interchangeably. The difference 
lies in the setting being formal or informal rath-
er than restricted to some region or social class. 
No semantic/pragmatic differences are discerned 
between these two particles. In the discussion be-
low, I will stick to the discussion of the particle 
sˤaħib with strict understanding that all observa-
tions made about sˤaħib are true of raaʕi as well. 

     As referred to above, sˤaħib intervenes be-
tween the possessor and the possessum of the 
analytic possessive noun phrase, provided that 
the former precedes the latter. Given the fact that 
the possessum belongs to the possessor when the 
particle sˤaħib is used, the meaning of sˤaħib can 
be expressed by the English word ‘belonging to’. 
For instance, in (5), the conveyed meaning is that 
ʔal-bait ‘the house’ belongs to ʔar-radʒaal ‘the 
man’. In English, notices that such a relation can 
sometimes be translated using the preposition 
with (cf. 6a).

(5) ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib ʔal-bait     

      DEF-man POSS.SG.M DEF-house

     ‘The man’s house’ / ‘the house of the man’

      The possessor is definite, either by the prefixa-
tion of the definite article ʔal (a full noun phrase) 
or by being a proper name, as in (6a-b):  

(6) a.ʔal-radʒaal sˤaħib ʔal-badlah     ʔal-ħam-
ra

      DEF-man       POSS Def-suit   DEF-red.F

     ‘The man’s red suit’ / ‘the man with the red suit’

      b. Abdallah      sˤaħib      ʔas-sijjarah ʔal-ħamra

      Abdallah POSS DEF-car   DEF-red.F
‘Abdallah’s red car’  

      If the possessor is indefinite, the resulting 
construction is ungrammatical.  

(7)*bint  sˤaħib-t   ʔal-badlah    ʔal-ħamra
      girl  POSS-SG.F     DEF-suit     DEF-red.F  
      Intended meaning: ‘a girl with the red suit’

    In (7), the possessor bint ‘a girl’ is indefi-
nite, hence the ungrammaticality of the example 
above. Additionally, the possessum should be 
definite; otherwise, the resulting construction is 
degraded, as shown by the example in (8): 

(8) ??ʔal-bint sˤaħib-t badlah ħamra   

     DEF-girl POSS-SG.F suitred.F    
     Intended meaning: ‘the girl with a red suit’ 
    Typically, the nouns linked by the possessive 
particle sˤaħib are both definite. However, there 
is one special case in which it is possible for the 
two DPs linked by sˤaħib to be indefinite. In such 
examples sˤaħib+DP is used to attribute a charac-
teristic to the noun that precedes it, as shown in 
the following example: 

(9) radʒaal sˤaħib      karam

    man  POSS      generosity    

    Literally: ‘a man with generosity’

    Meaning: ‘a man of generosity’ / ‘A generous 
man’

     The construction in (9) is similar to that in (10) 
in terms of its semantic import: 

(10) radʒaal kariim  

       man  generous    

       ‘A generous man’

      The difference between (9) and (10) is that the 
speaker in (9) has a positive attitude to the man in 
question, whereas in (10) the speaker just states 
the man without expressing his/her attitude. I will 
use the term ‘modification reading’ for this par-
ticular use in (9). Under the modification reading, 
what seems as a possessum of the analytic free 
state construction is used to ascribe some positive 
or even negative characteristic to the possessor 
of the possessive construction. Consider the fol-
lowing dialogue in (11), where the construction 
in (9) appears:

(11) Speaker 1: wiʃ   raai-ak   bi-Mohammed?

       What  opinion-your with-Mohammed

      ‘What is your opinion of Mohammed?’

       Speaker 2: radʒaal sˤaħib karam/mazaadʒ

       Man  POSS generosity/mood

       Literally: a man with generosity/mood

       Meaning: ‘a man of generosity’ / ‘a man with 
temper’

     The above discussion has to do with the se-
mantic relations which can be invoked within 
sˤaħib-possessive noun phrases. Let us now inves-
tigate the syntax of analytic free state construc-
tions formed by the possessive particle sˤaħib 
in NA. The most obvious observation is that no 
elements can intervene between sˤaħib and the 
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following possessum DP of the possessive noun 
phrase. Additionally, like the cases within other 
types of analytic possessive constructions (cf. 
Bardeas, 2009; Ouhalla, 2011; Alrasheedi, 2019), 
any adjective must immediately follow the noun 
it modifies (see 12a-c). 

