AL-USTATH No 212 volume Two 2015AD, 1436AH

Factors Of Structural Ambiguity In English And
Arabic: A Contrastive Study

M.A. 'Abeer Hadi Salih,

Instructor In Department Of English In The College Of
Education For Women In Iraqgi University

Abstract

The current research paper is concerned with a contrastive study of
structural ambiguity in English and Arabic. It refers to a very important

aspect in sentence structure in English with their counterparts in Arabic.

By ambiguity we mean any sentence which cannot be understood
meaningfully, or it may have more than one meaning. In this way the

hearer or listener does not understand exactly what is meant.

In English language there are several factors that cause structural
ambiguity. These are duality of parts of speech, absence of functional
words, immediate constituent, surface and deep structure, compound and

grammatical words, and the use of pronouns.

Arabic language as English has several factors that cause ambiguity
which are the same as in English with few differences. These factors are
duality in parts of speech, surface and deep structure, elision of some parts

of speech, and the use of pronouns.

A contrastive analysis has been made at the end of the study with a
conclusion which contains the points of similarities and differences

between the factors of structural ambiguity in the two languages, that
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would be of a great benefit to the students of English language as a second

language, and those who got interest in contrastive studies.
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Chapter one
Ambiguity in English
1.1 What is Ambiguity?

Ambiguity according to David crystal(1988:15) is the reference to a
word or sentence which expresses more than one meaning and this
reference has to do with linguistics. Hartmann and Stork (1976: 11)
ambiguity is a construction which admits more than one interpretation. For
example " patient medicines are sold by frightening people™ the ambiguity
arises due to the fact that we cannot tell whether the sense intended is
"patient medicines are sold by putting fear into people™ or ™ patient

medicines are sold by people who are frightening" .

1.2  Types of Ambiguity

Linguistic theories have identified two types of ambiguity and they

are as follows:

1. Syntactic or structural ambiguity: it arises when the role of a

word in a sentence is unclear. For example: a decent college
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graduate, involves two interpretations. The first graduate of a
decent college or decent graduate of a college.
The adjective decent once modifies the first noun, i.e. the college

or the second noun, i.e. the graduate.

2. Lexical or semantic ambiguity: it arises when a word has more

than one meaning like: child's stool is great for use in garden.

1.3 Factors of Structural Ambiguity In English

1.3.1 Duality of Parts of Speech:

Any sentence in English is an arrangement of words as parts of
speech. if the listeners or readers do not know the identity of those parts of
speech, they will not understand the message being communicated, for

example: They are encouraging reports.

The word encouraging may be a verb and in this case the sentence

would mean : They are encouraging reports.
Or it can be an adjectival giving the following meaning:
These reports are encouraging.

1.3.2 The Immediate Constituent:

A sentence or part of a sentence is ambiguous when it carries

more than one meaning. Any sentence in English can be divided into
immediate constituents hence forth ICs. Dividing a sentence into ICs does
not provide much information though sometimes it is clear. In this way the

sentence shows ambiguity i.e. a difference in meaning which results from
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difference in the hierarchical structure of the IC analysis. (palmer,
1984:125) . For example:

The old men and women.

This sentence is ambiguous and the ambiguity is illustrated by paraphrasing

it as follows:

1. The old men and women.

2. The old men and the old women.

In this case the ambiguity occurs because the constituents of a sentence

are not clearly shown and the meaning is not clearly signaled. For example:
The people who saw the play frequently praised it.

This sentence cannot be cut into its ICs because it is not clear where to cut

before or after frequently, so either of the following might be intended:
The people who saw the play / frequently praised it.
The people who saw the play frequently / praised it.

The difficulty is that the adverb frequently comes between two verb
clusters saw the play and praised it, and it could go with either one.
(Roberts, 1961:137-139)

Noun clusters also offer possibilities of ambiguity, like:
The girl in the car that had moved.

In this case we cannot say whether the girl or the car that had moved?

This is because we cannot tell what are the ICs. They could be either:

The girl / in the car that had moved.
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The girl in the car / that had moved.

