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GENITIVE MARKERS IN OMANI ARABIC
SIMONE BETTEGA

University of Turin

Abstract. This paper investigates the role of the particles mal, hal, hagg and haqq in the Arabic dialects of
Oman. These particles have often been described as markers of possession in Omani Arabic: however, the data
presented in this article seem to indicate that these elements are employed to express a wide variety of NP-
internal specifications that go well beyond the realm of linguistic possession, and that they can also be used
predicatively outside the boundaries of a NP. zal and hagg, in particular, should probably not be described as
genitive markers at all. The syntactic and pragmatic contexts in which the aforementioned markers can be used
will be discussed, along with the range of meanings and semantic categories they can express.

Keywords: Possession, Genitive, Oman, Arabic dialectology.

1.Introduction

In the course of this paper, | will analyze the use that speakers of Omani Arabic (OA) make
of certain lexical elements mostly connected to the expression of possession. It is important
to keep in mind that OA is not a homogeneous linguistic entity, but rather, it constitutes a
bundle of (more or less tightly) interrelated dialects. All these varieties, at any rate, are at
present gravely under-researched. Due to space constraints it is not possible to offer here a
comprehensive survey of the existing studies on OA. The reader is therefore referred to
Holes (1989 and 2008) and Davey (2016) for an overview. The present article, in particular,
is mostly concerned with the Arabic dialects spoken in the northern half of the Sultanate
(though references to the southern varieties of Dhofar will be included as well, and
integrated with the materials presented in Davey 2012 and 2016).

The article is structured as follows: in § 2 | will circumscribe the scope of my
research by providing a standard definition of linguistic possession. In § 3 | will offer an
overview of the existing literature on the topic of genitive markers in Arabic dialects,
focusing in particular on studies dealing with genitive markers in peninsular varieties. Finally,
in 8 4 I will discuss the results of the analysis that | have carried out on my corpus of data.

2. What is possession?

For the present discussion | will adopt a standard definition of linguistic possession, as
formulated by Basic Linguistic Theory. Dixon (2010: 262) defines possession as a loose
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term «used to cover a wide range of relationships». Table 1% illustrates the main types of
relationships that can be expressed through a possessive construction within a noun phrase
across the world’s languages (the first three elements of the list being the most common
cross-linguistically). As can be seen, most of these relationships are quite dissimilar in nature:

Types of possessive relationships

1) Ownership or temporary possession (John'’s car)

2) Whole-part relationship (The door of the car)

3) Kinship relationship (affinal or consanguineal, as in John’s wife or John's mother)
4) An attribute of a person, animal or thing (John's temper)

5) A statement of orientation or location (The inside of the car)

6) Association (John's dentist)

In many languages that make use of specific elements to mark possession, these same
markers may be employed to signal other kinds of specification such as
quantity/collectivity (two cups of tea, a bunch of bananas) or material (a house of straw,
the crown of gold). Although these structures may, at surface level, resemble the ones
described above, they are to be kept distinct, since they fall outside the boundaries of
“possession”, even in its widest interpretation. This is demonstrated by the fact that they
cannot be rephrased using a predicative (that is, non NP-internal) possessive construction
(for instance, while it is possible to rephrase John'’s car in John has a car?, this cannot be
done in the case of a cup of tea). Markers of possessive constructions can sometimes also
signal the function of a noun phrase within a clause: for instance, many languages employ
the same form for genitive (which marks possessive function within an NP) and dative case
(which marks function within a clause)®. As we will see, all of the above holds true for
several varieties of Arabic, including OA: this is probably the reason that lead to some
inconsistencies in the descriptions of possessive relationships in the existing works on the
subject, which will be examined in the following paragraphs.

3. Genitive Markers in the Arabic dialects of Arabia

In most varieties of spoken Arabic there are normally two ways of expressing an NP-
internal possessive relationship: via a synthetic genitive (SG) structure (called ?idafa in
Arabic, but often referred to as construct in the western literature) or by means of a
periphrasis. While in the case of the ?idafa the possessed and possessor (henceforth PD and
PR) are simply juxtaposed, the analytic structure (AG) requires an explicit marker* (glossed

1 Adapted from Dixon (2010: 262-5), as all the examples presented in this paragraph.

2 Obviously, the syntactic function of the constituents changes. NP-internal possessive constructions

presuppose a relationship, predicative possessive constructions are used to establish one.

