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المستخلص
كمــا اللهجــات العربيــة الأخــرى، تســمح اللغــة العربيــة الفصحــى ولهجــة حائــل العربيــة بأن يســبق الفاعــل كلًاً مــن الفعــل والمفعــول بــه، مكــوّّناًً بذلــك 
العبــارة ذات الترتيــب )فاعل-فعل-مفعــول بــه(، كمــا تســمح أيضــاًً بأن يأتي الفاعــل بين الفعــل والمفعــول بــه، مكــوّّناًً بذلــك العبــارة ذات الترتيــب 
)فعل-فاعل-مفعول به(. لهذه المقالة هدفين رئيسين. أولًاً: تسعى هذه الورقة العلمية إلى مراجعة الدراسات الحالية التي تُنُاقش موقع الفاعل باللغة 
العربية الفصحى وتفسيراته الدلالية بالعبارتين ذات الترتيب )فاعل-فعل-مفعول به( و )فعل-فاعل-مفعول به(. ثانياًً: تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى 
تقــديم تحليــل جديــد لموقــع الفاعــل وتفسيراتــه الدلاليــة بلهجــة حائــل وذلــك اســتناداًً إلى برنامــج الحــد الأدنى )تشومســكي 1995( و فرضيــة انقســام 

عـدة مـعـاني دلالـيـة والتي ترتـبـط بمواـقـع مختلـفـة.      لـه ـ تـشير البـيـانات في لهـجـة حاـئـل أن الفاـعـل ـ العبــارة التكميليــة )ريتــزي 1997(. ـ

الكلمات المفتاحية: اللغة العربية الفصحى، لهجة حائل العربية، الفاعل-المبتدأ، برنامج الحد الأدنى.

Abstract

Like other Arabic varieties, Standard Arabic (SA) and Hail Arabic (HA) permit the subject to occur 
before the verb and object, yielding a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order, or intervening between the 
verb and object, producing a Verb-Subject-Object (VSO) order. This article has two primary objec-
tives. First, it seeks to review existing accounts regarding the position and interpretations of subject in 
SVO and VSO structures in SA. Second, it aims to offer a novel analysis of the position and interpre-
tations of subject in HA, drawing on Chomsky’s (1995) Minimalist Program (MP) and Rizzi’s (1997) 
split CP hypothesis. Data from HA indicate that subjects exhibit a range of pragmatic interpretations, 
corresponding to different syntactic positions. 
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         Introduction:

     Since the introduction of Chomsky’s Princi-
ples and Parameters (P&P; Chomsky, 1981, 1986, 
1991), subject analysis has received a great deal of 
attention. In Standard Arabic (SA), for instance, sub-
ject-verb alternation and agreement asymmetries are 
a central issue that has attracted much attention over 
the last few decades (cf. Fassi Fehri, 1993, 2012; 
Ouhalla, 1994, 1997; Benmamoun, 1992, 2000; 
Mohammad, 1990, 2000; Aoun et al., 1994; Soltan, 

2007; Aoun et al., 2010; Fakih, 2016; Alshammari, 
2023, among many others). SA has two common 
word orders: Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order and 
Verb-Subject-Object (VSO) order. Consequently, 
the subject can appear in a preverbal position, pro-
ducing an SVO order (1a), or in a postverbal posi-
tion, resulting in a VSO order (1b), see (1a-b).  

      (Note that glossing and transliteration in this 
paper were unified. The transliteration follows the 
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) system).

    Intended meaning: ‘The boys read the lesson.’            
(Soltan, 2007, p. 34-35)

      It should be noted that the preverbal subject 
position in SA is sensitive to the type of the 

subject. In other words, only definite subjects 
are allowed to occur preverbally (1a). When 
indefinite subjects linearly appear before the 
verb, this yields an unacceptable sentence as 
(2) shows.  

      SA, however, does not impose such a re-
striction on subjects that appear postverbally, 

i.e., both definite (1b) and indefinite subjects 
may follow the verb, see (3).

