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Abstract

The present paper proposes that the occurrence of identical genitive case marking in Standard Arabic
(SA) in two contexts, namely the Construct State (CS) and Prepositional Phrase (PP) constructions,
cannot be uniformly explained within syntax as they are assigned by different licensers: D in the former
but P in the latter. Instead, this syntax-morphology mismatch should be addressed as a non-accidental
syncretism in Case functions between the Possessive Genitive (i.e., possession, partitive, attribution)
and the Prepositional Genitive (e.g., location, source, goal, and instrumental). Based on the Distributed
Morphology (DM) framework, I argue that the syncretism of Possessive (genitive) case with PP-related
(genitive) cases is grounded on two theoretical assumptions: (a) their adjacency in the Case hierarchy,
and (b) the applicability of Subset Principle of Vocabulary Insertion (VIs) within the post-syntactic mor-
phology component. Specifically, (possessive) genitive Case, in contrast to other cases, is adjacent to
PP-related cases and shares with them a positive value of Oblique [OBL: +]. The proposed account pro-
vides a thorough understanding of how the genitive case is distributed and behaves in SA. It successfully
models syncretism in case functions and systematically addresses the interface issues between syntax
and morphology observed in this context.

Keywords: Syncretism; Case licensing; decomposition; construct state; prepositional phrase
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Introduction

The case system of Standard Arabic (SA) con-
sists of three cases: nominative, accusative and gen-
itive, morphologically marked by adding suffixes to
the end of a noun: -u(n) for nominative, -a(n) for ac-
cusative, and -i(n) for genitive as shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Case markers in SA
Case Markers
kitaab ‘book’
Nom kitaab-u(n)
Acc kitaab-a(n)
Gen kitaab-i(n)

Table 1 demonstrates that Standard Arabic con-
sistently displays a distinction among three cases:
nominative, accusative, and genitive. The notation
of /n/ in parentheses, commonly referred to as nun-
ation, is found in indefinite nouns, as well as in
sound plurals and duals in their absolute state. Re-
gardless of rare occurrences as default cases, nom-
inative mainly marks the subject, accusative marks
the object, and genitive marks the possessor. The
Arabic case system has been extensively discussed
by many scholars. Wright (1875) and several me-
dieval Arab grammarians, particularly Sibawayh
in his 8th century book Al-Kitaab and Ibn-Ya’ish
in his 13th-century interpretation of Zamakhshari’s
12th century work Al-Mufassal, have made notable
contributions to the understanding of the Arabic
case system. However, there is no historical evi-
dence in Arabic that suggests the existence of fewer
or more than three cases, namely the nominative,
accusative, and genitive cases. This applies to oth-
er Semitic languages which typically possess three
identical case markers: nominative -u, genitive -i,
and accusative -a. Hasselbagh (2013) notes that the
three endings in some older languages, like Akka-
dian, may be expanded by the final consonants -m
(mimation) to mark language-specific functional
scope, or by the final consonants -n (nunation) that
serves an indefinite function as in Arabic. Blake
(1994) notes that the Arabic case system differs
from the Latin and Roman systems in that it is not
stem-based. Instead, it intriguingly assigns case to a
noun based on its position in an underlying or basic
order. Furthermore, case in Arabic can be assigned
by an abstract assigner, i.e., a verb in verbless
sentences, this indicates that case in the language
is structurally determined, rather than relying on
changes in stem-based paradigms. Since there are
no significant diachronic effects on the case syn-
cretism of Arabic, a synchronic methodology will
be followed to investigate the phenomenon from

various perspectives. Focusing on the genitive case
pattern of SA, the main observation of the study is
that the same genitive case marker —i(n) appears in
two distinct syntactic and semantic contexts: Con-
struct State (CS) and Prepositional Phrase (PP) con-
structions. In the Construct State construction, also
known as ‘annexation’, or ?al-iDafa as translated
by Wright (1875), a head noun and a DP comple-
ment form a composition. A head noun assigns gen-
itive case to its DP complement, as illustrated in (1).

1 kitaab-u at’-t‘aalib-i
book-nom  the-student-gen
‘the student’s book’

In the given example (1), the head noun kitaab
‘book’ is followed by the DP complement at'-t'aa-
lib-i ‘the student’, which is marked with genitive
case morphologically realized as the suffix-i. The
construction is typically used to express possession
or attribution relation and can appear in several con-
texts such as nominal phrases, adjectival phrases,
and adverbial phrases. On the other hand, in the
Prepositional Phrase (PP) construction, referred to
as Jar wa Majrur in Arabic traditional grammar,
there is a dependency relation between a preposi-
tion and a DP complement. The head preposition,
regardless of its nature (directional or locative), as-
signs genitive case to the DP complement, as illus-
trated in (2).

al-madrasat-i
the-school-gen

2) ?ila /fi
to/at
‘to/at school’