This happens because «something that is “for X (dative) is likely soon to be “X’s’ (genitive)» (Dixon 2010: 291).

4 Genitive markers received different labelling from different authors: Belnap (1991) refers to them as possessive
adjectives, Ingham (1994) as possessive particles, Davey (2016) as genitive linkers, Eksell-Harning (1980) and
Brustad (2000) as genitive exponents. | follow Holes (2008) in calling them genitive markers.
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as GEN in the course of this work) to be inserted between PD and PR. Consider for instance
examples (1) and (2), as opposed to (3) and (4):

(1)  disdast-uh
disdasa=PRON.3S.M

—v 9

‘His disdasa’ (typical Omani dress)

2) sot al-welat
sound  ART=wheel-PL.F
‘The sound of the wheels’

(3) oal-gamal mal-uh
ART=camel GEN=PRON.3S.M
‘His camel’

4) oal-magha mal  bur{t
ART=café GEN burSi
‘Bur{z’s café’

Eksell (2009: 35) writes that the SG is still productive in most dialects, and that the
choice that speakers operate between the two alternative constructions (SG or AG) «is a
complex process operative on several levels of speech, with multiple set of factors
involved» (see also Brustad 2000: 74).

The most extensive study of AGs in Arabic dialects existing to date is probably that
of Eksell-Harning. About the geographical area that concerns us here, she writes that «in
the Eastern half of the Peninsula, including the Persian Gulf, Oman and Dhofar, the use of
the AG seems to be more restricted and it is doubtful whether the AG occurs regularly
except at isolated locations. There is also a variety of exponents» (Eksell-Harning, 1980:
69). As we will see, our data appear to confirm both statements.

As far as studies dealing specifically with southern and eastern Arabia are concerned,
Reinhardt (1894: 79) reports the use of boht mal and hal in OA. Holes (1990: 96, 170-1)
notes the two particles zagg and mal for the dialect of the northern Gulf coast plus %al for
OA?®. Johnstone (1967: 69, 90-1) as well reports the use of mal and hagg in the Gulf.
Johnstone’s work in particular contains a number of interesting remarks. First of all, he
notes how hagg is used only with the meaning of ‘for’, while «it does not mean ‘of” as it
does in many other dialects, though the context might sometimes appear to suggest this»°®.
He also observes (as does Brustad, 2000: 72) that the “preposition” mal may agree in gender
and number with the preceding noun, giving the two forms malat (F.SG.) and malot (PL.),
though such agreement is not obligatory and less common than non-agreement. Finally,

5 Holes (2008: 484) lists bu as well for OA. I will not discuss this marker in this paper, since it only rarely
appeared in my data. It would seem that it was once one of the main genitive markers in northern Oman,
but that it is today receding at the expenses of mal. | have very frequently heard it in the towns and
villages of the Hajar massif, such as Bahla or Al-Hamra.

6 Cf. as well Brustad (2000: 72-3). Also Johnstone (1982: 584), in his review of Heksell-Harning’s book,
refuted her claim that zagg could be employed as a genitive marker in Gulf Arabic.
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Johnstone repeatedly insists on the fact that mal «is not used ordinarily where a construct
complex [i.e. an SG] is possible». Eksell-Harning (1980: 70), commenting on examples
drawn from Johnstone’s materials, notes that «apparently, the mal phrase is used not only
to express possession but also qualification».

For southern Oman (Dhofar), Davey (2012: 69) observes that both saqqg and mal are
in use in the local dialect, and that both of them may inflect for gender and number (though,
again, this appears to be an optional feature). Unlike its cognate from the northern Gulf,
Dhofari hagq would seem to fully deserve the title of genitive marker, as mal does, since
«there does not appear to be any functional difference between these elements in everyday
usage». Davey (2012: 71) also gives some interesting information about the definiteness of
the PR and PD within AGs in Dhofari Arabic, commenting that, althought a definite PD
followed by a definite or pronominal PR represents the most common combination,
indefinite PDs and/or PRs are attested as well. This appears to contradict both Eksell-
Harning (1980: 74) and Ingham (1994: 58), according to whom asymmetrically definite
AGs can be constituted by an indefinite PD and a definite PR, but not the other way around’.