       In addition to overt preverbal subjects (cf. 
(1a)) and postverbal subjects (cf. (1b)), SA al-
lows for null, non-overt subjects. Consider the 

following sentences with overt subjects (see set 
a, examples 4 and 5) alongside their counterparts 
with null subjects (see set b, examples 4 and 5).

     Intended meaning: ‘They (the girls) read 
the lesson.’

     SA has rich morphology paradigms. As 
such, the identity of the subject can easily be 
recovered from the morphemes suffixed to the 
verb. In other words, the phi features of the 
subject which reveal its identity can surface 
on the verb. For example, in (4b), the suffix 

-uu (bolded) bears plural masculine features, 
whereas the suffix -na (bolded) in (5b) bears 
plural feminine features. The subject-verb al-
ternation, together with the fact that SA is a 
null subject language, raises two crucial ques-
tions outlined below. 

        (6)	a. Are preverbal DPs genuine subjects 
occupying Spec, TP? Or are they left-peripher-
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al constituents 	 occupying a position in the 
CP domain?

     b. Are postverbal DPs genuine subjects locat-
ed in Spec, VP? Or are they located in Spec, 	
TP, while the verb is in the CP domain? 

     In fact, the studies on the position of subjects 
in Arabic have occupied a large body of research 
over the last few decades, and continue to be an 
intriguing topic at present. Researchers have de-
voted considerable attention accounting for the 
subject-verb alternation attested in SA and other 
varieties of Arabic. In VSO order, for instance, 
where the subject occurs after the verb, there is 
almost a general consensus among researchers 
that a postverbal subject is a genuine subject, 
occupying Spec, VP (Benmamoun, 2000; Fas-
si Fehri, 1993; Al-Shorafat, 2012). By contrast, 
there is a lack of consensus regarding the nature 
of the preverbal subject. Basically, there are two 
views in the literature: the first view considers 
a preverbal determiner phrase DP to be a topic, 
rather than a real subject (cf. Al-Balushi, 2011, 
2012; Al-Horais 2009; Bakir 1980; Plunkett 
1993; Akkal 1996; Aoun et al., 2010; Soltan, 
2007), whereas the second view believes that a 
preverbal DP should be analyzed as a real subject 
(cf. Benmamoun, 2000; Koopman & Sportiche, 
1991; Mohammad, 1990, 2000; Ouhalla, 1994). 
Despite disagreements on the interpretation of 
the preverbal subject, both views agree that the 
preverbal DP in SVO order is located in Spec, TP. 

      In this paper, I will argue against the notion 
that only definite subjects can occur in a prever-
bal subject position. Data from HA show that 
both definite and indefinite subjects can occupy 
the preverbal position, see (7a) and (7b), respec-
tively. (Note that there is a pause that occurs after 
the preverbal definite subject in (7a). This pause 
is orthographically represented by a comma) 

  (7) a. ʔatˁ-tˁullaab,   rəsim-u           ʔal-luħah

         the-students      draw.PST-PL.M  the-painting

	 ‘The students drew the painting.’

       b. tˁullaab 	 rəsim-u	               ʔal-luħah

           students       draw.PST-PL.M	 the-painting

           ‘Students drew the painting.’

      In spite of the fact that (7a) and (7b) appear 
structurally the same, the interpretation of the 
subjects is different. Data from HA reveal that 
subjects have a mix of interpretations. More 
specifically, (7a) shows that definite subjects 
(italicized) have an Aʹ interpretation, more pre-
cisely topic reading, whereas indefinite subjects 
in (7b) have a neutral interpretation (see sub-
section 3.2 for empirical evidences that support 
this view). In addition to the topic and neutral 
readings, definite and indefinite subjects may 
express a contrastive focus reading (bolded) as 
shown in (8a-b). 

      Like other Arabic varieties, HA is a null 
subject language, permitting the omission of the 
subject. This is illustrated in (9a) and (10a), in 

which the subjects are overtly expressed, and 
their corresponding null subject counterparts in 
(9b) and (10b).

