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Abstract
Honorifics are linguistic expressions which maintain social as well as
religious respect to other people. They are linguistic techniques which
express politeness to other interlocutors. Semantically speaking, honorifics
are of two types: al-Lagab (title) and al-Kuniya (teknonyms) following a
specific word order. They form part of the Arab recognitions and are mold
into their social and communicative competence.

The study focuses upon religious and regional honorifics which convey
deference and respect. It assumes that religious and cultural recognitions
play vital roles in formulating and embedding the sense of honorifics. It is
hypothesized that Arab people express respect to religious personalities by
using honorific titles. Also, religious honorifics involve collocations of a
special kind which co-occur only with religious persons and places.

1. Basic Theories of Honorifics

There are two general theories concerning the classification of honorifics.
The first theory was proposed by Levinson (1983:90) who classifies
honorifics into relational and absolute. The former practically depend on the
nature of social relationship between the speaker and the addressee or
referent. However, the second are fixed forms reserved for authorized
speakers and recipients. For example, al-Kuniya is categorized as relational

honorific such as 'a\Sall s * (father of generosity), 's¥¥ sl' (father of
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children), etc. However, al-Lagab, which is an address title of people or
places, is regarded as absolute religious honorific such as ' Gyall caws ' (
the Trusted Josef ), 's!3ll & ' (the Virgin Mary), etc.

The second theory was proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987:180)
who distinguish four types of honorifics:
I. Addressee honorifics which are direct encodings of the speaker-addressee
relationship independent of the referential identity. They indicate the social
statues of the person irrespective of his referent (Brown and Levinson, 1987:
276). Arabic, for example, has few examples of addressee honorifics
represented by figurative Kuniya (teknonyms) such as ' »\Sall s * (father of
generosity), ' a1l o) ' (mother of goodness), etc.
ii. Referent honorifics are those expressions which express respect to the
status and referent of the actual person or thing (Sifianou, 1992:57). Most
religious honorifics have fixed forms of referent honorifics as in the
following examples ‘s>l e Js ' (Gabriel peace be upon him), ' Csie sall sl
aic &) oy Jde ' (the leader of Mu? minin Ali 'may Allah be pleased with
him"), etc.

iii. Bystander Honorifics refer to the relationship between the speaker and
nearby hearers in terms of verbal and non-verbal behaviours. Arabic does not
have any bystander honorifics. However in Australian Aboriginal
communities, there is a special speech style called "mother-in-law" language
which is avoided in the presence of 'in-laws' or ‘tabooed relatives' (Levinson
1983: 90).

iv. Absolute honorifics refer to the relationship between the speaker and the
settings. These honorifics have either formal or informal style which depends
on the settings (the actual context of situation). In Arabic, most personal
religious honorifics are absolute honorifics requiring an authorized recipient.

In Arabic, these honorifics cope with the sociolinguistic phenomenon of
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'diglossia’ through categorizing speech into formal or informal style. For
example, people may call someone ' sl iuYI' (the teacher Ahmed), or
' e omigal' (the engineer Ali), but they use their personal names at home
"2xal” (Ahmed) or ‘A=’ (Ali).

Religious honorifics do not change their forms in all contexts of
situation. For example, someone is called xsl 7 ' (Sheikh Ahmed) or ' Aslew
2.ll' (your Eminence) at an official or non-official situation. The same thing
happens for religious places which have unchanging forms such as ' 4.l
48 41" (the Honoured Kag ba), ‘wsaidl <’ (Jerusalem).

