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RELATIVISATION: AN AID TO THE UNDERSTANDING
OF THE QURAN AND ARABIC SYNTAX

by
KAREEM MURITALA KEWUYEMI

It is an established fact that one needs to be knowledgeable in many
branches of knowledge such as Arabic grammar, Arabic rhetoric,
Asbabun-Nuzul, Hadith, etc. before one can have a proper understanding
of the messages contained in the Qur’an, the Book revealed to the
Prophet for a period of about 23 years. Of all these branches, Arabic
grammar is in a class of its own. It is through it that the deep structure of
many Arabic sentences and Quranic verses are understood very well.

There are some sentences in Arabic, and many verses in the Qur’an
that are basic. Arabic readers have no problem as far as they are
concerned. They would get the messages without much effort. On the
other hand, there are some sentences in Arabic and many Quranic verses
that are derived. These derived sentences are those ones formed by
combining basic sentences in a variety of ways or by adding some
markers to the basic sentences such as conjunction, relativisation,
disjunction, condition, modification etc. These forms of sentence pose a
great problem for readers. It is not possible to treat all the needed
branches of knowledge in this paper. Attention will only be paid to an
aspect of Arabic grammar, relativisation. This is because the proper
understanding of this aspect of Arabic grammar will go a long way in
removing the ambiguities, doubts, misunderstandings, misconceptions,
etc. which both Muslims and non-Muslims can have as regards some
verses of the Qur’an. It will also help students of Arabic language to have
a proper understanding of the usages of the relative pronouns in Arabic.

In this paper, all the relative pronouns will be discussed. Explanations
on the possible translations and usages on each of them will be provided
at the beginning of every relative pronoun. Examples will be cited from
the Qur’an and the classical Arabic books to explain the points being
made. Some grammatical rules noted on them will be provided with a
view to enhancing the understanding of their usages. A table which
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comprises all the relative pronouns in Arabic and their usages is also to
be presented. A tree diagram will also be used to explain the syntactic
structure of some verses in the Quran. In the tree diagram, it is clearly
shown how a basic sentence in a Quranic verse at the top would have
branches downward into the various constituents that make up the
sentence or the verse. This shows the interdependence and function of the
words in a sentence.'

The relative pronouns introduce the clause that throws more light on
the antecedents. The noun that the clause is talking about is called
ANTECEDENT.? In Arabic, the relative pronouns are divided principally
into two though there are some relative pronouns that can function in
both groups. The two categories are Masculine relative pronouns and
Feminine relative pronouns.
Masculine Relative Pronouns’

l. ¢4 1 s translated as “who”, “that” and “which”. It is the

relative pronoun for the masculine singular, human and non-
human. It can function in all the three cases: nominative
(subject), accusative (object) and genitive (complement of a
preposition) without changing its form.

Cigd Cra pgial g £ 9 (e pgande) 10 ol 138 Gy ) gaald

Let them worship the Lord of this House (Ka’bah) Who
provides them with food against hunger and with security
against fear (Q 106:4)

<138 @ s the antecedent
sy s the relative pronoun for human which refers to the antecedent.
It is used in the objective case of the verb () 5428
p¢=xbil: is the dependent clause.

The antecedent, the relative pronouns and the verb are all masculine, and
are in singular forms. The relative clause throws more light on the Lord
of the House so that the listeners will have no doubt as regards the
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intended meaning of the verse. This refers to Allah, the Provider. It was
not AbdulMuttalib, the custodian of Ka'bah by then.

" yeds oald (1) &g dlie Una gy

“And we removed from you your burden which did gall your
back”. Q 94:2-3.

Here, is the relative pronoun for non-human and in the objective case of
the verb.

Malilly Al (o2 o SY) SL g §EN

"Read, and your Lord is the most Generous Who taught by the pen.
"Q96:34,

i : is the relative pronoun for human. It is in the subjective case.

The relative clause explains further Allah’s other role apart from
being generous i.e. teaching man the use of pen.