     In light of the preceding discussion of HA, I 
will propose the following claims:

     (11)	 i. Indefinite DPs are genuine subjects 
situated in the TP domain, more precisely in  
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Spec, 	 SubjP (see section three), whereas defi-
nite DPs are instances of topic phrase located in 
the CP 	 domain, more precisely in Spec, TopP.

      ii. Both definite and indefinite DPs that ap-
pear to the left of ʔalli ‘that’ function as 	
contrastive focus phrases, thus they are locat-
ed in the CP domain, more precisely in Spec, 
FocP.	 

     The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. 
Section two provides a review of prior analyses 
on the positions and properties of the subject 
in SVO and VSO orders in SA. Section three 
is dedicated to HA and is divided into three 
subsections: The first subsection gives a brief 
overview of HA, while the second and the third 
subsections examine the properties and syntac-
tic positions of the subject in SVO and VSO 
orders, respectively. Section four concludes 
the paper.

     2. SA: Subject position in SVO and VSO 
orders
        2.1 Subject position in SVO order
        As noted in section one, the position and na-
ture of the preverbal subject remain a debatable 
topic in the literature. Two competing analyses 
have been put forward regarding the preverbal 
subject. The first view posits that the preverbal 
subject should be analyzed as a genuine subject, 
base-generated in Spec, VP, and subsequently 
raised to Spec, TP to satisfy the Extended Projec-
tion Principle (EPP) property of T (see the solid 
line that shows subject movement in (13)). The 
verb is assumed to move from V to T to check 
the tense feature (see the dotted line in (13)) (c.f., 
e.g., Benmamoun, 2000; Koopman & Sportiche, 
1991; Mohammad, 1990, 2000; Ouhalla, 1994). 
Under this view, (1a), repeated below as (12) 
for convenience, will have the derivation shown 
along the lines in (13). 

      On the other hand, the proponents of the second 
view believe that the preverbal DP encodes dis-
course-related information (i.e., topic interpreta-
tion). As such, it is assumed that the preverbal DP 
is not a genuine subject but should be analyzed as 
a topic, base-generated in Spec, TP. Furthermore, 

it is assumed that there is a null pro in Spec, VP 
that is bound by a topic phrase in Spec, TP (cf. Al-
Balushi, 2011, 2012; Al-Horais 2009; Bakir 1980; 
Plunkett 1993; Akkal 1996; Aoun et al., 2010; Sol-
tan, 2007). Under this premise, (12) will have the 
derivation shown in (14).
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      2.2 Subject in VSO order

      Unlike the preverbal DP, whose interpreta-
tion is still debated, contemporary linguists agree 
that the postverbal DP in VSO order is a genuine 
subject. However, there are two views regarding 
the position of the DP appearing after the verb. 
For one proposal, VSO order results from verb 
movement to T, leaving the subject in its base 
(canonical) position (i.e., Spec, VP) (cf. Ben-

mamoun, 2000; Fassi Fehri, 1993; Al-Shorafat, 
2012). Based on this proposal, (1b), repeated in 
(15), will have the derivation given in (16).  

  (15) garaʔa               ʔal-ʔawlaad-u       ʔad-dars-a

         read.PST.SG.M  the-boys-NOM	   the-lesson-
ACC

      Intended meaning: ‘The boys read the lesson.

      The second type of analysis assumes that the 
verb is located in the CP range (i.e., above TP), 
while the subject is located in Spec, TP (cf. Aoun 
et al., 1994; Aoun et al., 2010; Alshammari, 
2023; Ouhalla, 1994). To elaborate, Aoun et al. 
(2010) assume that VSO results from two overt 
movements: the subject moves from Spec, VP to 
Spec, TP, and the verb moves cyclically from V 
to T, then from T to X, the head of XP, a higher 
projection in the CP domain. Although Aoun et 
al’s analysis correctly captures the facts in VSO 

order, it has been refuted by several authors be-
cause it lacks a sloid theoretical basis. In other 
words, from a minimalist standpoint, head move-
ment must be explicitly justified (cf. Chomsky, 
1995). Under Aoun et al’s analysis, however, it 
is unclear what triggers verb movement into the 
X head in the CP domain. Recently, Alshammari 
(2023) provides a new insight into the verb move-
ment into the CP domain. He builds his proposal 
on the fact that Arabic distinguishes two types 
of sentences: i. ʔal-dʒummlah ʔal-ʔismyah ‘the 