Both Davey and Eksell-Harning discuss the type of semantic relationships that can
be expressed through an AG: this will be analyzed in more depth in 8 4.2.2. One last point
which is worth considering here is the motivation behind the use of AGs (rather than SGs).
According to Eksell-Harning (1980: 79-81), these motivations are rarely semantic in nature
(e.g. connected to the distinction between alienable and inalienable possession), but rather
“stylistic” (e.g. the contrast between two or more concepts, the introduction of a new theme,
or the climax in a chain of events). Brustad (2000: 76) apparently agrees with this when
she writes that «the genitive exponents fulfill specific pragmatic functions that the construct
phrase does not. [They place] a focus on the possessing noun (in linear terms, the second
noun) not conveyed by the construct phrase».

4. Data Analysis

The analysis that | present in this paragraph is based on a heterogeneous corpus of data,
which includes both original interviews that | have recorded in Oman during several
fieldwork periods in the years from 2014 to 20168, and material drawn from popular Omani
TV shows®. In particular, my own recordings consist of one-to-one interviews, elicited
examples®® and voice messages recorded via instant messaging applications such as

7 Here Eksell-Harning is referring to western Arabian dialect, while Ingham to central Arabian ones.

8 My informants were mostly males with university-level education in their 20s or 30s. They were all
from the northern towns of Muscat, Nizwa and Ibri, or their immediate surroundings.

®  Though I have never carried out fieldwork research in Dhofar, the television material | have employed
included a limited amount of Dhofari speech. Dhofari Arabic genitive markers present a number of
lexical and morphological peculiarities that set them apart from those used in the north of Oman. Some
examples of Dhofari AGs are discussed in the following paragraphs.

10 Direct elicitation was only sparingly used during the data-gathering phase. It was only after careful
examination of my material that | resorted to elicitation, in order to confirm or dismiss some of the
hypotheses that | had formulated. | have clearly signaled the few examples that appear in this article
that were obtained by means of elicitation.
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WhatsApp or Viber. The latter are of particular interest because, although not dialogical in
the proper sense of the term, they closely approximate the style of intimate and informal
communication between friends (especially among young users)*. In general, I tried to
include in my dataset as many text-types as possible, in order to be able to examine the use
of AGs in a wide variety of communicative situations and pragmatic contexts.

A cursory survey of this dataset reveals three fundamental facts: the first one is that,
especially when compared to other dialects, AGs in OA appear to be extremely uncommon,
and vastly outnumbered by SGs. This is consistent with the tentative classification provided
by Eksell-Harning (1980: 158). The second fact that emerges from a preliminary analysis
of the data is that mal is by far the most commonly employed marker, followed by hal.
hagg is almost entirely absent, with the exception of its variant zaqq, which appears to be
well-estabished in Dhofari speech (again, this is consistent with Davey 2012 and 2016).
Finally, it appears that the semantic scope of all these elements goes well beyond the
boundaries of possession or even genitive case. In fact, some of them should probably not
be classified as genitive/possessive markers at all. For this reason, in the next subsections
I will analyze hal and hagg separately from mal and kaqq.

4.1 The markers hal and hagg

The particle hagg does never occur in my data, with one exception: one occurrence appears
in the speech of a character from a sit-com whom my informants immediately identified as
“a Bedouin from the Batinah” (Oman’s north-eastern coast). As we have seen, both
Johnstone (1976) and Brustad (2000) remarked how %agg is employed in the dialects of
the Gulf coast as a preposition meaning ‘to” or ‘for’. The dialects of the Batinah bear strong
similarities with those of the northern Gulf due prolonged contact, and the presence of zagg
in this area is therefore unsurprising. Note how, in (5), kagg appears to mark dative case
rather than genitive!?:

(B) da agall ratob  hagg  al-marrixiyat
DEM minimum wage PREP ART=martian.PL.F
“This is the minimum wage for the martians’

As opposed to hagg, the particle kal appears to be fairly common in my texts.
Interestingly, it is never used in an NP-internal construction. More often than not, it is
employed to introduce verbless copula complements in verbless copula clauses, as in
examples from (6) to (8), or indirect objects of finite verbs or active participles (examples
9to 11). It appears to always express a relation of benefaction, where the beneficiary is the
complement it introduces:

1 These voice notes were not addressed at me, but had been sent or received by some of my informants,
who have later been kind enough to share them with me.