Q2:50 3 418 gt U8 e o3 5 )G

(HHs S 1 REN Y Wday Y
Q92:15-18 S5 A s o D AR Welaag
Q87:1-2 (5 3osd IR 63 oY) ol ) ) g

Y. O s translated as “who”, “that” and “which”. It can onl

Ve
function in the nominative case (e.g. subjective case). It is the relative
pronoun for the masculine dual human and non-human

Lad 93U aSia Lgslaly 31
“(The two men) among you who are guilty of lewdness, punish them

both.” (Q 4:16). The antecedent is inferred from the relative pronoun and,
or the verb in the clause as “the two men” (or two males).

It should be noted that most antecedents of the relative pronouns in
the Qur’an follow this pattern (i.e. they are inferred from the verb in the
dependent clause or from the previous verses).

A is the relative pronoun for the masculine dual (human) in the
nominative case. It is the subject of the verb, ¢kl

¢\l is the verb for the masculine dual human.
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The implicit antecedent, the relative pronoun and the verb
are masculine dual.

3, el s translated as “whom/who” that and which.

It can only function in the accusative case (e.g. objective
case) and the genitive case (e.g. complement of a preposition). It is
the relative pronoun for the masculine dual, human and non-
human.

)9 Tl Ca WLl U Gy

“Show us those among Jinns and men who misled us.” Q
41:29. The antecedent is inferred from the relative pronoun and the
verb in the subordinate clause as two beings (i.e. the men and the
Jinn).

¢ is the relative pronoun for the masculine dual (beings)
in the accusative case (i.e. object of the verb)

Szl s the verb for the masculine dual.

The implicit antecedent, the relative pronoun and the verb
are in a perfect harmony (i.e. masculine dual).

laad Cudll cpal gl e 8
(edlsd Is the antecedent. It is the complement of the preposition.

¢l s the relative pronoun for the masculine dual in
the genitive case (i..e. complement of the
preposition)

bas s the verb for the masculine dual.

4. s translated as “who, “which” and “that”.

It can function in all the three cases without changing its
form.

P Sl o laa J J BT}

they who worshippers the:., for woe
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oAl pb Ola e
neglectful  their prayer from
O Css) = e
refuse and show off they who
Gl

neighbourly needs
“Who to the worshippers, who are neglectful of their
prayers,

who want to be seen (of men), and who refuse to supply
even

neighbourly needs”. Q 107:4-7.

Caleaal is the antecedent in the genitive case (i.e. complement
of) the Preposition, J). It is also the antecedent for the following

three subordinate clauses in the chapter.

¢ is the relative pronoun for the masculine plural in the
genitive case. It must be mentioned here that when ¢#3 is used to refer to
worshippers it includes both males and females. In fact, in Arabic, if
there is a mixture of males and females, a masculine word is used. It may
be a masculine noun, a masculine verb, a masculine pronoun etc.

¢ is the pronoun for the masculine plural. It also includes females
as explamned above.

peDla (e are the prepositional phrase.

($8l is the masculine plural in the subordinate clause.
¢ as discussed above.

a as discussed above.

G212 is the verb for the masculine plural. It also includes feminine
plural as explained above.

J1s the conjunction.



M.K. KAREEM Relativisation: An Aid to the understanding of... 111

Csxia [s the verb for the masculine plural. It also includes feminine
plural as discussed earlier.

The antecedent, the relative pronouns the personal pronouns in the
dependent subordinate clause, and the verbs in the subordinate clause are
all in the plural forms referring to both males and females.

Explanations

The relative clauses in this Surah throw more light on the
worshippers whom Allah curses. It is those who are unmindful of their
prayer, make show-off of their acts, and are not charitable. It means Allah
curses the worshippers who have the three qualities mentioned in the
Surah, i.e. lack of concentration in Sal/at, show-off and meanness. The
verse should not be generalised to other devotees who don’t have the
three bad qualities mentioned in the Surah.