The difficulty arises because there are a prepositional phrase and a
relative clause used to modify a noun headword; the prepositional phrase
must come first and the clause second. In this way we have two nouns in
front of it, the first noun and the noun which is the object of the
preposition, and there should be a signal to tell which noun goes with.
(ibid)

1.3.3 The Use of Pronouns

The use of pronouns in sentences may sometimes cause ambiguity
specifically the personal pronouns. These pronouns are similar to the
proper nouns except in one respect; the pronouns should have antecedents.
That is, the pronoun he will not occur unless a word like Sam, the boy, my

father precedes it.

Difficulties arise when the pronoun has more than one possible

antecedents, like:

Sam told his brother that he was not going to get a typewriter for the

Christmas.
Here he is preceded by two nouns either of which might be the antecedent.

Sam told his brother that he (Sam) was not going to get a typewriter for

Christmas.
or

Sam told his brother that he (his brother) was not going to get a
typewriter for Christmas. (ibid: 146)
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1.34 Surface Structure And Deep Structure.

Any sentence when uttered is on the surface structure and this
surface structure may hide the presence of two or more deep structures. For
example the following sentence may appear to be ambiguous on the

surface:
| saw her in the street.

The phrase in the street goes with "I" in one interpretation and
with "her" in another. The two interpretations sound the same i.e. one

surface structure with two meanings. Consider the following examples:
The chicken is ready to eat.

In one interpretation the chicken is the object of eat, in another
interpretation it is the subject. Therefore the sentence appears on the

surface syntactically ambiguous. (Palmer, 1984: 125)
1.35 Compound Words and Grammatical Structures

Compound words cannot be separated by insertion of intervening
material between the two parts, but the grammatical structures can be
divided into two parts. The confusion between the two structures results in

a sort of ambiguity.
For example:

1. She is a sweetheart.

2. She has a sweetheart.
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In the first sentence sweetheart is indivisible in that nothing can be
inserted between sweet and heart, but in the second sentence we could say:

She has a sweet, kind heart.

So, sweetheart in the first sentence is a compound word whereas in

the second is a grammatical structure.

Another example:

hard ball. And baseball.

Hard ball is a grammatical structure: a modifier plus noun, for we can say:
Itis a hard ball.

Baseball is a compound word, and we cannot say:

Itis very a baseball. (Huddleston, 1981: 12)

1.3.6 Absence of Determiner

The absence of a determiner which is used before nouns will result
in a sort of ambiguity. This type of ambiguity can be found in newspaper

headlines. For example:
Union demands increase.
This sentence can be interpreted as follows:

1. Union demands will increase.

2. Union demands an increase.

In the first sentence the addition of will indicates that increase is a verb.

In the second sentence the addition of an indicates that increase is a noun.

Another example:
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Rule book not absent.
This sentence can be interpreted as follows:

1. Rule the book not absence.

2. The rule book not absent.

Inserting a determiner before book would indicate that rule is a
verb in the first sentence. Whereas in the second the determiner precedes

the noun rule, and it acts as a modifier to the noun book.
(Stage Berg, 1981: 173)
1.4  Location of Ambiguity

Ambiguity may arise anywhere in the sentence, whether basic or
expanded. It may arise in the noun cluster or verb cluster, i.e. either in the

subject or the predicate.

Ambiguity in the basic sentence patterns is mainly due to the multiple
use of words which is a distinctive feature of English. The same word is
used in more than one word class or subclass. For example, love and
change are both nouns and verbs, hard and fast are both adjectives and

adverbs. For example:
College demands change.

In the first reading to the sentence, College is a noun as a subject
and demands is a transitive verb and change is a noun as an object. It
means the college asked for a change. In the second reading college and
demands are nouns, college is a modifier to the demands and change is an
intransitive verb, the sentence means the demands of the college undergo
some change (Edger,1965: 223).