(12)a. ʔar-radʒaal  ʔal-kabiir       sˤaħib 
      ʔas-sijjarah ʔ a s - s a r i i ʕ a h

      DEF-man   DEF-old.M POSS    
DEF-car       D E F - f a st . F

      ‘The old man with the fast car’

      b. *ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib   ʔas-sijjarah 
             ʔal-kabiir  ʔas-sariiʕah

          DEF-man  POSS DEF-car  DEF-old.M 
DEF-fast.F

          Intended meaning: ‘The old man with the 
fast car’

        c. *ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib ʔas-sijjarah 
            ʔas-sariiʕah   ʔ a l - k a b i i r

          DEF-man POSS DEF-car   DEF-fast.F  
DEF-old.M

         Intended meaning: ‘The old man with the 
fast car’

       Furthermore, unlike other analytic posses-
sive constructions whereby the possessum can be 
elided and the possessor cannot be deleted, the 
possessor of analytic possessive noun phrases 
formed by the possessive particle sˤaħib can be 
elided under certain pragmatic conditions (cf. 
Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Algryani, 2012). Put 
differently, it is fully acceptable to elide the pos-
sessor in such constructions if it is said in a con-
text whereby the listener can retrieve the relevant 
information to identify the elliptical possessor 
of the possessive noun phrase, as in (13). On the 
other hand, the possessum of sˤaħib-possessives 
cannot be elided, hence ungrammaticality of the 
construction in (14): 

(13) ʔar-radʒaal  sˤaħib ʔas-sijjarah

         DEF-man   POSS DEF-car

       Approximately: ‘the man’s car’ / ‘(the one) 
with  the car’ 

(14) *ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib    

         Def-man POSS 

    Approximately: ‘The man with’

    Another important characteristic of sˤaħib pos-
sessive constructions is that the possessive mark-
er must obligatorily agree in phi-features with the 
possessor DP. Consider the following NA data: 

(15) a. ʔar-radʒaal      sˤaħib   ʔas-sajjarah   

      DEF-man.SG.M   POSS.SG.M DEF-car

     ‘The man’s car’ / ‘the car of the man’

      b. ʔal-bint      sˤaħib-t       ʔas-sajjarah

      DEF-girl.SG.F   POSS-SG.F DEF-car    

     ‘The girl’s car’/ ‘the car of the girl’

      c. ʔar-rdʒaal ʔasˤħaab      ʔas-sajjarah   
      DEF-men.PL.M   POSS.PL.M    DEF-car    
     ‘The men’s car’/ ‘the car of the men’

       d. ʔal-banaat     sˤaħb-aat     ʔas-sajjarah

           DEF-girls.PL.F   POSS-PL.F  DEF-car    

          ‘The girls’ car’/ ‘the car of the girls’’

    In (15a), sˤaħib must show up as singular mas-
culine, which is the default form of the posses-
sive particle, given the fact that the possessor 
ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’ is [SG.M]. In (15b), sˤaħib 
gets morphologically inflected to sˤaħib-t [SG.F], 
which is the same number and gender of those of 
the preceding noun phrase ʔal-bint (the girl). By 
the same logic, the possessive particle appears in 
(15c) in the ablaut form ʔasˤħaab [PL.M] since 
the possessor is ʔar-rdʒaal (the men), and in (15d) 
as sʕaħb-aat, given that the possessor ʔal-banaat 
is [PL.F], respectively. 

     We can summarise the above discussion by 
saying that the DP following a possessive parti-
cle cannot be elided, whereas the DP preceding it 
can be elided under suitable pragmatic contexts. 
Additionally, sˤaħib must agree with the DP pre-
ceding it rather than the one following it. 

     Having described the main aspects related to 
semantics and syntax of sˤaħib possessive con-
structions, let us now shift the discussion to the 
predication approach in the next section.  