In the given example, the DP complement
al-madrasat-i ‘the-school-gen’ associated with di-
rectional prepositions such as ?ila ‘to’ or locative
prepositions like fi ‘at’” must be marked with the
genitive case suffix —i(n). The problem that arises
here is how the genitive case, which typically marks
thematic relationships like possession or attribution,
can also mark spatial relationships like directional-
ity, location, and so on. Technically speaking, the
identical genitive case marker needs to be licensed
by two different assigning heads: N/D in Construct
States (CSs), but P in Prepositional Phrases (PPs).
While the former assigns a structural case, the latter
assigns an inherent one. However, the presence of
the identical genitive case marking with unrelated
semantic or thematic functions poses a challenge
in terms of providing a unified explanation within
syntax. There appears to be a mismatch between
syntax and morphology, where morphology fails to
differentiate between the two instances of genitive
case. The key questions that arise here are why the
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complement of P lacks a distinct case marker to in-
dicate its spatial relationships apart from the geni-
tive case expressing possession or attribution within
the Construct State, and why it is possible for the
complement of P to take genitive case at all. That
the two genitive constructions (construct states and
prepositional phrases) are referred to as al-majrur
by the traditional grammarians of Arabic further
justifies the need to analyze these constructions to-
gether in this study.

Theoretical background

In this section, I will discuss the notion of case,
as well as its treatment in generative grammar.
Furthermore, Distributed Morphology will be in-
troduced as an approach that seeks to resolve mis-
matches between morphology and syntax, particu-
larly syncretism.

Notion of Case

Case is a relation between a DP (or argument)
and its surrounding syntactic context, which may
or may not have a semantic association. A distinc-
tion between two types of case is made in litera-
ture: morphological case and abstract case. Mor-
phological case refers to the inflectional marking
or changes that occur on nouns, pronouns, or
other parts of speech to indicate their grammati-
cal relationship within a sentence. It is typical-
ly realized through affixes or changes in word
form. On the other hand, abstract case refers to
the underlying grammatical function or role that
a noun phrase plays in a sentence, regardless of
whether it is overtly marked in morphology or
not. Standard Case theory categorizes Case into
two types: structural and inherent Cases based on
the behavior and manner of licensing (Chomsky
1981, 1986). Structural case is solely determined
by the syntactic configuration in which a DP ap-
pears, with no connection to the thematic role
assignment required. It typically identifies core
grammatical relations (subject and object) based
on the syntactic configuration and interacts with
agreement. Inherent case, by contrast, is deter-
mined by semantic and lexical factors. Inherent
case accounts for various types of morphological
case markings, including regular ones like the
dative on indirect objects or the ergative on sub-
jects, as well as irregular or quirky case marking.
Inherent cases, like lexical or quirky cases, can be
licensed by heads assigning thematic roles to the
corresponding arguments. Therefore, nominative
and accusative are structural cases, as they are not
thematically dependent, whereas oblique assigned
by a preposition, dative and genitive are inherent

2024 st JsY) Wbl 23 susd] dsolud) diud)
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cases as they are thematically dependent, i.e., the
assigners 0-mark their assignees.

Case licensing in generative grammar

In generative grammar, specifically in Chomsky’s
(1995) Minimalist Program, case-marking has been
dissociated from theta-marking. In early Minimal-
ism, case assignment is viewed as a feature-driven
process where abstract case features on nominal ele-
ments are checked. Case assignment is not seen as a
direct relationship between a governor and a depen-
dent. Instead, it is achieved through feature checking
via the Agree operation. Case features are associated
with functional heads such as v, T, or C, rather than
lexical heads. These functional heads enter into an
Agree relation with nominal elements, typically DPs,
to check features including case, The Agree opera-
tion involves matching and valuing the features on
the head and the DP. The identity of case assigned
to a DP is determined by properties of the function-
al head involved. For instance, nominative (subject)
case is commonly assigned by a finite head T, while
accusative (object) case is often assigned by a func-
tional head linked to a transitive verb, technically v.

In recent Minimalist approaches, specifically
Chomsky’s Agree-based approach (2000, 2001), the
role of case has been somewhat demoted. It no lon-
ger functions as an independent participant in check-
ing relations. Case is an interpretable feature on the
phase heads but uninterpretable on DPs. Case obtains
its value as a byproduct of the valuation of ¢-features
(i.e., number, gender, and person) associated with
its host through the operation Agree when both the
Probe and the Goal are active. This activation condi-
tion requires that both the Probe and the Goal carry
uninterpretable features which have to be valued in
the course of derivation. Chomsky (2001) argues that
‘structural case is not a feature of the probes (T, v),
but it is assigned a value under agreement [...] Case
itself is not matched, but deletes under matching of
¢-features’. This approach marked the elimination of
independent case features from the functional heads
that license case, thus reducing case assignment to
being a reflex of agreement. Syntactic operations
such as movement, agreement, and case assignment
are viewed as instances of the Agree operation. It
involves a relation between two syntactic elements,
typically a Probe (functional head) and a Goal (com-
plement or specifier). If the features match, the Goal’s
features are valued and can trigger further operations.