The implication of this is that the verse of the Qur’an should not be
quoted out of context. So, the word Waylum (J:5) should be related to the
sense or meaning of what comes before and after it. The knowledge of
relativisation has cleared the ambiguities, doubts and misunderstanding
one would have had or had had as regards the verse. Here are other
examples:

Q83:1-2 Oty () (Ao ) g9 1Y) Gud) Cplilaall i
Q2:6 sialsy ¥ a3 ol ol gt pdls agale ol g ) 88 (ol ¢
Gaidly Gslaly (ol Guiall g

Q77:15 CoAl) oo (193 ) CadSall Mia gy o g

Feminine Relative Pronoun’
5. D is translated as “who”. “that” and “which”

It is the relative pronoun for the feminine singular, human and non-
human. It is also the relative pronoun for the masculine plural and
feminine plural, (non-human). It can function in all the three cases
nominative, accusative and genitive without changing its form.

LB o alld ) 58 gl B U
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“It 1s the fire of (the wrath of) God kindled which does mount
(right) to the hearts (Q 104-6-7)
&) U s the antecedent.

3 is the relative pronoun for the feminine singular in the
nominative case. It refers to non-human (the fire).

&5 is the verb for the feminine singular (human and non-human).

The antecedent, the relative pronoun and the verb are all in the singular
forms and in the same gender.

U 5y (ra Lgod Uil Lga 8 culian] 3D ) pae il au sag

“And Mary, the daughter of Imran, who guarded her chastity; and we
breathed into (her body) of Our spirit” Q66:12.

6 ¢l s translated as “who”, “that” and “which”.

[s the relative pronoun for the feminine dual, human and
non-human, It can function only in the nominative case.

adad) L) Al R cels

The two cows that had eaten the grasses came.

odiis the relative pronoun in the nominative case (i.e.
subject or doer of the action) for the feminine dual (non-
human).

1. &l is translated as “who”, “whom”, “that” and “which”. It is
the relative pronoun for the feminine dual (human and non-
human) in the accusative and the genitive cases.

) as ol skl au
[ saw the two queens who wrote the book.

¢l is the relative pronoun in the accusative case (i.e. object
of the verb) for the feminine dual. The antecedent, the relative
pronoun and the verb are all in the accusative case, and are in
feminine dual

8. il sV & sl
They are translated as “who”, “that” and “which”
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They are the relative pronouns for the feminine plural (only human). It
can function in all the three cases. Only the first two are used in the

Qur’an. The other,a!,! is used in the classical Arabic literature.

alind | V) aSilgal g aSilgal aSle cus o
“Prohibited for you, are your mother...your foster mother, who gave you
suck.” Q. 4:23

pSilgl is the antecedent (feminine plural)
¥ is the relative pronoun for the feminine plural (human).
pSina J is the verb for the feminine plural.
The antecedent, the relative pronoun and the verb are feminine plural
Explanation

The second mention of .Sl in the verse is understood to be foster-

mother because of the relative clause that explains other types of mother
one can have apart from the one who gave birth to one.

a9 (1Y) agilgal ()

“"None can be their mothers except those who gave them birth..."Q
58:2

Relative Pronoun for both Masculine and Feminine®
9. 3 is translated as “who”, “that” and “which”

is the relative pronoun for masculine and feminine plural
numbers for non-human. It is used in all the three cases.

Cuad ) A JUi e
I saw the elephants that danced.
JuY Is the antecedent, masculine plural (non-human).

4 is the relative pronoun used for the masculine plural,
non-human.

<uad) s the verb for the feminine singular. It is also used for
masculine plural, non-human.
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3 is the relative pronoun used for the feminine singular
(human and non-human) and the masculine plural (non-
human) and the feminine plural (non-human).

<uad) [s the verb for the feminine singular, the masculine
plural (non-human) and the feminine plural (non-human).