السنة الثامنة، العدد 25، المجلد الأول، مارس 2025  4041
                                          السنة الثامنة، العدد 25، المجلد الأول، مارس 2025 

Dr. Ahmad Radi Alsham-

nominal sentence’ (i.e., a sentence that begins 
with a noun), and ii. ʔal-dʒummlah ʔal-fiʕliyah 
‘the verbal sentence’ (i.e., a sentence that begins 

with a verb). The two types of sentences are giv-
en in (1a) and (1b), repeated in (17a) and (17b) 
for convenience.’

      Based on this distinction, Alshammari assumes 
that there must be a functional phrase (FP) situat-
ed above TP but below CP that types a sentence 
as verbal or nominal. Follows from this, he ar-

gues that, in verb-initial clauses (cf. (15b)), the F 
head is endowed with a strong verbal feature (+V) 
which forces the verb to move from T into F in the 
manner shown in (18) below (see the dotted lines).

      Looking at (18), VSO order is achieved by 
moving the verb from V to F via T to check the 
verbal feature on F, and moving the subject from 
Spec, VP into Spec, TP to check the EPP feature 
on T.  

       Following the discussion of subject derivation 
in SVO and VSO orders in SA, the focus will now 
shift to HA. The subsequent section will explore 
how the subject is derived in SVO and VSO orders 
in HA.

        3. Hail Arabic (HA)

        3.1 HA: an overview

       Hail Arabic (HA) is a subdialect of Najdi 
Arabic spoken in Hail city, northern part of Saudi 
Arabia (Alshamari, 2017; Jarrah & Zibin, 2016; 
Alshammari 2022, 2024). All dialects belonging 
to the Najdi group share the same morphological 
and lexical features with slight phonological dif-
ferences. According to Alshammari (2022), HA is 
spoken by around 600.000 people. Similar to oth-

er Arabic varieties, HA has a rich morphological 
system. There are a number of affixes such as in-
flectional markers for gender, person and number 
and clitics suffixed to the nouns and prepositions. 
Like SA, HA exhibits two common word order 
permutations: SVO and VSO. The predominant 
(unmarked) word order in HA, contrary to SA, is 
an SVO word order. Under certain pragmatic con-
ditions, other word orders are also permissible. 

     In the following section, we will explore the 
distribution and properties of the subject in HA.

      3.2 HA: Subject position in SVO

       As noted in section one, unlike SA, HA permits 
both definite and indefinite DPs to occur before 
the verb without any restrictions, see (7a) and (7b), 
repeated in (19a) and (19b).

   (19)a. ʔa tˁ- tˁullaab,        rəsim-u       ʔal-luħah

       the-students      draw.PST-PL.M   the-painting

      ‘The students drew the painting.’
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    b. tˁullaab        rəsim-u                    ʔal-luħah
       students        draw.PST-PL.M	 the-painting
      ‘Students drew the painting.’

       In spite of the fact that (19a) and (19b) look 
linearly the same in that both definite and definite 
DPs occur in a preverbal position, their interpre-
tations differ. To elaborate, from a discourse per-
spective, only topicalized DPs can express old 

information (i.e., information which has already 
been mentioned in the discourse and hence is 
familiar to the hearer). In this connection, let us 
contextualize indefinite and definite DPs to see the 
semantic/pragmatic interpretation associated with 
each, see the contrast between (20) and (21). 