Distributed Morphology Framework

Distributed Morphology (DM) is a theoretical
framework in morphology proposed by Halle and
Marantz (1993, 1994), Harley and Noyer (1999),
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Embick and Noyer (2007), and Bobaljik (2012). As
its name suggests, it posits that morphology is dis-
tributed across syntax and Phonological Form (PF).
DM is based on two widely acknowledged hypoth-
eses in the literature: Syntax-all-the-way-down, and
Late Insertion/ Realization as stipulated in (3) and
(4) respectively.

3) Syntax-all-the-way-down

The primary mode of meaningful composition in
grammar, both above and below the word-level, is
the syntax. Syntax operates on sub-word units, and
thus (some) word-formation is syntactic.

4) Late Insertion /Realization/Exponence

The pieces manipulated by the syntax (function-
al morphemes) are abstract, lacking phonological

Figure 1
Distributed Morphology-based architecture

l Syntax

Spell-Out

Morphology
Phonological Form (PF)

Articulatory — Perceptual
(A-P) systems

In DM, information is shipped in a univer-
sal manner across the different components of the
grammar. Syntax feeds Phonological Form (PF)
where morphological operations occur along the
PF branch. The syntax manipulates feature bundles,
which lack morphophonology, and the feature bun-
dles are realized at PF via Vocabulary Insertion. Vo-
cabulary Insertion involves trades of morphosyntac-
tic features for phonological content. This process
takes place at the terminal node, commonly referred
to as the terminal-of-exponence, which specifically
deals with the realization of morphemes through
phonological content. Vocabulary Items compete
for insertion into a syntactic feature bundle, and this
competition is (partially) governed by the Subset
Principle outlined in (5).

5) The Subset Principle

“The phonological exponent of a Vocabulary item
is inserted into a morpheme in the terminal string if
the item matches all or a subset of the grammatical

content. The pairing of phonological features with
the terminals of the syntax (vocabulary insertion or
exponence) happens post-syntactically, in the map-
ping from syntax to phonological form (PF).

Syntax-all-the-way-down highlights that syntax
drives composition in the grammar, whereas Late
Insertion affirms the observation that the features
in grammars belong to different modules. For ex-
ample, [+fem] is part of the syntax, while [+high]
belongs to the phonology. Vocabulary insertion is
sometimes referred to as late insertion because it
occurs after all syntactic computations as well as
morphology-specific adjustments have been made
to the structure generated and delivered by syn-
tax. DM puts forth a framework based on a strictly
modular feed-forward architecture, as illustrated in
Figure (1).

Semantics

Logical Form (LF)

Conceptual-Intentional
(C-I) systems

features specified in the terminal morpheme. Inser-
tion does not take place if the Vocabulary item con-
tains features not present in the morpheme. Where
several Vocabulary items meet the conditions for
insertion, the item matching the greatest number of
features specified in the terminal morpheme must
be chosen.” (Halle 1997:428)

The principle consists of two parts known as
the Subset Clause and the Elsewhere Clause. The
Subset Clause establishes the conditions for the
applicability of a Vocabulary Item (6a), while the
Elsewhere Clause (6b) specifies the outcome when
multiple Vocabulary Items are applicable in a given
context.

6) a) Rules Apply

A rule applies wherever its structural description is
met.

b) Elsewhere Condition

Where more than one mutually exclusive rule
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may apply, (only) the most highly specified rule
applies.

This principle generally emphasizes that the
vocabulary entry chosen for insertion should be the
one that realizes the maximal subset of morpho-
syntactic features at the node. However, for certain
types of syntactic terminals, there exists an else-
where vocabulary entry which possesses minimal
inherent features, i.e., it is underspecified, allowing
it to be compatible with a range of apparently het-
erogeneous feature bundles.

The Distributed Morphology framework incor-
porates two central post-syntactic morphological
operations: underspecification and impoverish-
ment. Underspecification of Vocabulary Items im-
plies that phonological expressions do not require
complete specification for their syntactic positions.
This means that the phonological components of
a word do not need to provide all the morphosyn-
tactic features associated with that word. Instead,
Vocabulary Items often serve as default signals,
inserted when a more specific form is unavailable.
On the other hand, impoverishment is an opera-
tion that systematically deletes morphosyntactic
features after the syntactic component but before
vocabulary insertion. It was originally proposed
by Bonet (1991) and has been further developed
by subsequent works such as Noyer (1992, 1998),
Halle and Marantz (1993, 1994), Halle (1997),
Harris (1997), Bobaljik (2002), Frampton (2002),
Harley (2008), Embick and Noyer (2007), and Ar-
regi and Nevins (2012). Impoverishment is rooted
in the core assumption of Distributed Morphology
(DM) that syntax operates on abstract features that
lack phonological information. The phonological
information is introduced at the PF (Phonological
Form) branch of the grammar through the vocab-
ulary insertion process. Therefore, impoverishment
modifies the syntactic feature bundles during the
PF stage, but before vocabulary insertion, thereby
influencing morphological exponence.