32



AL-USTATH No 212 volume Two 2015AD, 1436AH

1.5 Situations of Grammatical Ambiguity in the Language:

There are several grammatical situations in which ambiguity occurs
frequently and under specific grammatical restrictions. These situations are

as follows:

1. Verb "-ing" + noun
For example:

Patient medicines are sold by frightening people

In this situation the word frightening can be read as verb +noun object,
I.e. someone is frightening the people. Also it can be read as adjectival +

noun head, i.e. the people are frightening.

2. Verb + prepositional phrase

He stood drinking in the moonlight.

In one reading we have drinking in which two parts can be separated by
an object as in he stood drinking the moonlight in. In the second reading
drinking is a separable verb followed by its modifier in the moonlight .
(Owen, 1967: 239)

3. Verb or adjective.

Social legislation is the way to better living.
The word better can be read as an adjective or a transitive verb.

4. Function noun or determiner.

We observed another sail.

The word another in one reading is a noun followed by the verb sail.

In the second another is a determiner to the noun sail.
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5. Adverb of place or of direction

They stamped upstairs.

In the first reading upstairs is an adverb of place. In the second it is

an adverb of direction.

6. Then is an adverb of time or result.

He is not going home then.

In the first reading then is an adverb of time i.e. he is not going home at
a specific time. In the second reading then is an adverb of result, i.e. there
Is something to happen that made him not going home. (Gleason,1966:
236)

7. Noun +noun head
Ambiguity would occur it two nouns come together. For example:

Student hero.

It might mean that the student who is a hero or hero of student.

8. Adjective + noun + noun head
For example:
New patient counselor
It can mean either ""a new counselor of patients' or "a counselor

of new patients™".

9. Predeterminer + noun + noun head
For example:
Double job pay

It is either a pay for a double job or a double pay for a job.
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10. Noun head + prepositional phrase + participial phrase
For example:

There was a spotted dog in the group barking at the race.

11.Noun head + infinitive phrase + prepositional phrase
For example:

Attempt to break strike by workers (ibid).

Chapter Two
Ambiguity in Arabic

2.1 Structural Ambiguity in Arabic

In Arabic language the sentence is composed of a subject and a
predicate each of which has its importance inside the sentence and it cannot

be meaningful without each.

Still, there are several cases in which the subject or the predicate and
even the verb is omitted. Sometimes, one of them precedes the other with

an indication to it. Many other cases that result in structural ambiguity.
2.2 Factors that Cause Structural Ambiguity in Arabic
Arabic language has different factors that cause this ambiguity.
Below are mentioned those factors:

2.2.1 Elision

All speakers tend to contract their speech as much properly as
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they can. That’s why they are omitting many words and letting only those
carrying the main idea they want to convey. Even though, elision happens
with repeated forms, it takes place for a specific reason. This reason
belongs to a general meaning of the sentence and this appears on the
surface structure of it. Still, the sentence carries an accepted meaning to the

receiver besides its original character which it has before the elision.

Elision cannot happen unless the parts of the sentence are enough
to convey the meaning required. In addition, the omitted forms from a
sentence should be clear to the receiver, and their positions also should be

easy to predict from the main structure of the sentence.
2.2.1.1Types of Elision

1. Elision of the subject: the subject in many sentences found in the
language specifically the language of the Holly Quran is omitted
from its sentence leaving a nominative predicate, for example: ' ag?
O9an Y A& A asa" these words " o aa' are several predicates
to one subject which is "a". It is omitted from the sentence. In
addition, in " 4k 18868 "' the subject here omitted which is ** Lilluc
dbar and in " o2 8 Jsld Y s A W™ the subject is TR (LAY
156).

