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The Choice between /u/ and /i/ in the Imperfect of the
Underived Verbal Form [FA’ALA]

Hamza Qublan Al-Mozainy
Assistant Professor, Department of Arabic,
College of Arts, King Saud University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Abstract: One of the most controversial issues in the morphology of the verb in Arabic is ablaut, i.e. the
alternations of the so-called stem-vowel in the perfect and its corresponding imperfect. One aspect of this
issue has generated a good amount of discussion, that is the unpredictability of the stem-vowel in the
imperfect when it corresponds to the low vowel /a/ in the perfect. This vowel is realized as [i], [u], or [a].
Its realization as [a] is not hard to explain: it occurs when the preceeding or the following consonant is one
of the following sounds [?,h,h,9,x, v]; although there are some exceptions to this generalization.

The fluctuation between [i] and [u] is not so easily explained, however. Therefore, scholars of Arabic,
both ancient and modern, have regarded this issue beyond explanation; that is, completely unpredictable.

In this paper, I claim that we could explain the choice between the two vowels if we look at this problem
in the modern dialects. I try to show that in one dialect, i.e., Bedouin Hijazi Arabic, at least, there is evi-
dence that the underlying vowel in this imperfect is /u/ and its realization as [i], [+], or [a] is conditioned
by the quality of the neighboring consonants. Three rules in this dialect, i.e. emphaticization of /r/,
empbhaticization of /1/, and palatalization of /k/ and /g/, show clearly there exist a contrast between /i/ and
/u/ underlyingly. It has been shown also that in the imperfect /r/ and /1/ are emphaticized as [r] and [l]
respectively; and /k/ and /g/ are realized as [K] and [g]. This shows that in this imperfect the stem-vowel is
/u/ which induces the emphaticization of /r/ and /l/ but prevents the palatalization of /k/ and /g/.

The findings of this paper, however, represent no more than a working hypothesis and more research
and comparison with other modern Arabic dialects is needed in order to verify them.