      Overview of the Predication Approach

   Subsequent studies of predication relations 
and copular constructions have culminated in 
significant insights with respect to the syntax of 
(possessive) noun phrases (cf. Den Dikken & 
Singhapreecha, 2004; Den Dikken, 2006, 2007; 
Ouhalla, 2011; Choueiri, 2014; Zhang, 2020; Ku-
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jath & van der Wal, 2023; and references cited 
therein). For example, Ouhalla (2011), following 
(Den Dikken, 2006, 2007), develops an anal-
ysis of predication for possessive noun phrases 
in Moroccan Arabic (MA), arguing that a pred-
ication structure underlies canonical constructs, 
whereby the DP preceding the possessive marker 
is the subject of predication and the DP follow-
ing it is the predicate. Ouhalla (2011) goes on 
to argue that the two members of the free state 
construction has a predication relationship. This 
is shown by (17) for the possessive noun phrase 
in (16) below, adapted from Ouhalla (2011: 112): 
(the gloss is slightly changed)

(16)  al-kura          dyal-t            al-wld   

        DEF-footbal.F.SG   POSS-F.SG    DEF-boy

      ‘The boy’s football’ / ‘The football of the boy’

(17) a.[DP D [FP F [AGR] [PP [DP POSSES 
SUM] [P’ P [DP POSSESSOR] …

        b. [DP D [FP [DP POSSESSUM] [F’ [P] + 
F [AGR] (= OF [AGR]) [PP … [P’ … [DP  POS-
SESSOR] … 

     The main tenets of the predication approach 
can be summarized as follows. The predication 
relation between the possessum (subject) and the 
possessor (predicate) is mediated rather than di-
rect. The mediating category is a Relator Phrase 
(RP) and headed by a Relator (R), which se-
lects the possessum subject as its specifier and 
the possessor predicate as its complement. The 
predication projection RP is embedded under 
DP. There is an intermediate functional projec-
tion, FP, headed by F[Agr], which mediates the 
relation between the outer D and RP. The F[Agr] 
corresponds to T[Agr] in clauses and resembles 
Num in the DP domain (cf. Ritter, 1991; Ouhalla, 
2011; Choueiri, 2014). 

     According to Ouhalla (2011), the structure 
in (17) also gives rise to the syntactic derivation 
of construct state possessives, provided that no 
movement takes place in such constructions; 
hence, both analytic free state and construct state 
are derived from the same underlying structure. 
For reasons of space, I focus here on analytic 
possessive constructions formed by possessive 
sˤaħib only. This means that the syntactic deriva-
tion of the Construct State within the predication 
approach remains outside the scope of this paper 
(see, however, Alrasheedi, 2019; Benmamoun, 
2000; Borer, 1996, 1999; Brustad, 2000; Fas-
si Fehri, 1993, 1999, 2012; Hoyt, 2008; Ritter, 
1991; Shlonsky, 1997, 2004; Siloni, 1997, 2001; 

Sichel, 2002, among many others for the syntax 
of construct state). Ouhalla (2011) points out 
further that dyal-possessum agreement facts can 
be accounted for under an Agree relation, which 
takes place exclusively under the closest c-com-
mand (see Chomsky, 2008).

    Following this, Ouhalla points out that the 
agreement established between the possessive 
preposition dyal and the preceding DP is in fact 
an instance of subject-verb agreement in the 
clausal domain in Modern Standard Arabic and 
other Arabic dialects in which the verb inflects 
for the φ-features of the subject DP. This is argu-
ably true of the agreement found in NA analytic 
possessive noun phrases where the possessive 
preposition sˤaħib agrees in φ-features with the 
DP to its left, a matter which bears a strong re-
semblance to the agreement between the subject 
and the verb in SVO word order across all Ara-
bic varieties (cf. Alotaibi, 2019; Algryani, 2012; 
Aoun et al., 1994; Benmamoun, 2000; Fassi Feh-
ri, 1993; Himmelreich, 2023, among others).  

     One final point regarding the predication ap-
proach is in order. It should be noted that Ouhalla 
labels the possessum in analytic possessive con-
structions in MA as the subject of the predication 
relation, whereas the possessor as the predicate 
depending on the word order between the pos-
sessum and the possessor and the accompanying 
theta role. However, as we saw above, the lin-
ear order in sˤaħib possessive constructions is 
reversed to the opposite order. In view of this, 
and as far as sˤaħib-possessor agreement is con-
cerned, it is assumed that the possessor in analyt-
ic possessive constructions in NA is the subject 
and the possessum is the predicate. This assump-
tion bears no crucial difference to the analysis of 
analytic possessive noun phrases to be developed 
here given the fact that in both languages, the 
DP which precedes the possessive marker is the 
subject, whereas the DP which follows it is the 
predicate. 

     Having briefly introduced how the predication 
approach works, let us now discuss the syntactic 
derivation of sˤaħib analytic free state possessive 
constructions. All other relevant theoretical as-
sumptions pertaining to the syntactic derivation 
of sˤaħib possessives are introduced as the dis-
cussion proceeds.  