Syncretism

Syncretism in linguistics refers to the merging
or overlapping of different grammatical forms or
categories. It involves the collapse of linguistic fea-
tures or distinctions into a single expression or real-
ization, which can manifest in morphology, syntax,
and semantics. Spencer (1991: 45) describes syn-
cretism as the situation where ‘a single inflected
form may correspond to more than one morpho-
syntactic description.” Trask (1997: 215) defines it
as the ‘identity in form between two grammatically
different inflections.” According to Baerman et al.
(2005), morphological syncretism occurs when a
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single surface form serves two or more morphosyn-
tactic functions. It arises from a ‘mismatch’ where
the syntax of a language makes a specific distinc-
tion, but the morphology does not. Case syncretism
is a well-established phenomenon found in various
languages, particularly Indo-European languages
with abundant case syncretism.

The notion of syncretism can be viewed from
both synchronic and diachronic perspectives. Dia-
chronically, syncretism is understood as a change in
which a single linguistic form comes to cover differ-
ent functions that were previously covered by two or
more separate forms. Synchronically, it is considered
a failure to establish a morphological distinction
that is syntactically relevant under particular condi-
tions. This failure leads to a mismatch between syn-
tax and morphology. Extensive diachronic research
has been conducted on case syncretism in classical
languages like Classical Greek (Luraghi 2003) and
Latin (Coleman 1989). In addition, the literature has
put forth several synchronic proposals linking mor-
phological homonymy to the flexive/agglutinative
nature of the language (Carstairs 1987, Carstairs &
Stemberger 1988, Plank 1999). Over the past four
decades, there have been numerous insightful con-
tributions that have examined case syncretism from
both language-specific and cross-linguistic perspec-
tives. Notable works in this regard include Carstairs
(1987), Zwicky (1985), Luraghi (2003), Coleman
(1991), Stump (2001), Baerman et al. (2005), as well
as carlier works by Jakobson (1936) and Bierwisch
(1967). Moreover, two main categories of syncretism
have been identified: non-accidental syncretism and
accidental syncretism. Based on the works such as
Carstairs (1987), Plank (1999), Coleman (1989) and
Sigurdsson & Wood (2021), the distinction between
non-accidental and accidental syncretism can be
characterized as follows. Non-accidental syncretism
refers to when Case A and Case B are systematically
syncretic across the language. This means that there
is a systematic merging or overlapping of linguistic
forms or categories, which is governed by grammati-
cal rules. Accidental syncretism, in contrast, refers to
when Case A and Case B happen to share the same
form for certain words or word classes. This type of
syncretism does not demonstrate consistency across
the grammar. Instead, it is essentially an accidental
phenomenon that is linked to the vocabulary or even
the phonology of the language.

Nature and licensing of Arabic genitive case

The section examines the entire distribution of
genitive case in Standard Arabic, specifically in the
Construct State and Prepositional Phrase construc-
tions. It demonstrates that the occurrence of geni-
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tive case in the two contexts cannot be explained
through a uniform syntactic account, as there are
distinct case licensers present.

Construct State (CS) construction

The Arabic CS construction, as elaborated with
empirical evidence in Abdulhameed (1980), Has-
san (1980), Mohammad (1988), Fassi-Fehri (1993),
and Benmamoun (2003), exhibits the following
characteristics:

= The Construct State is composed of two el-
ements: a head noun and a DP complement, where
the former assigns genitive case to the latter, as
demonstrated in (7).

8) a) haqibat-u  al-bint-i

bag-nom the-girl-gen
‘the girl’s bag’

b) 3ari at®-t'afl-i
running the-child-gen
‘the running of the child’

[9) dfarb at’-t*afl-i
beating the-child-gen
‘the beating of the child’

In the examples provided in (8), the thematic
relationship between the head noun and its DP com-
plement goes beyond the typical possessed-posses-
sor relationship commonly used in other languag-
es, including English. It includes the action-agent
relationship, where the complement represents the
entity performing the action, and the action-theme
relationship, where the complement represents the
entity affected by the action.

= The head noun in the construction cannot be
marked for (in)definiteness, i.e. it takes neither the
definite article al- nor indefinite marker -n.

9) a) kitaab-u alf-1*aalib-i

book-nom  the-student-gen

‘the student’s book’

7) haqibat-ual-bint-i
bag-nom the-girl-gen
‘the girl’s bag’

In (7), the head noun haqibat ‘bag’ is followed
by the DP complement al-bint ‘the-girl” ‘which is
marked with genitive case morphologically realized
as the suffix-i.

= The thematic relationship between the head
noun and its complement is not restricted to pos-
sessed-possessor, as shown in (8a), but can also involve
other relations such as action-agent or action-theme, as
illustrated in (8b) and (8c) respectively.