L for non-human

It is translated as “which” and “that™

It is the relative pronoun for the masculine and feminine
(singular, dual and plural). It can function in all the three
cases (1.e. nominative, accusative and genitive) without
changing its form.

o)y Caadd La | jall B a5

“The day when man will see (the deeds) which his hands
have sent forth”. (Q 78:40).

The implicit antecedent is al-a'mal (i.e. the deeds). It is the
masculine plural for non-human..

Leis the relative pronoun for the masculine plural (non-
human).

<eé is the verb for the masculine plural non-human.
6
L for human

L can be used for human if the antecedent refers to both
human and non-human.

AN 8 L il glaad) 8 L Al ey

“All that is in the heavens and (all that) is on the earth
glorify Him (Allah).” Q 59:24.

The implicit antecedent refers to all the creatures, human and non-

human

lais the relative pronoun for both the masculine and the feminine,
singular, dual and plural (human and non-human).

Ma as the relative pronoun does not agree with its antecedent in terms of
gender and number.
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RN Y 3 8

1l (s Is translated as “who”, “whom” and “that”.

It is the relative pronoun for both the masculine and the feminine
(singular, dual and plural). It can function in all the three cases
without changing its forms.

The antecedent of the relative pronoun ¢ is always implicit.

It is the verb of the dependent clause which ¢ introduces and the context
of the sentence that indicate gender and number.

Here are some examples:

Masculine Feminine
1) mal (e bl L) Gipal (e Cudd )
1)l (e aad 0 185 Ui o iy Y
1)) gl (o a1 15 Gl (o Cipd Y

The antecedent of .- is inferred from the verb in the dependent clause.

The antecedent of numbers 1, 2 and 3 are feminine singular, dual and
plural (C& L& s8) respectively which are inferred from the verbs in the
dependent clauses. The antecedents of numbers 4, 5 and 6 are masculine

singular, dual and plural (s W $8) respectively which are inferred from
the verbs in the dependent clauses.

Q30:29 &) 3l e g3 G
Q99:7 8 ) i 5,0 JUEa Jary e

& 1s used for non-human in the following circumstances:

1. [f non-human is made to assume the position of human, man is
used as the relative pronoun for such an antecedent.

e &l 2 g1 ) agd Cuaiw ¥ e ) (93 (ke ) 580 Craa Jul (pag

"And who is more astray than one who invokes besides God,
such as will not answer him to the Day of Judgement." Q 46:5.
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The Arabic word, “man” in this verse refers to the idols (non-
human).

Craba A2 o Al (19 (e aladaid) (e 5o g

“And call whomsoever you can other than Allah to your help if
you speak the truth™. Q. 11:13.

clila ) g (o Tl g @l glacd) B G dd gy B ¢f 5 ol
Mwﬁhm,w‘,m#ﬁm

If the implicit antecedent refers to both human and non-human,
is also used as the relative pronoun.

Q&L&AMJU.AJ'YLAJQ‘JM‘JOAOM&‘ U‘Jﬁe"
Crtady Lag asle ) g dasiad § 4Dl ale 88 ()

“Have you not seen that it is Allah whose praises all beings
in the heavens and on the earth do celebrate, and the birds
with wings outspread. Each one knows its own (mode of
prayer and praise). God knows well all that they do.” Q
24:41.

If it is used to break down the general statement that was earlier
made.

gla a4 é)s Gl g

by (o piag O pgad

Alay 8 ay (a pgay

& o i O piay
“Allah has created every moving creature from water...(This
is a general statement).

The breakdown 1s...

“of them there are some that creep on their bellies™ (reptiles,
non-human)

“of them, there are some that walk on two legs” (human
beings and birds)”



MK. KAREEM Relativisation: An Aid to the understanding of... 117

- “of them, there are some that walk on four” (animals)

. Allah creates what He wills. Allah is able to do things (Q
24:45).
1. ¢! i translated as “which”, “what”, “what kind of”, “whoever”,

3% &

“whosoever”, “any”, etc.