      Syntactic analysis of sˤaħib and raaʕi-ana-
lytic free state constructions
        In this section, I provide a minimalist syntac-
tic account of the derivation of sˤaħib and raaʕi 
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free state possessive constructions. First, I as-
sume that the possessive particles sˤaħib and raaʕi 
are syntactic heads. I also assume that there is 
some computation-related relation formed by the 
two particles of the possessive construction, i.e., 
real possession and modification reading (pseu-
do-possession). Following the lexicalist views 
on feature content within the Minimalist Pro-
gram (Chomsky, 1995), it is assumed that when 
sˤaħib and raaʕi express possession, they are en-
dowed with [POSS] feature which is the source 
for possessive interpretive reading of the given 
possessive construction. On the other hand, when 
sˤaħib and raaʕi express pseudo-possession, it is 
assumed that they are endowed with (relational) 
[REL] feature, along the lines of Hornstein et al. 
(1994) and Barker (2019). The [REL] feature is 
the source for the relational interpretive reading 
(i.e., modification reading) between the elements 
of the analytic noun phrase. Hornstein et al. 
(1994) and Barker (2019) argue that DP-inter-
nal relations are collectively labelled as relation 
[REL], which is an abstract relation underlying 
many relations such as possession or part-whole 
relation, exactly what we find in constructions 
formed by sˤaħib and raaʕi. I reinterpret this re-
lation as a feature whose existence in the featural 
grid of the given DP furnishes the interpretation 
that one element in the analytic noun phrase is 
related to another element within the whole noun 
phrase. Additionally, the possessive particles 
sˤaħib and raaʕi enter the derivation endowed 
with a set of uninterpretable features [EPP] and 
[φ] whose role in the syntactic derivation of the 
analytic free state construction is important as 
will be discussed in detail in what follows. 

      As mentioned above, the analytic noun phrases 
that express possession and modification readings 
are formed by the particles sˤaħib or raaʕi, where 
in the former, the possessum belongs to the pos-
sessor, while in the latter the possessum is related 
to the possessor. As will be explained below, I ar-
gue that the parts of the possessive noun phrase 
are in a specifier and complement positions whose 
relation is mediated by a possessive preposition. 
On the other hand, both particles sˤaħib and raaʕi 
are heads which undergo head movement from the 
Relator (R) to the head of a projection labelled as 
Linker Phrase (FP) inside the whole DP. Relevant 
here is the assumption that these particles enter the 
derivation of the free state construction, endowed 
with a set of features which are different in terms 
of their interpretability. 

      Let us first introduce the notion of interpret-

ability and some minimalist views necessary for 
our analysis below. Chomsky (1993, 1995) makes 
a distinction between (un)interpretable features. 
He argues that interpretable features have au-
thentic semantic value, hence they contribute 
to the propositional content of the constructions 
whereby they appear. Interpretable features need 
not be valued or checked, since they are legiti-
mate objects at the LF (the conceptual-intention-
al interface). On the other hand, uninterpretable 
features do not contribute to the propositional 
content of the relevant constructions where they 
show up. They are purely morpho-syntactic fea-
tures, devoid of any semantic value. As such, 
they need be valued and deleted before the der-
ivation converges at PF and LF interfaces, i.e., 
Spell-out point (Bošković, 2007). That is because 
they are illegitimate objects at this interface lev-
el. Uninterpretable features are taken as the 
source for internal merge (Move) which is only 
made recourse to when the relevant derivation 
is doomed to crash (Nunes, 1995; Adger, 2003; 
Epstein, 2015). According to Chomsky (1995), 
feature interpretability and its role in syntactic 
derivation is captured by the principle of Full In-
terpretation (FI): 

(18)

      The principle FI is assumed as a matter of 
course in phonology; if a symbol in a representa-
tion has no sensorimotor interpretation, the repre-
sentation does not qualify as a PF representation. 
This is what we called the “interface condition”. 
The same condition applied to LF also entails 
that every element of the representation have a 
(language independent) interpretation (Chomsky, 
1995: 27).