     (20) (Context: a father and his son are talking 
about an assignment (drawing a painting) given by 
a teacher to the students)

      Typically, topic phrases express discourse-ac-
cessible information (i.e., information that is 
known to the hearer) and must be definite (cf. 
Rizzi 1997; Aoun et al., 2010). Follows from this 
and based on the contrast between (20) and (21), it 
can be postulated that only definite preverbal sub-

jects function as Aʹ constituents whose appearance 
is governed by discourse notions such as topic. 
On this view, it can be concluded that preverbal 
definite DPs are topic phrases. Further evidence in 
support of the same conclusion comes from con-
trasts such as the following.

     The contrast in (22) provides compelling evi-
dence that only definite preverbal DPs should be 
treated as topics. In other words, (22a) reveals that 
the definite preverbal DP is compatible with the 
topic marker binnisbah-l ‘as for’ (see Alshamari 
2017 for discussion on topic particles in HA).  On 
the other hand, when indefinite preverbal DPs 
appear with the discourse marker binnisbah-l ‘as 
for’, the respective sentence becomes incorrect as 
shown in (22b) above. The fact that the prever-
bal indefinite subject tˁullaab ‘students’ does not 
co-occur with the topic marker binnisbah-l ‘as for’ 
points to a crucial conclusion: indefinite DPs are 
discourse-independent–i.e., they are pragmatically 
neutral. Having delineated the semantic/pragmatic 

differences between definite and indefinite prever-
bal DPs, it is now important to identify the syn-
tactic position of these phrases. At this juncture, 
a critical question arises regarding the position of 
the preverbal DPs in HA: Do they occupy the spec-
ifier of TP, analogous to the preverbal DPs in SA 
(see section two), or are they located elsewhere? I 
propose that both definite and indefinite preverbal 
DPs occupy a position above TP. My hypothesis is 
based on the fact that HA, similar to other varieties 
of Arabic but unlike English, can omit the subject 
without affecting the grammaticality and meaning 
of the sentence. Let us consider the difference be-
tween HA and English as shown in (23) and (24), 
respectively.
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      In languages like English, it is standardly 
assumed that preverbal subjects occupy the 
specifier position of TP. In light of this, subject 
omission is strictly disallowed as evidenced by 
the ungrammaticality in (24b). If preverbal DPs 
in HA occupy the specifier of TP as standardly 
assumed in English, we would predict (23c) to be 
unacceptable, similar to its English counterpart 

in (24b), a prediction that is not true. Given this, 
it can be assumed that there is a null pro that fills 
Spec, TP and hence the overt preverbal DPs are 
located above TP. Under this account, the possi-
bility of subject omission in HA (23c) is predict-
ed, because overt DPs are simply not in Spec, TP. 
Now, let us see how (23c) is derived, consider 
(25).

     (25) shows that the verb moves from V to T 
to check the tense and phi features. In turn, the 
null pro moves from its base position, Spec, VP 
into the specifier position of TP to satisfy the EPP 
feature on T.

     Now, let us see the derivation of (21a). As-

suming that Spec, TP is filled by a pro and based 
on the fact definite preverbal DPs are Aʹ constitu-
ents, more precisely topics, it is plausible to posit 
that the definite DP ʔa tˁ-tˁullaab ‘the students’ is 
base-generated in Spec, TopP, in line with Rizzi’s 
split CP hypothesis. The derivation of (23a) is 
sketched in (26). 

     On the other hand, the position of the indef-
inite preverbal DP in (23b) remains challenging 
for two reasons. First, it is not plausible to place 
it in Spec, TP, given that this position is occu-
pied by a pro. Second, it is also not plausible to 
assume that it is located in the CP domain, given 
that this domain only hosts Aʹ constituents (i.e., 

topic and focus phrases). To resolve this mys-
tery, I assume that the TP domain is split into 
two projections: Spec, TP which hosts a pro, 
and Spec, SubjP which hosts the indefinite DP 
(the genuine subject). Based on this assumption, 
(23b) will have the derivation shown along the 
lines in (27).
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     Furthermore, it is shown (see section one) 
that both definite and indefinite preverbal DPs 

can be contrastively focused (bolded), see (8a-
b), reproduced below as (28a-b).