Possessed-Possessor

Action-Agent

Action-Theme

b) *al-kitaab-u

the-book-nom

at®-t*aalib-i
the-student-gen

‘the student’s book’

c) * kitaab-un (*aalib-in

book-nom-Indef student-gen-Indef

‘a student’s book’

The ungrammaticality of (9b) and (9c) arises
from the traditional assumption that the head noun,
as shown in (9a), inherits its definiteness value from
its genitive DP complement. If the DP complement
is definite, the head noun is also definite, and the
same principle applies to indefiniteness. This in-
heritance process is supported by the agreement
observed between adjectives modifying the head of
the Construct State and the genitive complement, as
demonstrated by the examples in (10).

al-zadiid-u
the-new. SGM-nom

zadiid-un/in

10) a) kitaab-u at’-taalib-i
book.nom  the-student.SGM-gen
‘the student’s new book’
b) kitaab-u t‘aalib-in
book.nom the-student. SGM-gen-Indef

the-new.SGM-nom-Indef/gen-Indef

a book of a new student/ a new book of a student’

In (10), the adjective al-3adiid ‘the new’ modifies
the head noun kitaab ‘book’ with which it agrees in
gender and number features, as they both share the
masculine singular form. However, when the definite
article is not added to the adjective that modifies the

head noun, it can result in ambiguous interpretations,
as shown in (10b). The adjective 3adiid ‘new’ can
modify and should match in case feature with the
possessed noun kitaab ‘book’ or the possessor t'aalib
‘student’ to arrive at a desired interpretation.
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Theoretically, proposals based on Abney’s
(1987) DP-hypothesis have been made in the liter-
ature of Semitic languages regarding the Definite-
ness Spreading phenomenon. Mohammad (1988,
1999), Ritter (1991), Fassi-Fehri (1993), Siloni
(1991), Borer (1996), Ouhalla (2003), Benmamoun

Figure 2
Proposed structure of Construct State construction

DP
Spec D’
D NP
hagibat-u I/\N
i DP P o WS
| LT e N b
: al-bint-i | A
i

In the given structure, the head noun N is ini-
tially generated in a lower position and then it raises
to the head D, resulting in the entire possessive con-
struction becoming a definite DP. The head D, char-
acterized by a strong feature of (in)definiteness, is
believed to attract the head noun to adjoin it. These
proposals suggest that there is a consensus on the
workability of the of N-to-D raisin in the Construct
State. However, the motivation behind the N-to-D
raising may vary in different ways like definiteness
spreading, case licensing and so forth.

Case Syncretism in Arabic Genitive Constructions:
A Distributed Morphology-based Account I

(2003), Kremers (2003), and Shormani (2016) ex-
plore how a head noun in the Construct State inher-
its definiteness value from the embedded genitive
phrase. The CS construction haqibat-u al-bint-i ‘the
girl’s bag’ in (10a) is structurally represented as in
Figure 2.

Prepositional Phrases (PP) constructions

A prepositional phrase typically consists of a prep-
osition followed by its complement, which can be a
noun, pronoun, gerund, or clause. The complement
provides additional information about location, di-
rection, instrument, time, manner, purpose, or other
relationships. In SA, the DP complement of a prepo-
sition is always marked with genitive case, regardless
of the semantic nature of the preposition, be it goal,
as in (11a), source, as in (11b), location as in (11c),
instrumental as in (11d), or recipient as in (11¢).

11) a) dahaba l-walad-u ?ila al-madrasat-i
went.3SGM  the-boy-nom to the-school-gen Goal
‘The boy went to school.’
b) 3a?aa l-walad-u min al-hadiqat-i
came.3SGM  the-boy-nom from  the-park-gen Sourcs
‘The boy came from the park.’
c) wad‘atu 1-kitaab-a Cala at'-t‘aawilat-i
put.1*SGM the-book-acc on the-table-gen Location
‘I put the book on the table.’
d) qat‘aStu I-kaykat-a bi-as-sikiin-i
cut.ISM the-cake-acc ~ with-the-knife-gen fastrumental
‘I cut the cake with the knife.’
e) aGtiat 1-kitaab-a li-1-razul-i
gave.3SGF the-book-acc  to-the-man-gen Recipient

‘She gave the book to the man.’

The examples provided above demonstrate that
all DP complements of prepositions, such as al-ma-
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park-gen’ (11b), at-t‘aawilat-i ‘the-table-gen’ (11c),
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as-sikiin-i ‘the-knife-gen’ (11d), and l-razul-i ‘the-
man-gen’ (11e) are marked with the genitive case
suffix —i. Although these complements share genitive
case morphology, they are assigned different themat-
ic roles based on the nature of the preposition, such as
goal (11a), source (11b), location (11¢), instrumental
(11d), and recipient (11e). The assignment of geni-
tive case to prepositional complements does not in-
volve relations like possession or attribution, as seen
in Construct State constructions. Consequently, the
occurrence of genitive case within PP constructions
appears to be rather unpredictable.