It 1s mostly used as the relative pronoun for the masculine singular,
human and non-human. It is occasionally used as the relative pronoun for
the feminine singular, human and non-human. It is inflected in all the
three cases; nominative (dammah), accusative (fathah) and genitive
(kasrah). 1t however remains in “dammah” in all the three cases if it is
used as the possessed (al-Muda'af) in a possessive noun and the subject
of the subordinate clause is deleted. It is compulsory that the verb in the
main clause of which “ayy” is to act as the relative pronoun should be in
the future tense.'°

238 58 gl (o
“I am pleased with any of them that is coming”

= is the main verb and in the future tense.

¢lis the relative pronoun for the masculine singular
(human).

$* is the subject of the subordinate clause.
#2& is the predicate

N.B. If the subject of the subordinate clause is deleted, the relative
pronoun must be in the nominative case. It, then, reads thus:

P8 ol (s
Al 8 oa oLl cudd) o (gaa
Cudadiag Ada X

4. Deletion of the Relative Pronoun'’

The deletion of the relative pronoun is possible if the noun qualified (i.e.
the antecedent) is indefinite. Here are some examples: i@ Jay

Jsbosa db) higas (pa digea 4 ¢y sl Jgmdl (0
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- . 2
Arabic Relative Pronouns’

Cases *¥¥ | Singular | Singular | Singular | Plural | Plural Dual Singular
*% Human | Dual Dual Non- Human Human | Human
and Plural Plural Human Non- Non-
Non- Human | Non- Human Human
Human I luman
(S:‘;ls’i"c‘i"e ! e L S| ol | s
* Masculine
* % % X %k % 15
Objecti 3 . - ! . 7
C:i:c §1e P aad ‘;‘ U‘“ L‘ 6..1"\'“ U’-"U‘ ug.\.j\ “5,\.“
g:;)citivc ! O < ot o A
10N
?:L;ls)iective 4‘ O g,:J-“ Yk &‘Y\ ol g:‘“
L ayl ¢ Feminixyg
8;2: clive A2 (é‘ e q:‘l‘ tg}_Y\ {A;Ui q:"“
9
sy
‘}\ ).U\
G g o IR B
|9
sy

* Tt is also used for a group of males and females
** Tt is used for human occasionally

*** Tt is used at times for human
**** It is not commonly used for the feminine
*«xx Tt refers to zero relative pronoun i.e. the relative pronoun has been deleted.
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TREE DIAGRAM"

N \f ] /\/1\

PP v

B
/ \\ Implicit
be verd

P
| P ' \‘\: Det.T i, lp \ { .
/ o : N O pet 0o : o

}P | L A > : =

Mg | 5

COTj- w;\ﬁ \. N 2l f

sy
Lo, < 3 —

It is clearly seen that the three clauses are related by subordination. This means the three subordinate clauses
are included in the main clause. They cannot stand alone as the main clauses. This is because they are marked
by some signal of subordinationcw dithe relative pronoun %
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Conclusion

It is clear from the above that gender, number, human and non-human are
pronounced in the Arabic relative pronouns. But this is not to say that
some relative pronouns are not used interchangeably. For instance, and
are used for human and non-human, masculine and feminine, singular,
dual and plural as explained above.

The explanations on the usages, meanings and some analyses given in
the introduction of every relative pronoun will go a long way in guiding
and helping students and Arabic learners to produce correct infinite
sentences from finite set of rules. The paper has succeeded in removing
the ambiguities that one may have as regards some verses of the Qur’an.
This is due to the understanding of subordination in Arabic. We have
used mostly Qur’anic verses to explain the usages of the relative
pronouns in Arabic. This is because as far as the Arabic language is
concerned, the Qur’an is considered the highest authority for solving
problems of Arabic language.

Definition of Terms used in the trec diagdam

S = Main sentence

Np = Noun phrase

N = Noun

Vp - Verb phrase

V - Verb

PP = Prepositional phrase
» = Preposition

Det = Determiner

Com = Complimentizer

Adj = Adjective

Conj = Conjunct
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