12 This is why, in this and the following examples, both 4al and hagg are glossed simply as PREP(osition)
rather than GEN.
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al-wazifa la hal-ak u-la hal-uh
ART=job NEG PREP=PRON.2SG.M CONJ=NEG GEN=PRON.3SG.M
‘Neither you nor him will get the job’ (lit. ‘the job [is] not for you and not for him”)

intu Matakkidin as-siyyara hal-ya
PRON.2PL.M  be certain.AP-PL.M  ART=car PREP=PRON.1SG
‘Are you sure [that] the car [is] for me?’

al-fasabiyya ma ht zén-a hal-ak
ART=anger NEG PRON.3SG.F good-SG.F PREP=PRON.25G.M
‘The anger [is] not good for you’

{eb tgiil hal-brek ha-I-karya
shame PRES.25G.M-say PREP=brek DEM=ART=speech
‘Shame [on you, that] you say these things to Brék!’

halba hal talat  ayyam
holba  PREP three day.PL
‘halba’® for three days’ (i.e. an amount of /olba that will last for three days)

bagr a-sobb hal-1 yasni sahla
want. AP PRES.1SG-pour PREP=PRON.1SG INTERJ bowl
‘I want to pour myself, I mean, a cup’
Only one example of non-predicative use of /al appears in my data. This is shown in (12):
gihaz  hal sidt
device PREP CD
‘CD-reader’ (lit. ‘a device for the CDs’)

Examples such as this one are probably the reason why this particle has been

repeatedly reported to be a genitive or possessive marker in OA. Even in this last example,
however, it is clear that hal expresses dative case (again expressing a relation of
benefaction: the device is conceived for CD-reading), and not genitive. As already said,
genitive and dative are to be kept distinct, since they mark phrasal and clausal relations
respectively. | maintain, in conclusion, that both sagg and kal are not markers of NP-
internal functions in OA, but rather of clausal relations, and — as such — should not be
included in a discussion of genitive markers.

13 A traditional sweet soup made of fenugreek (Trigonella foenum-graecum).
14 Obviously, the distinction between genitive and dative is often a tenuous one. | cannot rule out,

therefore, the possibility that genuine genitive relations are sometimes expressed by this marker. No
such occurrence, however, was present in my material, and the only example of zal Holes (2008: 484)
provides is again of the kind exemplified in (12): gasmar hal hiwan ‘sorghum [feed] for farm animals’.
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4.2 The markers mal and haqq

As was the case for kal, the particle mal appears to be relatively common in my corpus of
texts. haqg, on the contrary, only appears in the television material, and only in the speech
of characters from Dhofar. This is consistent with all the existing literature on the subject:
no study on Gulf Arabic or northern OA has ever reported the use of haqq in these areas,
while according to Davey (2012 and 2016), this marker is fairly common in southern Oman
(though not as common as mal: again, my data would seem to confirm this).

It is also interesting to note that, while saqq does always inflect for gender and
number in my material (4 occurrences out of 4), | have found no occurrence of inflected
mal (be it in the television material or in the other texts, neither in the speech of the Dhofari
characters nor in that of the other ones, or that of my informants). This contradicts both
Davey’s Dhofari data and the accounts of the almost pan-peninsular mal discussed in 8 3.
One possible explanation for this fact is that the effects of the process of
grammaticalization, which turned the noun mal into a purely syntactic linker, are becoming
more evident with the passing of time, thus rendering the already infrequent inflected form
less and less common (for further confirmation of this point see Rubin, 2004: 330).

Apart from this discrepancy, Dhofari hagq appears to be used in the same
syntactical contexts and with the same functions of mal. Again, this is consistent with
Davey’s (2012: 69) findings®.

4.2.1 Definiteness of the PR/PD and implicit PDs

As far as the definiteness of both PD and PR is concerned, the vast majority of the
occurrences of saqq and mal which appear in my data follow a definite PD and precede a
definite PR (examples 13 to 15). Both pronominal and non-pronominal PRs appear to be
very common, though the former are almost always associated with definite PDs (13 and
14; note the occurrence of inflected #aqq in the latter):

(13) giddam al-maqha mal-ah
in front of ART=café GEN=PRON.3SG.M
‘In front of his café’

(14) oas-siura haqqt-uh
ART=picture-SG.F GEN-SG.F=PRON.3SG.M
‘Its picture’ (lit. ‘The picture of it”)