     It is worth noting that preverbal DPs appearing 
to the left of the complementizer ʔalli are associ-
ated with a tonal stress, a crucial characteristic 
of focus phrases (cf., Gad, 2011; Fakih, 2014). I 
follow Gad (2011) and assume that ʔalli ‘that’ is 
a focus particle and the DPs preceding it are con-
trastive focus phrases occupy Spec, FocP. 

     Having examined the positions and proper-

ties of preverbal DPs in SVO, let us move now 
to the next section which will discuss the posi-
tion of postverbal DPs in VSO order.

      3.3 HA: Subject position in VSO

      Like SA, HA permits definite and indef-
inite DPs to occur postverbally as shown in 
(29a-b).

    Intended meaning: ‘Students drew the paint-
ing.’

     The linear order in (29) suggests two possi-
bilities to derive the VSO order; it is either the 
verb moves to T, leaving the subject in Spec, VP; 
or the verb raises to a position higher than TP. In 
fact, the first suggestion is invalid because post-
verbal subjects can be omitted without affecting 
the meaning and structure of the sentence as (28) 
shows.

    (30) rəsim-u      	 ʔal-luħah   

      draw.PST-PL.M	 the-painting

      Intended meaning: ‘They drew the painting.’

     If the first suggestion is correct, (30) would 
be predicted to be unacceptable, contrary to fact.

     Let us now see the validity of the second 
proposal which suggests that VSO results from 
verb movement to a position higher than TP. 
The question to be addressed here is what mo-
tivates the verb to move to that position (i.e., 
above TP). In this connection, Alshammari 
(2023) shows that SA distinguishes two types of 
sentences: a nominal sentence which starts with 
a noun and a verbal sentence which starts with 
a verb. Based on this distinction, he assumes 
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that there is a functional phrase (FP) in the CP 
zone above TP that marks a sentence as nomi-
nal or verbal. He further assumes that in VSO 
order, the F head is endowed with a strong 
verbal feature (+V) which attracts the verb 
to move into it. I follow Alshammari (2023) 
and assume that VSO order in HA results 

from movement of the verb to the F head (F 
is above Spec, SubjP and Spec, TopP) through 
T to check the strong verbal feature there. The 
postverbal DPs are left in their base-generat-
ed positions; indefinite DPs are left in Spec, 
SubjP (31a), and definite DPs are left in Spec, 
TopP (31b).     

        4. Conclusion

      This article explored the distributions and 
properties of subjects in SA and HA, with a par-
ticular focus on the two common word order 
configurations: SVO and VSO. Specifically, it 
examined the semantic interpretations and syn-
tactic positions of DPs that appear preverbally, 
preceding the verb and object, as well as those 
that occur postverbally, positioned between the 
verb and object. First, the paper reviewed existing 
scholarly perspectives on the position and inter-
pretations of preverbal DPs in SA. It highlighted 
two contrasting interpretations: one assumes that 
preverbal DPs are genuine subjects, while the 
other asserts that these DPs are not subjects per 
se, but rather should be analyzed as topics. De-
spite disagreements, both perspectives converge 
on the view that preverbal DPs occupy Spec, TP. 
Second, it is shown that there is broad consen-
sus among linguists that DPs appearing in VSO 
constructions are genuine subjects, typically oc-
cupying Spec, VP, or Spec, TP. The study also 
examined the properties and syntactic positions 
of subjects in HA. It revealed that, irrespective 
of word order, DPs display a range of different 

interpretations, each linked to specific syntactic 
positions. Specifically, indefinite DPs are gen-
uine subjects, positioned in Spec, SubjP, while 
definite DPs function as topics and are thus lo-
cated in Spec, TopP. It further assumed that both 
definite and indefinite DPs preceding ʔalli ‘that’ 
are instances of focus phrases and are therefore 
located in Spec, FocP. Overall, the current study 
adds to the ongoing debate over subject position 
in Arabic. Its novelty lies in providing empirical 
evidence that, contrary to the previous studies, 
subjects position is determined by their interpre-
tation, which is influenced by whether subjects 
are definite or indefinite. 
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