2. The Structure of Arabic Honorifics

Honorifics are statements added to the proper noun giving more
clarification to its identity. Watts (2003: 274) defines honorific as "a
grammatical form used to express the social status of the participants in
verbal interaction, including levels of politeness or respect”. Honorifics in
Arabic are classified into two categories:

a. al-Lagab (the title) which means any utterance attached to the proper noun
for the reason of explicit praise or condemnation (Abads , 1975: 307). They
are absolute social honorifics which require an authorized recipient for
whom the titles are reserved. The following are absolute honorifics of praise
such as 'x50 o' (the wise Haron) or 'Gs Wl we' (the brave Umar).
However, other words such as '« _a¥) 4uhall' (the scabby Hut ay? a) and ' kb
1,4" (the evil carrier) have negative implications of degradation.

b. The second category involves al-Kuniya (teknonyms see Farghal and
Shakir, 2013: 250) which are compound words consisting of two
constituents. The first constituent should be one the following words: ‘sl , <
(father or mother), ' <u , &' (son or daughter), ‘<l | =\ ('brother or sister ),
' 4ac | o' ((paternal uncle or aunt ) or ' J&' (' maternal uncle or aunt )
(Aba's, 1975: 308). Farghal and Shakir ( 2013 : 250 ) argue that al-Kuniya
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can be absolute or relational social honorifics. The former are commonly
used in addressing married people as an alternative to their personal names.
The followings are some common honorifics of Kuniya: 'S s\ (father of
Baker), ks ' (mother of Salamh) '~ < cal' (son of Mary).

al-Kuniya, which falls under relational social honorifics, involves an
implicit meaning of praise or condemnation. So, the meaning can be
observed though the context of situation and shared knowledge of people.
For example, the following relational honorifics have good connotations
such as 'w)sdll i)' (father of chivalry) and ' a4l oI'(mother of the child).
However, other types of Kuniya have negative implications such as '« s
(father of fire) and '3 o' (mother of disasters) (the nuclear bomb) (AbG s,
1975: 307).
3. The Sequence of Honorifics

According to Aitchison (1999:63-64), human languages are classified
into configurational and non-configurational. The former, just like English,
follows a fixed word order; however Arabic is categorized as non-
configurational because of its free word order. Arabic honorifics,
unfortunately, have exceptional forms because they are governed by ordering
rules. Generally, there are three basic rules of ordering these components: the
noun, al-Lagab (title) and al-Kuniya ( teknonyms ):
1. There is no fixed word order for al-Kuniya, i.e. it may precede or follow
the noun as in the following examples:

oall sl Je (Al abu al-Hassan )
e omall gl(abu al- Hassan Ali )

Also, al-Kuniya may precede or follow the noun as in the following

examples:
(The Trusted abu- Baker) S sl Guall
(abu- Baker 'the Trusted') Guxall <3 s
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2. There is, however, a fixed word order for joining a noun to al-Lagab. The
noun should precede al-Lagab in all contexts of situation:
(The brave Umar) (s 4l jee
(Ali the good worshiper) gslall (p3 e
However, this rule has one exception when the honorific title (al-Lagab)
is better known than the personal name. In this case, there is flexibility of
starting with the noun or al-Lagab. So, it is grammatical to say ' s« ¢ e
zall' (Jesus son of Mary 'Christ’) or to start with (Christ) by saying ' gl
a = O o~ ' (Christ Jesus son of Mary). The reason is that 'Christ’ is better
known to people than the word Jesus (Aba s, 1975: 316).
3. When all these three words (the noun, al-Lagab and al-Kuniya) come
together in a sentence, there is no fixed word order. As mentioned above in
rule No. 2, al-Lagab should not precede the noun. So, the following
statements are grammatical:
(Umar son of al-Xat @ b 'the brave’) G @l GUadll (e
(the brave Umar 'son of al-Xat db') <l op @5l e

It is ungrammatical to place al-Lagab in front of the personal name as in
the following ' <Uaall ¢ e 35U, Abdul-Mut alib (2013: paragraph 7)
comments on this point by saying that Arab scholars are so notorious of
committing such a mistake. They usually, following the English style, place
al-Lagab (the title) in front of the personal name which is completely wrong.