(15) oal-awrag mal  aS-sandwikat
ART=paper.PL GEN ART=sandwich-PL.F
“The wraps of the sanwiches’

15 Admittedly, Davey hints at the possibility that, among older generations of Dhofari speakers, a
distinction still exists between a more specific zaqq and a more general mal. However, he himself notes
how «given the infrequency of the AGC within C[oastal] D[hofari] A[rabic], it is difficult to advance
an analysis of this contrastive use of saqq and mal further» (Davey 2012: 80) and that «the collection
of a much larger corpus of data would be required to further the analysis of such features».
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Symmetrically indefinite PD/PR couplets appear as well, although more rarely. As
can be clearly seen in examples (16) and (17), in these cases mal does not express
possession as we have defined it in § 2, but rather a specification of quantity:

(16) sahan mal  tamar
tray GEN date.COLL
‘A tray of dates’

an s noss glas  aqul-1-ak mal  say
EXS half  glass PRES.1SG-tell=PREP=PRON.2SG GEN tea
‘There’s half a glass of tea, I'm telling you’

Even rarer are asymmetrical pairs. Indefinite PDs with a definite PR do sometimes
occur, as in (18) and (19). Note that (inflected) zaqq in (18), as well, does not express
possession, but rather a different kind of NP-internal specification:

(18) mgall-at haqg-ot at-rabax u-t-tagmil
magazine-PL.F GEN-PL ART=cooking CONJ=ART=make-up
‘Magazines about cooking and make-up’

(19) qsaym mal  as-sahab
coupon.PL GEN  ART=owner

‘Coupons from (of) the owner’

It would seem that the definiteness/indefiniteness of the PR can have important
repercussions on the semantics of the whole construction. When | asked my informants to
disambiguate for me the meaning of the sentence qas{a mal dxiin (example 32 below), they
translated it for me as “a box of frankincense” (as in “a boxful of frankincense”), and
contrasted it with qas{a mal ad-dxin, with definite PR, which on the contrary would be
used to refer to a box for frankincense (that is, a box which is used to contain frankincense).
Finally, neither Ingham nor Eksell-Harning admit the possibility of an indefinite PD with
a definite PR. In my data, however, this combination occurs once (example 20). My
informants maintain that this use is acceptable, and provided me with another (elicited)
example (21). It would seem that, at least in the context of an NP expressing quantification,
this construction is possible in OA:

(20) I-magas mal xamsa Suhiir
ART=salary GEN five month.PL
‘Five month’s worth of salary’ (lit. ‘The salary of five months’)
(21) ot-tamar mal  talata nxil
ART=date.COLL GEN three palm.tree.PL

‘Three palm-tree’s worth of dates’ (lit. ‘The dates of/from three palm trees)
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One last structure that is worth discussing in this paragraph is not related to the
definiteness/indefiniteness of the PD, but rather to its utter absence. The data show
quite clearly that possessive constructions involving mal do sometimes feature
“implicit” PDs, the PD being omitted when the speaker reckons that no ambiguity could
possibly arise from this omission.

(22) aba-k t-xabbar mal  al-amanat
PRES.1SG-want=PRON.2SG.M PRES.2SG.M-inform GEN ART=security-PL
‘I want you to inform the security’ (lit. ‘I want you to inform [the people or the
office] of the security’)

(23) axrat-ha ralast mal  al-muxaddirat
end-PRON.3SG.F turn out-PAST.2SG.M GEN  drug-PL.F
‘In the end you turned out to be a drug-dealer’ (lit. ‘In the end of it you turned out to
be [a dealer] of drugs’)

Note that, in these examples, mal cannot in any way be interpreted as a preposition
introducing an indirect object (also because both xabbar and rala$ in these sentences are
transitive verbs). On the contrary, an implied maktab, ‘office’, and an implied tagir,
‘dealer’, are to be assumed preceding mal in the first and second example respectively. This
construction is probably to be regarded as a means of speeding up the flux of words in
dialogical interaction, since the genitive marker would not be there should the omitted noun
be restored in its place (but a SG would rather be used, i.e. tagir al-muxaddirat, not *tagir
mal muxaddirat). This construction appears to be quite common in OA, and my informants
spontaneously provided more examples when | questioned them on the subject:

(24) rah t-saf mal barid
go.IMP PRES.25G.M-see GEN  post
‘Go and check at the post office!” (lit. ‘Go see at [the office] of the post’)

Compare, also, the following two examples (25 has been elicited), where the PD is
formally mentioned without, however, being specified:

(25) gib hadak mal  hammam
bring.IMP DEM.DIST GEN bathroom
‘Make the plumber come!” (lit. ‘Bring that of the bathroom”)
(26) hada mal mahattat al-betrol
DEM  GEN station ART=gas

‘The guy from the gas station’ (lit. ‘That of the gas station’)
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4.2.2 Functions and meaning of the markers

In general terms, mal and haqq can be said to be most commonly used to express possession
as defined in 8 2. This is valid for around two thirds of the occurrences. Concrete possession
is by far the most common type of possession expressed by the markers (examples 27 and
28), followed by abstract possession (29 and 14 above), association (30 and 31) and whole-
part relationship (15 above)®:

(27)

(28)

(29)

(30)

(1)

baga yistart S-siyyara mal-ak
want.PAST.3SG PRES.3SG.M-buy ART=car GEN=PRON.2SG.M
‘He wants to buy your car’

I-ay bad mal-t

ART=i-pad GEN=PRON.1SG

‘My i-pad’

ida ¢and-ak an-namra haqqt-uh

COND PREP=PRON.2SG.M ART=number GEN=PRON.3SG.M
attsal  fi-h

call.IMP PREP=PRON.3SG.M
‘If you have his number, call him!’

anta l-arbab'’ mal-uh
PRON.2SG.M  ART=employer GEN=PRON.3SG.M
“You are his employer’

al-musaSidin mal-t

ART=helper-PL.M GEN=PRON.1SG

‘My helpers’

16

17

This neatly matches Eksell-Harning’s (1980: 75-6) and Davey’s (2012:74-7) lists of the different
semantic relationships that the AG can express, except for the fact that both these authors include human
relationships among them. In my data, this specific semantic field is scarcely represented, and it never
involves kinship relationships. In the rare cases where mal is used to denote the relationship which
exists between two human beings, this is always hierarchical in nature (examples (30) and (31), see
also Brustad 2000: 80), and is better described as association. Note also that both Eksell-Harning and
Davey include in their lists items which cannot be considered examples of proper possession. Brustad
and Davey group these under the rather vague heading of “classification” and “qualification”,
respectively, without however discriminating clearly between what can be considered linguistic
possession and what not.

arbab is the (Arabic) word that Asian workers in the Gulf commonly employ to refer to their employer.
Although the example in (30) comes from a conversation between two native speakers of OA, an
influence of Gulf Pidgin Arabic in this context cannot be excluded (mal being extensively used in GPA
to mark possession, see Naess 2008: 61).
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As far as examples of mal and kaqq not expressing possession are concerned, these
normally involve other kinds of NP-internal qualification, such as quantity (32)*8, material
(33) or, less specifically, some category the preceding PD belongs to (see example 34, but
also 18, 23 and 25 above).

(32) qasfa mal  dxin
jar GEN frankincense
‘A jar of frankincense’

(33) ilat shan mal  fuxar
three dish.PL GEN clay
‘Three clay dishes’

(34) barnamag mal  hawadit
program GEN accident.PL

‘A TV-show about car accidents’

Very few examples of mal not expressing possession nor any kind of NP-internal
specification appear in my corpus. These are also the only examples of mal being used
outside of the boundaries of a NP, In the next two examples we see mal being used to
introduce a verbless copula complement:

(35) ontaw ma mal  al-musabagat
PRON.2PLM NEG GEN ART=competition-PL.F
“You’re not [made] for the competitions’

(36) holwa  bas ma mal  rahlat
beautiful CONJ NEG GEN trip-PL.F
‘Nice [car], but it’s not [made] for the long trips’

As can be seen, in (35) and (36) mal does not express possession, but rather a relation
of benefaction (which can also be interpreted as some type of partitive: an X which is made
for Y, thus distinguishing it from other Xs of the same kind that, however, are not suitable
for that specific purpose/activity). It seems possible, then, that also mal is, to an extent,
used to express the dative case, as hal and hagg are. The difference is that, while in the case
of the latter this appears to be the only use of the particle, in the case of mal only a minority
of examples of it carrying such a value were found (and all non-NP-internal).