Previous studies in the literature on Arabic prep-
ositional phrases have focused on examining the
semantic functions of prepositions, rather than in-
vestigating the nature and licensing of genitive case.
Badawi, Carter & Gully (2004), Ryding (2014), and
Al-humari (2015) argue, based on lexical-semantic
properties, for the classification of Arabic prepo-

Figure 3
The semantic structure of PPs
a)
PlaceP
Place DP
|
ﬁ almadrasat-i
n the-school-Gen

The proposed structures in Figure 3 indicate that
a head P (Path or Place) always takes a genitive case-
marked DP. This instance of genitive case reflects
thematic roles, such as location (as seen in (12a)) or
goal/source (as seen in (12b)), rather than relations

Figure 4
The syntactic structure of PPs

pP
/\'
P
/\

yzi PP

5

DP

Genitive Phrase

In the proposed structure (Figure 4), the DP com-
plement gets genitive case from a functional head p,
as proposed in Assiri’s (2021) Agree-based account
for Arabic prepositional phrases. The Probe head p
and the Goal DP establish an agree relation, whereby
the phi-features of the Probe p are valued, resulting
in the concurrent valuation of the case on DP, spe-

sitions into two primary classes: true prepositions
and semi-prepositions. Other works have explored
the internal structure of Arabic prepositional phras-
es. Based on proposals made in the literature by van
Riemsdijk (1990), Kracht (2002), Svenonius (2008,
2010), Koopman (2010), den Dikken (2010), and
Terzi (2010), Saced (2014) argues that the internal
syntax of prepositional phrases, which is applicable
across languages, can also be extended to Arabic
PPs. Therefore, the internal structure of locative PPs
(12a) and directional PPs (12b) can be semantically
represented as shown in Figure (3a) and Figure (3b),
respectively.

12) a) fi al-madrasat-i
in the-school-gen
‘in school’

b) ila/min al-madrasat-i
to/from the-school-gen
‘to/from school’

b)
PathP
Path DP
ila/min almadrasat-i
to/from

the-school-Gen

like possession or attribution. Syntactically speaking,
a head P, regardless of being lexical or functional, as-
signs a (genitive) case to its complement. The exam-
ples in (11) will be structurally represented as shown
in Figure 4.

cifically as a byproduct of valuation of phi-features.

To conclude this section, the two genitive con-
structions exhibit clear syntactic distinctions for a
simple reason: the genitive case is licensed by two
distinct syntactic licensers. In the construct state con-
struction, the head D licenses the genitive case on its
DP complement, whereas in the Prepositional Phrase
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construction, the head P licenses the genitive case on
its DP complement. Moreover, D licenses semantic
functions like possession/attribution whereas p li-
censes semantic functions like location, goal, source,
instrumental etc.

Arabic genitive case syncretism: A DM-based
account

To recap, the main observation of this paper is the
existence of a morphology-syntax mismatch in Ara-
bic genitive constructions. The morphology does not

13) a) kitaab-u

book-nom

‘the student’s book’

b)  ?ila /fi/min
to/in/min
‘to/in/from school’

In the examples provided above, the comple-
ment of a head preposition, as in (13a), and the com-
plement of a noun head, as in (13b), must be marked
with the genitive case. Using a non-genitive case,
such as nominative or accusative, would render these
constructions ungrammatical.

I argue that the syntax-morphology mismatch
observed in these Arabic constructions can be re-
solved by considering it as a case of syncretism.
This can be effectively modeled within the frame-
work of Distributed Morphology, which incorpo-
rates adjacency-based principles of Case hierarchy,
as advanced in Baker (2001), Arkadiev (2009), and
Baerman et al. (2002). The syncretism between
possessive genitive and prepositional genitive is not
accidental; rather, it is a systematic case syncretism
that occurs within the post-syntactic morphology
component. However, it is important to note that this
case syncretism occurs between case functions, rath-
er than involving two distinct morphological cases,
given the absence of diachronic evidence. In line
with decomposition-based proposals (e.g., Jakob-

Table 2
Proposed sub-features in Arabic case system

at’-t‘aalib-i/*-u/*-a

Case Syncretism in Arabic Genitive Constructions:
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reflect the syntactic distinction of the genitive case:
genitive case in the Construct State is licensed by D,
whereas genitive case in Prepositional Phrases is li-
censed by p. To put it simply, a single morphological
exponent -i(n) is used for two distinct morphosyntac-
tic functions: a possessive function in the Construct
State as well as a function related to prepositional
phrase constructions. I will refer to these case func-
tions as the Possessive genitive (13a) and the Prepo-
sitional genitive (13b), respectively.