All in all, Arabic has a fixed word order presenting religious titles first
such as 'zl duxd' (your Honoured Sheikh) or 'csoall 22&' (Custodian of
Sacred Places) and followed by profession titles such as ',sSal" (‘doctor ) or
‘dll)’ ( King ). They function as pre-modifiers of the noun; however, familial
honorifics are used as post-modifiers. The following table explicates this

sequence:
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Table No.1: Sequence of Arabic Honorifics

English Translation

Transliteration

Sequence of

Honorifics
Your Honoured Sheikh | Fadilat af -J eixa- | xe sl fdl) Al
Doctor C bdul-Malik duktor llall (ganud)

as-Sac di

C bdul-Malik as-Sac di

Custodian of Sacred
Places King C bdul-
Czizdl-Sc ud

Xa dim al-Harmayn
al-Malik C bdul-C ziz
al-Scud

2 Al e jall aala

BT d‘ ﬁ)ﬂ\

Your Eminence Great
Sign of Allah Ali as-
Sistd ni

Sama ht as-Sayd
dyatu-Lah
Al-C uz ma as-

Sistd ni

A4 2l Aales
sl e alial)

4. Politeness Strategies of Honorifics

Etymologically speaking, the term ‘polite’ is derived from the late
medieval Latin word ' politus’ meaning ‘smoothed’. Politeness, as a technical
term, implies "being suitable, acceptable and appropriate in the conversation
of a particular culture” (Cho, 2008: 9-10). It can be maintained either
linguistically (through lexical choices) or non-linguistically (through the

cultural etiquette and social behaviour of people). Honorifics, as such, are

28




conventional forms which express social and religions respect between the
honorer and honoree. De Mente (1998: 22) explains that the honorific system
has prescribed the social etiquette:

" ... providing the social factors that gave people identity based

on their sex, age, social class, and official position, it created in

people a permanent obsession with making sure that others

treated them with an exaggerated level of formal courtesy and
respect. "

For Hellinger (1998: 90), address terms and honorifics are highly
sensitive to the social and cultural organization of the society. People highly
respect their native social conventions through adopting religious honorifics.
Goffman (1967: 60) comments that “"deference behavior on the whole tends
to be honorific and politely toned, conveying appreciation of the recipient.”
Arabs highly use religious honorifics in everyday talk because they are
ordered to respect their scholars and religious men as mentioned in the

Glorious Quran:

. E3 ¥ oan E- I Y T T L b
234...3‘_5‘)}-&“%3 R I T B R 2 asQ

'as[

"No reward do | ask of you for this except to be kind to me for
my kinship with you."
(Al-Hilali and Khan, Ash-Shua : 23)

5. Arabic Religious Honorifics

Arab people pay great attention to piety and respect anyone who
sincerely practices religion (Nydell, 2006: 81). Generally, religious
honorifics have fixed forms reserved to authorized speakers and recipients.
People can maintain the supreme social status of religious personalities by

using these absolute honorifics, i.e. speaking without honorifics would be
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rude. The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) orders Muslims to treat
knowledgeable persons with respect and care:
" Al Ll Ly L iim 25 U s 2 L 1
(463 L=: 1998 ,luall)
"Anyone who does not respect old people, treat our children
kindly and recognize the right of knowledgeable persons is non-

Muslim."

For politeness strategies, religious honorifics are obligatory and their
avoidance may threaten the negative face of the speaker. Agha (1998:155)
emphasizes that the appropriateness of honorific usage has an inevitable
appeal to the social identities of persons in roles such as speaker-of,
addressee-of, or referent-of the utterance. The following table has some
absolute religious honorifics:

Table No. 2 : Arabic Religious Honorifics

English Translation Transliteration Religious Honorifics
The Prophet Ar-Rastil Muhammad | 4le & o) dass J g )l
Muhammad (peace Sala-? t ah ¢ aleih (ples
be upon him) Wasalam
The Prince of Amir ? I-Mmu? minin | 4l o)) e oniasall
Believers Ali (may CliRadyat @h¢nh (e
Allah be pleased with
him)
Gabriel ( peace be | & ibril ¢ alayh as-Sla m el adle sy
upon him)

The Great Imamabu | al-? imGmal-? ¢z m Olanill i gl alac W) AlaY)

Hanifa An-Nu¢ m@ m | ¢ bu h anifa anu¢ man
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The Young Falcon

al-Bdzal-? [ heba/ -

DA de ) i) L)

Sheikh C bdul-Qa dir | J ayx C bdul-Qa dir al- ksl
al-Gayla ni Gayla ni
Mufti of the Holy Mufti ad-Did r al- Qe o) 4nadall Hhall e