One last remark is due on the categories of alienable and inalienable possession. All
instances of zaqq and mal which occur in my data are examples of the former. In particular,
in my material kinship relationships and ownership over a specific part of the body are
always expressed through an SG. It has to be noted that, although both Davey and Eksell-
Harning have reported the use of genitive markers in association with body parts, their

18 On example (32), see also the discussion in § 4.2.1 above.
19 No such use of kagq occurs in my data. Davey (2012 and 2016), however, provides several examples of it.
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examples are not entirely convincing: Davey (2012: 75) specifies that a marker can be used
in such a context only with reference to a limb which has been detached from the body,
while Eksell-Harning (1980: 76) provides two examples of a dialect from Hadramawt, the
first of which refers to the hump of a bull (a body part, then, but not of a human body), and
the second to a portion of a body part (the toe of a foot). Both Davey and Eksell-Harning,
on the other hand, concord on the fact that in the Dhofari and Yemeni dialects genitive
markers can be used to refer to a parent-child relationship (when the reference is to an
absent third party). | found no such example in my data, and my informants almost
categorically rejected the possibility of such a use, with three possible exceptions: a) if the
intended use is openly depreciative; b) in reference to a newborn or an infant; c) in baby-
talk, to convey intimacy and affection (this last point being obviously connected to the
previous one). In light of all this, while I agree with Brustad’s and Eksell-Harning’s view
that the specific will of expressing alienable possession is not what prompts a speaker to
use an AG, it seems to me that the expression of true inalienable possession is honetheless
precluded to AGs, at least as far as northern OA is concerned.

4.2.3 Motivatations for the use of the AG

Motivations for the use of the AG in OA can be formal or pragmatic. Several authors?® have
highlighted how an AG is often employed in place of a SG in order to avoid excessively
cumbersome or possibly ambiguous constructions: this is often the case when more than three
nouns are involved in the construct, or when the PR and/or PD are either accompanied by a
modifier (example 33 above) or constituted by a chain of conjoined elements (examples 18
and 26 and above). Overall, however, these syntactically heavy constructions are often
avoided in the spoken language, and it seems to me that formal reasons such as the ones just
listed can rarely be held responsible for the presence of an AG in my texts?.

A different formal factor appears to exert a stronger influence on the use of genitive
markers. Brustad (2000: 74) has noted how, when the PD is either a loanword or a word
ending in a long vowel, then the AG tends to be preferred over the SG. This is probably
because such elements «in general cannot take pronoun suffixes and do not readily fit into
Arabic morphosyntactic patterns». Eksell-Harning (1980: 70) seems to agree with this.
Examples of this phenomenon abound in my material: see for instance examples (37) to
(39), and also (28) and (29) above:

(37) oal-kafitirya mal  mwassasa
ART=café GEN company
‘The company’s cafeteria’

(38) oal-magha mal-ah
ART=café GEN=PRON.3SG.M
‘His café’

20 Eksell-Harning (1980: 78-9), Ingham (1994: 58), Brustad (2000: 74).
21 Davey (2012: 71-3) as well noted how these complex constructions appeared rarely in his Dhofari data.
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(39) karan-ni sapérman mal-ha
CONJ=PRON.1SG superman GEN=PRON.3SG.F
‘[It is] like [I am] her superman’

Pragmatic factors also seem to play an important role in determining whether or not, in a
given context, a speaker will opt for using an AG. In particular, a specific
DEMONSTRATIVE + PD + GEN + PR structure appears to exists in OA which closely
mirrors the English “DEM + PD + of + PR” (e.g. “This house of yours”, “that dog of his”,
etc.). As its English counterpart, this expression conveys a sense of mild contempt or
sarcasm on the part of the speaker, mostly directed at the PD. Consider for instance the
following examples, both drawn from an Omani sit-com. In (40), a husband is angry at his
wife because she believes all the fictitious news she reads on her BlackBerry. In (41), a
man has been injured by a ram he has been raising, which proved to be aggressive and
dangerous on more than an occasion: his friend, then, urges him to get rid of the animal by
selling it on Facebook.

(40) kall hada min  foq ha-1-bibr mal-is
all DEM PREP over DEM=ART=bb GEN=PRON.2SG.F
‘All of that [comes] from that BlackBerry of yours!’