2. Elision Of The Predicate: several sentences in Arabic language can
be found without a predicate with only a nominative subject. Also in
the Holy Quran, there are verses which are found without a
predicate. for instance:

"3 laadl g (il gl Al U ) 685 " which means
"aagh g 5 laadl g Wagdy (ulill je. the omitted predicate is “"Wasds'.
"G g g 4k aat ) W Jass™ in which the predicate
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Al psay el is omitted. (Os—ddl LA 248)

3. Elision Of The Verb: there are many cases in Arabic language
where verbs are omitted but are keeping the nominative subject.
Some of these cases can be seen inside the Holy Quran as:

TAdaa g A Juad Yl AN a0 Al 6 A5 the verb " el M is omitted
because it came after " si"" o it is "4 Juad il ¥ g,

"opfaall (e i gSE BB el (e (31 the verb Vs is omitted, SO it is
"y e @ e (1bid: 289)

2.3 Absence of Functional Words:

Sometimes one can find sentences that have the pronoun omitted
which results in ambiguity. For example: ""¢s8ih aal8 3, Leag™ the omitted
pronoun is "ol and in "GsiS 148 W' the pronoun is sl to be
A g8, (Osmadd) LAl 95)

There are some examples in Arabic in which the prepositions are
omitted and cause ambiguity. In the Holy Quran we can find several verses
that have such case, as in "abe Gide aglg 85L& aa Lal e o™ it could be ™
5ol ad sl o 9" alsO in "Oséans agilib 8 abXa g it could be "agd e
(il 150)

2.4Surface and Deep Structure:

It is well-known, that each tense has its own structure and
meaning and does not share with other tenses. But sometimes the tenses
share the same structure on the surface and become in between two

meanings. As a result structural ambiguity occurs. (Lyons: 223-224)

For example: the verb "J&" in "aswall & laa J&" may be

interpreted as one of the tenses of "J&&" or it came from "4 5" so it
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can be a subject and an object. Another example taken from the holy
Quran"alg: sl g Sl ¥ g the verb "Juai" can be in active voice and it
might mean " _Juai" the wife should not bother her husband with
requests, and it can be in a passive voice and it might mean '* JJb&i"" the
husband should not blame his wife for spending much on her child
which requires the husband to supply his wife and child, with
everything.(S\S #&); 169)

2.5 Use of Pronouns:
The usage of pronoun in a sentence or in any text should have a

reference to which it belongs. This reference is an antecedent to that
pronoun which explains the identity of it and its role inside the text or the
sentence. Sometimes it happens that to one pronoun there are two
antecedences or references. In this case ambiguity occurs to give two

interpretations to one single sentence, as for example:
"aia Sl | jas &5 S
The connected pronoun *'s* in "4iesi"" can be related to either

IIJ-JJII for belng generous Wlth IIJAQII Or related tO IIJAQII for belng IIA:‘JII
generous with him. (&) 274)
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2.6 Adjective Reference:
Whenever an adjective occurs it should have a reference which

it modifies. It always precedes the noun which can be either the subject or
the object in a sentence. Ambiguity occurs when more than one adjective is
being mentioned in a sentence with only one antecedent. In this case, either
one adjective is being related to the antecedent or all adjectives are so. For

example:

"oale cual quab 33" the description Al can be related to all what have
mentioned before, so "&3" can be "AW" skilful in being both "wk" a
doctor and "<xa" a writer. The adjective can be related to either "<wb" or
"ewdl" and in this way, "x5" would be either skilful in being a doctor or in
being a writer. (S=): 209)

2.7Duality in Parts of Speech:
Several cases can be found in Arabic language which a part of

speech might use double usage inside a sentence, like" ¢uiiall saa 48" in

which case """ is considered either an adverb of manner or a predicate

though it is a noun in structure. Moreover, in

"oulll san o AN 48 J 3T s M) (L el | the word s s considered as a
noun and considered as an adjective to describe the month, or even is

considered as an adverb of manner.(cb> ), 40/2)
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3. Contrastive Analysis:

3.1 Preliminary: This section of the study is specified for making

a contrastive analysis to the factors of structural ambiguity in English with

their counterparts in Arabic.

Each factor that causes structural ambiguity in English may or may

not have an equivalent in Arabic, but the majority of them do.