Land Sheikh C bdul-

C ziz bin Ba z

Mugadasa a/ -J ayx
C bdul-C ziz bin Bd z

Shr ol

Mufti of Sunni
Muslims Sheikh
Ra fec ar-Rifa ? i

Mufti ? hl ? s-Suna aJ -
J ayx Ra fec ar-
Rifa? i

g\)@m\mvdﬁ\&
gcu)s\

His Eminence Sama ht as-Sayd 2l) Laall sxie dul) dalew
Mugtedd as -Sadr ( Mugtedd as -S adr (alls
Long Live) Da ma Z iluh

Absolute religious honorifics have grammatical and lexical markers

which make them distinct from ordinary language. They have an idiomatic

sense which reveals social respect to the intended person. Moreover, they are

collocations in nature because they co-occur together in the same context of

situation. The table below presents some common religious collocations:

Table No. 3: Collocation of Religious Honorifics

English Translation Transliteration Collocation of
Religious
Honorifics
The Trustful Yousif Yousif as -S idiq Gpvall Cou gy
The Virgin Mary Marriam al-¢ 6ra ? &) pdall a e
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The Trusted abu abu Baker as -S idig Geaall Sy gl
Baker
The Brave C mar C mar al-Fa riiq GsUl) e
The Martyr Hussein al-Hussein aJ - gl (ppaall
J ahid
The Standby Sword | X@ lid Sayfut @hal- | Jsluall &) Caps A&
of Allah Xa lid Masliil
The Imam al- al-lma@ m al-Qaza li Sl aleY)
Qaza li

The honorific term 's¥ ' (our Lord) and ‘ba' (our Master) are religious
titles showing deference to high religious Shiite personalities. The word
'w¥ <" means the supporter who takes responsibility of people's offers (ibn-
Manz iir, nd. Vol.15: p. 405). However, 'x' means 'our master' or 'our leader
in all good deeds' (ibid, Vol. 3: p. 231). These words are informally utilized
by Shiite in-group addressing each other irrespective of social rank.
Lexically speaking, these words have broadened their original sense and
become distinctive markers of the Shiite religious doctrine. Nowadays, they
acquire other connotations indicating professional job (a manager) and
ordinary people as well.

Shiite Muslims have a special honorific system which has a hierarchical
organization ranging from senior to junior positions. They address their
religious leaders with these honorifics, i.e. each term has a strict sense
copping with the religious and scientific knowledge of a person. The
following table explains this point:

Table No. 4 : Honorifics of Shiite Muslims
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The honorific title ' (=2l &1 4" (the Great Sign of Allah) denotes a
supreme religious Shiite leader who has authority of jurisprudence. In other
words, he is the only authorized person to issue judgment in religious and
secular tasks. Another less clerical rank is "4 4" (the Sign of Allah) which

English Translation Transliteration Honorifics for
Shiite Muslims
The Great Sign of a yatu-lah al- sadaall Al A
Allah Cud ma
The Sign of Allah d yatu-1a h NIEEY
The Proof of Allah Hud atu-la h PPN
His Holiness (for Qudisa Siruh o s (o
dead people)
Long live (for living Da ma Z iluh alla ol
people)

denotes a religious man who becomes expert in Islamic jurisprudence. The

next religious rank is ‘4l 4ax' (the Proof of Islam) which shows respect to

middle-ranking clerics ( Matti, 2010: 117). Also, Shiite Muslims have other

fixed honorifics denoting 's2¢<ll sLY)' (the awaited Imam). These words are

part of the cultural and religious recognitions of Muslims as in the following:
Table No. 5: Honorifics of Imam Mahdi

English Translation Transliteration Shiite Religious
Honorifics
The Imam Mahdi ( al-lma@ m al-Mahdi Al Jae) (sagall alaY!
May Allah Let him C d3 ela Allah (48
Exist) Fared3 h
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Owner of the Age Sahibal-Cs rwa- G lly panll Calia
Zeman

The Plead Imam al-lma m al-Hug a aaall LY

Muslims address dead people with polite expressions which are part of
the social and religious sense. These honorifics imply respect to dead people
and function as pre-modifiers of the noun such as 'J~/II' (the deceased),
al sl ' (the forgiven), ' s=_<ll ' (the blessed) ' el ' (the martyr).