the-student-gen/*nom/*acc

al-madrasat-i/*-u/*-a

the-school-gen/nom/acc

son 1936, Bierwisch 1967, Wiese 2004, Alexiadou
& Miiller 2008), which argue that traditional case
categories like nominative, accusative and genitive
should not be viewed as atomic but rather as bundles
of features, I decompose the morphosyntactic case
features in Arabic into smaller binary sub-features:
[Subj(ect):+], [Gov(erned):], and [Obl(ique):+].
These sub-feature bundles are syntactically motivat-
ed. Firstly, the [+Subject] cases such as nominative
and genitive are commonly associated with argu-
ments that are merged last with a predicate (includ-
ing NP-internally with the genitive). Secondly, the
[+Gov] case accusative is the typical case for objects
of a verb. Lastly, the feature [+Obl] serves to unify
possessive genitive and prepositional genitive (such
as locative, Goal, Source, etc). Simultaneously, it
distinguishes between nominative and accusative on
one hand and possessive and prepositional genitives
on the other hand, as the former encode the argument
of a verb. Therefore, the decomposition of the pro-
posed sub-features in Arabic case system can be il-
lustrated as in Table 2 below.

Case Subject Governed Oblique
Nom + - -

Acc - + -

Gen + - +

Focusing on the feature bundles of the genitive
case, the table reveals that the nominative and genitive
cases share the positive value of [Subject:+] feature
but differ in terms of the [Oblique:+]] feature. Sim-
ilarly, the genitive and accusative cases do not share
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any feature, rather they vary in all features [Subject:
+], [Governed: ], and [Oblique: +£]. It is worth noting
that the genitive case stands out from the nominative
and accusative cases by having the positive value of
the distinctive feature [Oblique:+]. Furthermore, the
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genitive case in SA can be further categorized, based

Table 3
Proposed genitive case functions in SA

on its case functions, as illustrated in Table 3 below.

Genitive Case Functions Subject Governed Oblique
Possessive + - +
z
17} o . .
s 2 Attribution o - &
=]
2 g
= 3
Partitive + - +
—_ Source - - +
<
g
g o
=
= >
z -z Goal - - +
a2 =g
£ & |
Locative - - +

Once again, the binary case features of all pos-
sessive genitives [Subject:+], [Governed:-], and
[Oblique:+] are identical. Similarly, the case feature
bundles of prepositional genitives [Subject: -], [Gov-
erned:-], and [Oblique:+] are also identical. Howev-
er, it is crucial to note that all functions of both geni-
tives (possessive genitive and prepositional genitive)
share the same value of the two features [Oblique:+]
and Governed:-].

This similarity in features may allow for the
possibility of possessive genitive case overlapping or
syncretizing with prepositional genitive case I pro-
pose that genitive case syncretism can be explained
through two processes (underspecification and im-
poverishment) which are pivotal post-syntactic mor-
phological operations employed in Distributed Mor-
phology (DM). First, genitive case syncretism occurs
because the distinct case functions are underspecified
for the feature [SUBJ: +]. This allows for the reali-
zation of an identical feature in both possessive and
prepositional contexts, resulting in overlapping. For
syncretic case functions to occur, they must share at
least one common feature. Based on this assump-
tion, possessive genitive and prepositional genitive
share two specified features, namely [Oblique:+]
and [Governed: -]. As a result, these features will be
inserted in both contexts. The following Vocabulary
Items are proposed to account for genitive case syn-
cretism in SA.

14) VIs for genitive case syncretism
Poss-Gen: /-i(n)/ <= [Subj: + Gov: - Obl:+]
Prep-Gen: /-i(n)/ <> [Subj: £ Gov: - Obl:+]

The two contexts of the genitive case (posses-
sive genitive and prepositional genitive) share all the
sub-features, except for [Subject:+] which remains

unspecified in the latter. In other words, the Vocabu-
lary Items (VIs) involved in this process only pertain
to a subset of the features [Gov:- Obl:+] found in the
syntactic nodes where they are applied. The vocab-
ulary items, which can be on a par with Matthew’s
(1972) exponence rules, incorporate two overarching
principles of interaction in their application of the
Subset Principle: Rule Apply and Elsewhere Condi-
tion, as previously mentioned in the paper. In the ap-
plication of the possessive genitive context, the rule
of exponence for the case marker -i(n) applies when
all the features [Subj: + Gov: - Obl: +] are specified.
However, in the prepositional genitive context, the
Elsewhere Condition applies when the most highly
specified rule [Gov: - Obl: +] deviates or serves as an
exception from [Subj: +] cases, specifically the pos-
sessive genitive. This implies that the phonological
expressions do not need to be fully specified for the
syntactic positions in order to prevent the derivation
from crashing after Spell-Out, which could occur
due to unspecified values of case features. This idea
also aligns with Chomsky’s (1995) Full Interpreta-
tion (FI) principle, which states that ‘every element
must receive an interpretation, and there should be
no superfluous (uninterpretable) symbols at the in-
terfaces.’