(41) thug i¢lan fan hada t-tes
PRES.2S5G.M-put advertisement PREP DEM ART=ram
mal-ak fi-1-fesbiik

GEN=PRON.2SG.M PREP=ART=facebook
‘Put an advertisement for that ram of yours on Facebook!’

As we have seen, among the reasons which might prompt speakers to employ an AG
construction Brustad and Eksell-Harning note textual prominence and contrastive focus.
This as well might be the reason that lies behind the presence of the marker in certain
sentences that appear in my data. Consider yet another example drawn from the same TV
show: here, an employee is puzzled by the fact that, after all the phone numbers in the
company where he works have been re-assigned to the various offices and sub-sections, the
director of the company ended up with the number which was once that of the cafeteria. Thus,
the man exclaims: «I can understand that they changed the numbers, but they gave the director
the number of the cafeterial?». Here, the contrastive focus that the speaker wants to put on
the last word (cafeteria) is evident, and the use of the AG appears clearly motivated:

(42) yasti r-rays ragm #? mal  \-kafitirya
PRES.3-give-PL.M ART=director number GEN cafeteria

‘They gave the director the number of the cafeteria!?’

22 Note that the word ragm in this sentence is not preceded by a definite article, though in theory it should
be. This is not an isolated example in my data, which include a number of AGs whose definite PDs are
however formally indefinite. Due to space constraints it is not possible to discuss the phenomenon here,
though it would clearly deserve further investigation.
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Before moving on to the concluding paragraph of this paper, one last reason which
can prompt the use of genitive markers in OA has to be mentioned. The particle mal is
commonly used by speakers whenever the need to ascertain the ownership of an object
arises. In such a situation, a construction is employed which involves only a deictic element
followed by the marker plus a suffix pronoun, such as sada mal-ak?, ‘Is this yours?” (lit.
“[is] this GEN your”; note that possessive pronouns such as “yours” or “ours” do not exist
in OA). This type of structure is of extremely common use?, although it is highly unlikely
that it is ever recorded in the course of an interview (purely deictic reference being rare
outside the context of dialogic interaction).

5. Concluding remarks

Summing up all that has been said in the preceding paragraphs, a number of conclusions
emerge from the data presented.

Firstly, mal appears to be the real genitive marker in OA (along with the competing
form haqq in southern Oman). zagg and Aal, on the contrary, are to be regarded as markers
of dative case. While hal appears to be specifically Omani, mal and hagg/haqq seem to
have almost pan-Peninsular diffusion. In my data, Dhofari saqq does always show gender
and number agreement with its PD, while mal never does (despite the fact that several
authors admit this possibility: this is probably the consequence of an ongoing process of
grammaticalization). Dative hagg, finally, can only appear in a single, invariable form.
Why is it that the same (or etymologically related) particles appear, in different parts of the
Peninsula, with markedly different morphological and syntactical properties, is an
interesting question which awaits further research, and which might help to shed light on
the evolution and diffusion of the Arabic dialects of Arabia.

As we have seen, though AGs are commonly employed in OA, they remain overall
much less common than SGs. Several reasons can prompt a speaker to use a genitive marker
rather than a synthetic construct. Some are formal in nature, and span from the avoidance
of syntactically cumbersome structures to the systematic association of genitive markers
with PDs consisting of a loanword or a word ending in an etymological long vowel. Other
reasons can be connected to pragmatic factors, such as the will to place a special focus on
the PR, or to express a non-neutral (negative) attitude towards the PD.

In general, the markers can appear in a wide varieties of syntactic contexts. They are
more commonly employed when both the PD and PR are definite, but all combinations of
definite/indefinite PDs and PRs are actually possible. With a definite PD, the markers
normally express actual possession, while indefinite PDs are normally connected to other
NP-internal specifications such as quantity, material, or qualification. An interesting
structure which has not been described in previous studies on the subject is the use of a

23 Cf. Johnstone (1967: 90) for Kuwaiti: “mal is used [...] in a genitival complex where the thing owned
is not explicitly mentioned, having been already specified or understood», and Johnstone (1967: 106)
about Bahraini: «mal is not frequent in occurrence in comparison with a construct phrase except where
the object owned is not specified, as hada mai-, ‘this is mine’»” (transcription adapted).
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genitive marker with an implicit (omitted) PD. This omission is only possible when the
speaker presumes that the reference will be unambiguously understood by the hearer.
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