6. Arabic Familial Honorifics

Arab people have intimate familial relations which are expressed
through an extended family system. Individuals feel proud of their relatives
not just their immediate family but they have strong affiliation to their aunts,
uncles and cousins (Nydell, 2006: 71). Arabs use a special kind of honorifics
which involve tribal relations indicating their originality or ancestry. Nydell
(ibid: 39) recommends that "a family or tribal name identifies a large
extended family or group whose members still consider themselves tied by
bonds of kinship and honor."

A family name may be geographical just like Hijazi, ‘from Hijaz' and
Halaby ‘from Aleppo’ or occupational such as Haddad ' from smith" and
Najjar 'from carpenter’. Generally, familial honorifics function as post-
modifiers of the noun, i.e. they immediately follow the name of a person
without any intervening modifiers. However, some of them are derived from
the names of animals because Arabs believe that such names protect their
children from envy.

Table No. 6: Familial Honorifics of Animals

Description of Transliteration Animal Honorifics
Honorifics
attribute of lion Hussayn al-? sadi RV TN
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attribute of cat Safa ? al-baziini o slia
attribute of dog T a hir atS -tJ 1eba wi sslulall jata
attribute of tiger Nac Tm an-Nimra wi sl il aams
attribute of Ah med al-Fahdda wi EEISPTIRVEN

Sometimes these honorifics describe the local area of birth and

inhabitance. Arab people feel proud of these regional address terms as they

indicate their nationality, i.e. they give social respect to the identified person:

Table No. 7: Familial Honorifics of Regions

Description of Transliteration Regional Honorifics
Honorifics
From Hilla ? hmed Safial-Hili JPAEN PP WSRVEN)
From Basrah al-Hasan al-Bas ri Sl Gl
From Tikrit v @ zi at-Tikriti RS ol
From Mosul C udma n al-Mas il shasall Jlaie
From Heet S ubh i al-Hiti sl sua

All the above honorifics indicate the originality of a person and reflect

the social stratification and linear ancestry. Sometimes, Arabs express
respect through using metonymy of the first-born child (son or daughter).
Nydell (2006: 40) states that they have an informal but a pleasant way of
addressing parents by the name of the oldest child: abu (father of) or um
‘father of Ahmad'

while um-Hussein implies 'mother of Hussein'. As mentioned in the Glorious

(mother of) the child. For example, abu-Ahmed means

Quran, these address terms show entire respect because people feel proud of
having children:

&;.‘;LLL L
A{T\Ab n_\_\uu?u

244 : Hee J) > 5 4 A
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"Beautified for men is the love of things they covet; women,
children, much of gold and silver (wealth)..."
(Al-Hilali and Khan, Aal-e-Imran : 14)

Generally, both man and woman feel proud of the names of their children
because this sense implies social priority. However, Arabs have a social
tendency to use male honorifics more than females because men contribute
more to the family relations. Ar-Ra zi says that women are preferred to men
in many respects: leadership, fighting, preaches, testimony, and al-Qis @ s
(retribution) (aS -J arga wi, nd. : 9).

According to Davidsor (1998: 218), Arabs retain the names of the
prophets and apostles as fixed honorifics denoting married or unmarried
persons. These names of Kuniya are widely used in the Arab society. For
example, they use the relational honorifics '<Wa &' for any person whose
name is ‘' and ' » ' for a person whose name is 'Je'. These
terminologies reflect the cultural and religious tendencies of Arabs towards
the prophet's relatives for getting blessings from Allah.

Arabs may adopt other relational social honorifics indicating strangers or
unknown persons such as '>" (pilgrim), '<='(my paternal uncle), 'J&' (my
maternal uncle), '_J'(a visitor), ‘)" (my brother) and ‘=" (my eye).
Farghal and Shakir (2013: 247) state that these distant titles of address are
used "to promote solidarity in interaction for different purposes (e.g.,
summons, greetings, questions, requests, etc.) among strangers." Elder
people are usually called by honorific terms like 's>=" (pilgrim), 'w<s'(my
uncle), 'JA&'(my uncle) and ') '(a visitor). However, young people are
addressed by 'A)" (my brother) and ‘' (my eye) which indicate respect
and reverence.