Second, genitive case syncretism can be derived
by impoverishment rules which target specific com-
ponents of morphemes prior to Spell out. These rules
operate on syntactic feature bundles at PF and remove
a specific feature from the bundle prior to vocabulary
insertion, consequently impacting morphological ex-
ponence. However, both syntax and semantic interpre-
tation operate on feature representations that are com-
plete and unimpoverished. The impoverishment rule
(15) is, therefore, proposed to explain morphological
syncretism of genitive case in SA.
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15) Proposed impoverishment rule: [+ Subject] —
¢/ [ +Oblique, -Governed]

This impoverishment rule targets the underspec-
ified feature [Subject], which is responsible for dis-
tinguishing possessive genitive from prepositional
genitive, and deletes it (i.e., assigns it a zero value,
¢). This deletion process results in the identical pho-
nological realization of both cases, causing two dis-
tinct instances of the genitive case to bear the same
morphological exponent -i(n). The proposed expla-
nation implies that the genitive case in question has
two distinct syntactic and semantic case functions:
possessive genitive and prepositional genitive. How-
ever, these functions are not differentiated by specific
features or markers. It is the impoverishment rule that
is applied to delete the feature [+ Subject] responsi-
ble for distinguishing between the two functions. As
a consequence, both functions are expressed with the
same morphological exponent, -i(n). Consequently,
the distinction between possessive genitive and prep-
ositional genitive is lost, resulting in their identical
phonological forms.

Genitive case syncretism in favor of Adjacen-
cy-based Case Hierarchy Principles

I argue further that the syncretism between the
possessive genitive case and the prepositional gen-
itive case in Standard Arabic (SA) can also be ex-
plained as a consequence of the adjacency principles
or constraints within the hierarchy of case sequenc-
es. Arkadiev (2009) proposes Case Hierarchy Con-
straint on Syncretism (CHC) as stated in (16).

16) Only those patterns of case syncretism are typo-
logically frequent, systematic and diachronical-
ly stable ‘natural’, in which the cases syncre-
tized are adjacent on the Case Hierarchy.

This constraint is basically deduced from Baker’s
(2001) Case Hierarchy that case systems in differ-
ent languages tend to be built in a specific sequence
where only adjacent cases exhibit non-accidental
syncretism as depicted in (17).

17) NOM > ACC / ERG > GEN > DAT > LOC >
ABL /INS > COM > others

This case hierarchy suggests that if a language
includes a specific case in the hierarchy, it usually
includes cases from each position to the left of that
case. Furthermore, Baerman et al. (2002) further
characterize three types of non-accidental syncre-
tism: core-core case syncretism, core-peripheral case
syncretism, and peripheral-peripheral case syncre-
tism, which are attested across languages, especially
in the syncretism of core cases. Based on the pro-
posed Case Hierarchy (constraints), Arabic case sys-
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tem distinguishes between two types of cases: core
cases (nominative and accusative) and a peripheral
case (genitive), as shown in (18).

18) NOM >ACC > GEN

I assume that there are various abstract case
functions such as possessive, locative, source, goal,
etc., which are marked with the same case marking,
namely the genitive case marker -i(n). In other lan-
guages, these functions may be morphologically re-
alized with distinct markers, as shown in (19).

19) GEN>LOC >ABL/INS > COM > others

The possessive genitive case is adjacent to all prep-
ositional-related abstract cases, such as LOC, ABL,
INS, etc. Therefore, in Standard Arabic (SA), the
observed syncretism between the possessive genitive
and prepositional genitive cases can be characterized
as a non-accidental syncretism of the peripheral-pe-
ripheral case type, where the possessive genitive and
prepositional genitive are adjacent. This syncretism
occurs in the direction of the prepositional geni-
tive. Unlike the nominative or accusative cases, the
genitive case shares a common feature, specifically
[Oblique: +], with prepositional-related abstract cas-
es, such as locative, ablative, illative, allative, instru-
mental, and so on. This supports the idea of Adjacen-
cy-related constraints on the case hierarchy.

Concluding remarks

The paper has investigated the syntactic and se-
mantic characteristics of the genitive case in Standard
Arabic (SA), with a primary focus on its occurrence
in Construct State (CS) and Prepositional Phrase
(PP) constructions. It offers a principled explanation
for the interface issue that arises from the lack of one-
to-one relationship between syntax and morphology.
This mismatch results in a case syncretism in Arabic
genitive constructions, where morphological expo-
nence fails to reflect the syntactic distinction, i.e., two
distinct genitive case licensers: D and P. Following
the essence of Distributed Morphology approach, the
paper presents an account in which Adjacency Prin-
ciple in the case hierarchy and the Subset Principle of
Vocabulary Insertion are viewed as the driving fac-
tors behind this syncretism in the post-syntactic mor-
phological component. Since the nominative or accu-
sative cases do not have the same case function value
[£OBL] as the prepositional cases, the only available
option during the Vocabulary Insertion stage is the
genitive case marker -i(n). Moreover, the proposed
account extends its applicability beyond the syncre-
tism of morphological cases observed in languages
to encompass case functions and abstract cases. It
enhances our understanding of how the genitive case
semantically functions in this specific context.
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