     Following this line of reasoning, I assume 
that the possessive particles sˤaħib and raaʕi are 
endowed with some interpretable feature, viz. 
[POSS], which provides the respective construc-
tion with a possessive interpretation. In order to 
account for the cases where there is no ‘real’ pos-
session held between the elements forming the 
analytic noun phrase (cf. (9) above), I claim that 
the head of the functional Phrase housing sˤaħib/
raaʕi is endowed with [REL] feature, along the 
lines of Hornstein et al. (1994). The [REL] fea-
ture is the source for the ‘relational’ interpreta-
tion between the elements of the DP (cf. Barker, 
2019; Hornstein et al., 1994). I assume further 
that these particles are endowed with a set of un-
interpretable features, namely [EPP] and [uφ]. 
These features play no role in the interpretive 



249
                                       السنة السابعة، العدد 21، المجلد الثا�، مارس 2024

On the Structure of Agreeing Possessive Particles Sˤaħib and Raaʕi in 

 Najdi Arabic: Extending the Predication Approach

content of the relevant construction; hence, they 
must, according to the principle of FI, be valued 
and deleted prior to Spell-out point where the 
derivation is sent simultaneously to the PF and 
LF components. The principle of FI requires that 
all the uninterpretable features which are not ac-
cessible at the interface levels (PF and LF) to be 
deleted; otherwise, the derivation of the given 
construction crashes. Because the uninterpretable 
features [EPP] and [uφ] are not accessible at the 
LF and PF (i.e., they do not express any seman-
tic content) they must, consequently, be valued 
and deleted before the derivation reaches the LF 
and PF interfaces. Put another way, valuation of 
such features must be undertaken in the deriva-
tion while the given construction is being built/
processed, i.e., narrow syntax (Bošković, 2007; 
Epstein & Seely, 2008; & Citko, 2011). 

     As stated above, an important assumption to 
the analysis of analytic free state constructions is 
that the relationship between the possessor of and 
the possessum of is mediated rather than direct. 
What this means is that the possessor and the 
possessum are not in a sisterhood relation. This 
assumption is consistent with Den Dikken (2006, 
2007) and Ouhalla’s (2011) analysis of alienable 
constructions. Another important observation 
pertaining to analytic free state possessives is that 
they do not occur with inalienable possession, as 
illustrated by the ill-formed constructions in (19): 

(19) a. *ʔar-radʒaal    sˤaħib  ʔal-ridʒil   

       Def-man           POSS      Def-leg

       Intended: ‘The man’s leg’ 

      b. *ʔar-radʒaal    raaʕi ʔal-ridʒil

         Def-man POSS Def-leg    

         Intended: ‘The man’s leg’

      According to Den Dikken (2006, 2007) and 
Ouhalla (2011), the relationship between the 
possessor and the possessum of possessive con-
structions is necessarily mediated by a relational 
category that corresponds to the possessive prep-
osition in analytic free state constructions. As 
discussed above in section 3, depending on the 
linear order between the possessor and the pos-
sessum in sˤaħib analytic possessive noun phras-
es, it can be assumed that the possessor is the 
subject and the possessum is the predicate of the 
predication relation which are mediated by a cat-
egory, called Relator Phrase (RP), whereby (R) 
functions as the head, of which the possessor is 
in the Spec, RP and the possessum is the comple-

ment of the RP, as schematically shown in (20): 

(20) 

    In this regard, Ouhalla (2011: 113) argues that 
Relator is essentially a relational category which 
is spelled out as the possessive preposition un-
der certain derivational conditions where posses-
sive constructions are made through a possessive 
preposition, which serves as a relator intervening 
between the possessor and the possessum. Draw-
ing on Ouhalla’s (2011) assumptions for MA, it 
can be assumed that the possessive preposition 
sˤaħib is spelled out in NA at the stage of the 
Relator phrase (RP). Crucially, the possessive 
preposition sˤaħib assigns Genitive Case to the 
possessum (the predicate), as is the case with oth-
er prepositions in Arabic (see Fassi Fehri, 1993; 
Ouhalla, 2011). Consider the following tree for 
an illustration: 

(21) 

       If we follow this assumption, the require-
ment for the relator, i.e., the possessive preposi-
tion sˤaħib to discharge its Case is thus satisfied. 
The predication approach necessitates that there 
is a dedicated functional phrase situated above 
the Relator Phrase (RP), called the Linker Phrase 
and labelled as (FP), (cf. Den Dikken, 2006; Ou-
halla, 2011). This is schematically illustrated in 
the following representation: 