7. Arabic Regional Honorifics
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Some religious cities have a sacred identity and people entirely reflect
their admiration through absolute religious honorifics. These address titles
require an authorized referent. The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) talks about
the importance of religious places especially Mecca and al-Madina by
saying:

U357y Wl U oo B 60 3,1 gl >~y ake i o allt Iy OB 53500 ol 18wl 12
Y 2851 gl Bl 1 3G JaY B Wl B i ) a8 8 6 d e

B Y LA 4 BES G frey )

(171&:01344,‘;1@.:,3\)

Narrated abi-Huraira that the Prophet Says "O! Allah, we ask

your blessings for our weights, our slight and plenty products. O!

Allah, Ibrahim, your lovely Prophet, asks you the blessings for

Mecca and I, your slave and Messenger, ask your blessings for al-

Madima."

Most regional honorifics are collocations in nature and form part of the

Arab cultural recognitions. So, people feel obliged to use these attributes in
everyday conversation:

Table No. 8 : Honorifics of Religious Places

English Translation Transliteration Regional Honorifics
The Glorified Mecca | Mecca al-Mukrama 4 Sall 4sa
The Honourable Al-Kag ba al- 48 jall 4a2Sl)
Kac ba Mu/J rafa
The Enlightening al-Madina al- o siall 434l
Madeena Munawra
The Sacred Karbala' Karbala ? al- Andiall ¢34 S
Mugedsa
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The Honoured Najef an-Nad ef al-

? [ raf

Ca,aY) el

According to rule No. 2 (page 4), it is ungrammatical to reverse these
S e Sall or o anaale sl These religious

honorifics have fixed word order involving a noun followed by a title. Other

collocations by saying

ancient cities have less binding collocations which acquire their attributes
from social knowledge. Generally, these titles reflect the historical and social

description of the city:

Table No. 9 : Honorifics of Non-Religious Places

English Translation Transliteration Regional
Honorifics
The Happy Yemen al-Yaman as- sl el
Scid
The Green Tunis Tiinis al- #) padll (i 55
Xdra?
Egypt of Arrows' Mis r al-Kina na ALl jeae
Saddlebag
Mosul of Humped Mas il al- sboall Jua sa
Minaret h dba ?
Mosul of two springs Mas ilum ? r- Ozl ol Jiase
rabic ayn
Baghdad of al-Mansour Bav dad al- Dssaiall alazy
Mans r
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Conclusions

The present study concentrates on a very important subject in
linguistics: Arabic honorifics. It has come out with the following
conclusions:
1. Arabic honorific titles are of two categories al-Lagab ( title) and al-Kuniya
(teknonyms ) which have a set of rules in terms of word ordering.
2. Religious honorifics have an important function in everyday speech
because they cope with the politeness strategies of Arabic culture.
3. Most honorifics are collocations in nature (i.e. they are used as attributes
of only specific religious persons or places.
4. Some religious honorifics are idiomatic in sense and have a hierarchical
order as those used by Shiite Muslims.
5. Most religious honorifics in Arabic are categorized as referent honorifics

because they have unchanging forms in different contexts of situation.
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Appendix

Arabic Consonant Symbols

f - r B ? o yagll
q 3 z J a T
k Sl s o b -
(E) 1] (Hd J i t &
m ¢ S o= S &
n O d o= & d
h o t b h c
w P z L X ¢
y ¢ 8 4 d 2
¥ ¢ d 3
Short Vowels Long Vowels

a FIRH a 2l all

i B I 2l ey

u daia i ) 4l g
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(A1) Aaglll ) A al) 4all) & ABlalial) g Adhall) iy pil) ol jle
zglas LAl e daaad

68 0oV G ) g gelaia¥ ol jial) e Ll gl ) e oa iyl
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