In English, the first factor is the duality in parts of speech which leads
to a real confusion to the reader and even the hearer, as for example the
word encouraging, in These are encouraging reports. It may be a main
verb or a modifier to the noun reports. Semantically, the hearer would be in
confusion whether encouraging is an action done by someone or a property
used to characterize an object. In Arabic, the same happens as in " <"
il san o1 AN 4d 3550 oA Glaa y where the word "' &' here is an adjective

or an adverb of manner though it is a noun.

Elision plays a great part in raising structural ambiguity in texts.
According to English language, elision of some parts of speech is the main
reason behind ambiguity, especially elision of functional words like
determiners as in Union demands increase in which case, demands as a
noun and increase as a verb or as a transitive verb and increase as an

object.

In Arabic language, elision takes place not only with functional words
but also with form words. For example"cagas ¥ agd (o S aa" many
predicates belongs to one subject which is "a"is omitted from the
sentence. Moreover, elision of predicate like " alll Laghy Al Ul | gi)
3_laall " the word ""wagdy" is omitted.
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The verb can be omitted as in "Crsieal) (e GigSi Md &y @I the
omitted verb is ""s&'. All what have been omitted from the sentences can
be understood from the text itself. In addition, functional words are omitted
as in "Qs8dh aal8 3, Laag™ | the pronoun "eW™ is being omitted but can be

anticipated from the text.

Absence of antecedent to the pronoun in a sentence causes ambiguity
in both languages English and Arabic. In English this happens with

personal pronouns only as in:
Tom told his brother that he will not buy a new typewriter.

The second pronoun may be related to Tom or his brother. The same

happens with Arabic, but it includes all types of pronouns, as in:

Al S8 e 33 a8 here sl s a pronoun which may belong to either

or ,<=,

Deep structure and surface structure play a vital role in structural

ambiguity in sentences in both languages English and Arabic.

In English, the surface structure of some sentences might mean something

and the deep structure might mean another. For example:

the chickens are ready to eat. The prepositional phrase may belong to the
subject in the active voice but in the passive it might mean chickens are
ready to be eaten, in this way the prepositional phrase belongs to absent

subject and chickens would be the object.

In Arabic, as in"walg 3dly jLad ¥ it might mean in the surface

structure the wife should not bother her husband by requests for her child.
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While in the deep structure it might mean a passive voice, the husband

should not blame his wife for spending much on her child.

The immediate constituent In English plays a good role in the
presence of ambiguity. This takes place in sentences like OIld men and
women, in which it can be separated as old man and old women. The
adjective old may belong to men or women. In this way ambiguity arises.
This factor does not have an equivalent in Arabic, but there is what is
called adjective referent. If a sentence has many adjectives modifying one
antecedent, ambiguity arises in. For example: "ale qudl cush 33" the

adjective "_al" may be related to "l or "cuk",

Finally, there are many compounds words in English that cause

ambiguity as they may be confused with grammatical structures like:
She is a sweetheart.
She has a sweetheart.

In the first sentence sweetheart is a compound word and cannot be
separated, whereas the second sentence can be inserted with additional
forms. For example: She has a kind sweet heart. This factor has no

equivalent in Arabic.
4. Conclusion:

According to what have been mentioned in the contrastive analysis
about the factors of structural ambiguity in both languages English and

Arabic, the research has come up with the following conclusions:
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4.2 Points of Similarities:

4.2

There is a great similarity in many factors behind structural

ambiguity between the two languages under study.

. Elision of some parts of speech takes place in both languages the

English and Arabic, though functional words are being omitted only

in English.

. Duality in function of parts of speech happens in the two languages

which causes ambiguity.

. In the two languages under study, the absence of the pronoun

referent results in ambiguity.

. In both languages English and Arabic, difference of deep and

surface structure causes ambiguity.
Points of Differences:

English differs from Arabic in few additional factors that cause
structural ambiguity in which they have no counterpart in Arabic.

They are as follows:

1. Immediate constituent plays an important role in English
sentences which results in ambiguity.
2. Compound words that may be confused with grammatical

structures result in ambiguity in English.
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