(22)
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     The Functional Phrase (FP) is significant be-
cause it is the place where the possessive marker 
sˤaħib head moves to and occupies the (F) po-
sition of the FP. Following Den Dikken (2006, 
2007), Ouhalla (2011) argues that the Relator 
head (R) moves to the head of the Linker Phrase 
(F), forming the complex head [R+F]. In view of 
this, I assume that sˤaħib undergoes head move-
ment from the Relator Phrase (RP) to the head of 
Functional Phrase (FP). Consider the following 
interim structure:

(23)

    In order to account for the right form of sˤaħib 
and the word order between the possessor/sub-
ject and the possessum/predicate here, I assume 
that the latter elements do not enter the derivation 
merging with one another, as shown in (23). The 
predicate (the possessum DP) enters the deriva-
tion as a complement of the Relator Phrase (RP), 
whereas the subject (possessor DP) is merged in 
the Specifier position (Spec) of RP. The Relator 
Phrase (RP) merges afterwards with the F, which 
is the head of the Functional Phrase, forming 
(FP). Upon the merge of the latter, the Relator 
head undergoes head-to-head movement to the 
functional head F, in effect enabling sˤaħib to 
move to it. Following this line of analysis, the 
possessive particle sˤaħib has a sub-categoriza-
tion requirement in that it needs a complement as 
a Relator Phrase (RP) whose Spec is occupied by 
the subject (possessor), whereas the complement 
by the predicate (possessum) (cf. the structure in 
(23) above).

     The need for the presence of the Functional 
Phrase (FP) above the Relator Phrase (RP) is the-
oretically motivated with reference to the mor-
phological form of sˤaħib. This is so because it en-
ables sˤaħib to be in a location where it can enter 
an Agree relation with the possessor DP, which is 
assumed to be unable to enter such an Agree rela-
tion with sˤaħib given its Case feature is already 
valued. To explain, according to the current as-
sumptions of the Minimalist Program, the Agree 
operation is established between a probe and a 
goal in a configuration where the former c-com-

mands the latter. Agree relation between a probe 
and a goal is established, based on feature identi-
ty (Epstein & Seely, 2006). Chomsky (2000: 122) 
defines Agree relation as follows:

(24) The probe α agrees with the goal β providing 
that:

a. α has uninterpretable φ-features.
b. β has matching interpretable φ-features.
c. β is active by virtue of having an unvalued 
Case feature.
d. α c-commands β.
e. There is no potential goal γ intervening be-
tween α and β.

      If we assume that sˤaħib has a set of the unin-
terpretable Number and Gender features (hence-
forth, uφ-features), which it takes from the head 
of the Functional Phrase. sˤaħib is hence quali-
fied as an active probe for having uφ-features so 
as sˤaħib can inflect for number and gender of 
the possessor. According to the principle of FI, 
uφ-features must be marked for deletion during 
the derivation, since they are not tolerated by the 
interface systems of Spell-Out or LF interpreta-
tion (Adger & Ramchand, 2003). Accordingly, 
sˤaħib must have its uφ-features valued and de-
leted before convergence at LF. Following the 
conditions of the Agree operation in (24), sˤaħib 
starts looking for an active goal located within its 
domain which has matching interpretable Num-
ber and Gender features. Hence, the potential 
goal must have matching interpretable features. 
The goal must be located in a position lower than 
sˤaħib, given that the probe must c-command the 
goal. If the goal is base-generated in a position 
higher than the probe, no Agree is possible be-
tween them. That is, the hierarchal relation be-
tween the probe and the goal must be met in that 
the former c-commands the latter. Let us apply 
this reasoning to the following example: 

(25) ʔar-radʒaal sˤaħib ʔal-bait                 

       DEF-man POSS DEF-house 

      ‘The man’s house’

      With the schematic structure (23) in mind, 
the possessor ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’ being located 
within the c-commanding domain of sˤaħib might 
be a potential goal. According to the minimalist 
assumptions on sentence derivations (Chomsky, 
1993, 1995, 2000, 2001), nouns enter the deri-
vation endowed with a set of interpretable [most 
relevant here are Gender and Number features]. 
The possessor ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’ has as such a 
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subset of Number and Gender features and uCase 
which must be valued and deleted. The possessor 
ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’ is an active goal that is lo-
cated within the active probe sˤaħib. Conditions 
on a probe-goal configuration between sˤaħib and 
the possessor ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’ are met. An 
agree relation between sˤaħib and the possessor 
ʔar-radʒaal is thus established. Consider the fol-
lowing schematic representation:

(26)

     
     Consequently, the probe-goal relation is licitly 
held between sˤaħib and the possessor ʔar-radʒaal 
‘the man’. uNumber and uGender features of 
sˤaħib are valued by the interpretable features of 
the possessor ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’, yielding the 
morphological form of sˤaħib as [SG.M]. Some 
evidence that uNumber and uGender features of 
sˤaħib are valued by the interpretable features of 
the possessor comes from the fact if the posses-
sor is [SG.F], the morphological form of sˤaħib 
gets changed to [SG.F], and so on. Consider the 
following examples in (27) below: (repeated here 
for ease of exposition)

(27) a. ʔar-radʒaal     sˤaħib ʔas-sajjarah   

        DEF-man.SG.M    POSS.SG.M   DEF-car

       ‘The man’s car’ / ‘the car of the man’

        b. ʔal-bint   sˤaħib-t      ʔas-sajjarah   

        DEF-girl.SG.F    POSS-SG.F    DEF-car

       ‘The girl’s car’/ ‘the car of the girl’

        c. ʔar-rdʒaal    ʔasˤħaab    ʔas-sajjarah

         DEF-men.PL.M    POSS.PL.M  DEF-car    

        ‘The men’s car’/ ‘the car of the men’

         d. ʔal-banaat   sˤaħb-aat    ʔas-sajjarah   

         DEF-girls.PL.F   POSS-PL.F   DEF-car

        ‘The girls’ car’/ ‘the car of the girls’’   

     The examples in (27) suggest strongly that uN-
umber and uGender of sˤaħib are valued by the 
interpretable features of the possessor DP. Sˤaħib 
does not come with invariant form but is subject 

to morphological change, based on those of the 
possessor. 

      For this moment, the derivation does not ac-
count for the surface order between the elements 
forming analytic possessive noun phrases in that 
the possessor DP must precede sˤaħib. I assume 
that the surface position of the possessor in re-
lation to sˤaħib is not a result of base-generation 
on the part of the former but rather a result of 
the possessor’s movement to the Spec, FP head-
ed by sˤaħib. This movement is due to the [EPP] 
feature on sˤaħib. Chomsky (2000, 2001) points 
out that EPP is independent of any agreement re-
lation that holds between the functional head and 
the phrase it attracts to its specifier position. The 
probe-goal relation established between sˤaħib 
and the possessor ʔar-radʒaal ‘the man’ is not suf-
ficient to satisfy the EPP feature on sˤaħib which 
demands that the specifier position of the Func-
tional Phrase to be occupied in overt syntax, as 
shown by the schematic derivation below:

(28) 

 

  

 

     If the possessor does not move to Spec of 
sˤaħib, the derivation crashes at LF since the 
[EPP] feature is illegitimate object at LF which 
causes the derivation to crash if not deleted 
throughout the derivation. Valuing the uφ-fea-
tures of sˤaħib is not enough for the derivation 
to converge at LF; the [EPP] feature must be 
satisfied as well. The movement of the possessor 
to the specifier of sˤaħib yields the right surface 
order in that the possessor precedes sˤaħib which, 
in turn, precedes the possessum. 

      Conclusions

      In this paper, we have seen that the possessive 
particle sˤaħib/raaʕi in NA is an agreeing head 
that inflect for φ-features according to the DP to 
its left. Following Den Dikken (2006, 2007) and 
Ouhalla (2011), I have shown that the derivation 
of this analytic possessive noun phrase follows 
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from the assumption that it entertains a predica-
tion relation in which the possessor DP is the sub-
ject and the possessum DP is the predicate. Specif-
ically, it is proposed that the possessor is merged 
in the specifier position of a Relator Phase (RP), 
whereas the possessum is in the complement of 
the RP. It is shown that the RP is c-commanded 
by another functional phrase, namely the Linker 
Phrase (FP) whose head is endowed with uninter-
pretable φ-features and an EPP feature. In order 
to account for possessor-sˤaħib/raaʕi agreement, 
it is argued that the head of FP undergoes a probe-
goal relation with the possessor DP, resulting in 
an agreement whose PF form is sˤaħib/raaʕi (or 
their inflected forms). Finally, the possessor DP 
undergoes movement to Spec, FP satisfying the 
EPP feature on this functional head. The surface 
order in NA free state possessive construction is 
thus yielded. 
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