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Comparative Study of the Marfii‘at in Arabic and Their Differences with Persian
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Abstract

The world’s living languages possess their own particular grammatical rules and systems, and depending on their origins and roots, they
generally share certain commonalities. In this regard, there are numerous similarities between Arabic and Persian, although in some cases
they diverge. These similarities and differences, in addition to the lexical level, are also evident in the syntactic domain, particularly in
relation to the marfui‘at. Accordingly, the present study conducts a comparative investigation of the marfii‘at in Persian and Arabic. The
findings of this descriptive—analytical study indicate that examining the marfii‘at in Arabic and Persian helps us understand why Persian
has no need for i‘rab (case inflection), whereas in Arabic this system is essential for maintaining grammatical structure. I'rab in Arabic
serves as a method for indicating the syntactic role of words within a sentence, while in Persian word order holds greater importance.
Unlike Arabic, in Persian the syntactic functions of words are not expressed through phonological alternations at the end of words.

Keywords: Persian language, Arabic language, syntax, marfi ‘at
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study of comparative syntax across

languages has long been a cornerstone in
understanding how linguistic systems diverge
and converge, particularly in cases where
languages share centuries of contact and
cultural overlap. Persian and Arabic, as two
significant languages of the Islamic world,
have been engaged in a dynamic exchange of
lexical, syntactic, and rhetorical features due
to prolonged interaction across historical eras.
Before Islam, the Persian language influenced
Arabic, while after the advent of Islam, Arabic
deeply shaped Persian in vocabulary, script,
and grammatical tendencies (1). Yet, the
greatest visible imprint of Arabic on Persian is
lexical; nevertheless, syntactic domains,
especially those associated with marfiat,
demonstrate  structural parallels  and
divergences worth scholarly attention (2). The
concept of marfi‘at in Arabic—words marked
with the nominative case—contrasts sharply
with Persian, where case marking through
vocalic inflection is absent, and syntactic roles
depend on word order and clitics such as the
object marker ra. In Arabic, the nominative is
expressed through case endings (damma, alif,
waw), marking roles such as subject,
predicate, and agent of passive verbs,
whereas Persian relies instead on linear

positioning and syntactic particles. This

du o e &Sl s olme L Sl id o5 ol &S
el Soslite Jad 0350 L O3 el 5 Jeate 8 b AL
OBt 5 5y Lis

reveals that although Persian and Arabic
share structural parallels, their systems of
marking grammatical relations differ
profoundly, necessitating a descriptive—
highlight

correspondences and distinctions. Such

analytical approach to
comparison not only illuminates how Persian
survives without i‘rab but also reveals why
Arabic relies on it as an indispensable element
of syntactic stability (1).

Among the most essential areas of
comparison lies in the treatment of the subject
(mubtada’/initiator) and predicate
(khabar/complement). In Arabic nominal
sentences, the mubtada’ is obligatorily
nominative, and the khabar is also marked
nominative, with both agreeing in gender and
number. For instance, al-mu‘allim mujtahid
(“the teacher is diligent”) exemplifies the
syntactic obligation that mubtada’ remains
marfG’. Classical Persian grammarians
equated this construction with the syntactic
role of the nahad (subject), a function
described variably as masnad ilayh or even
fa‘il (3). In Persian, the nahad is identified as
the entity about which something is asserted,
corresponding directly to the Arabic mubtada’
(1). For example, “Hushang is kind” mirrors the
Arabic Hushang rahim, where Hushang
assumes the role of nahad. Similarly, Persian

khabar corresponds to the Arabic predicate,
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expressed as the gozareh (predicate phrase),
often realized as a verbal group. Thus,
although Persian lacks case markers to signal
nominative roles, structural parallels exist in
their division of subject and predicate.
Furthermore, Persian tolerates both definite
and indefinite subjects and predicates without
the strict constraints Arabic imposes on
mubtada’ definiteness, highlighting flexibility in
Persian absent from Arabic’'s syntactic
conservatism. Persian also demonstrates
complex nested subject-predicate
constructions, where an entire clause may
serve as the predicate, resembling but not fully
identical to Arabic jumlah predicates. Classical
texts in Persian further reinforce these
patterns, as in Do$§ didam ke mala ek dar
meykhaneh zadand (“last night | saw angels
striking in the tavern”), which illustrates
Persian’s allowance of dependent relative
clauses, mapping partially onto Arabic jumal
silah (4). These comparative analyses
illustrate how Persian operates with more
fluidity in predicate realization, whereas Arabic
maintains rigid agreement and inflectional
paradigms.

The concept of fa‘il (subject of a verb) provides
another fertile ground for comparison. In
Arabic, fa'il is always nominative and directly
linked to verbal action. For example, kataba al-
talibu al-darsa (“the student wrote the lesson”)
displays a clear nominative marking of the
subject (1). Persian, by contrast, signals
subjects not with case endings but with
obligatory agreement between the subject and

verb, the latter bearing person/number
markers in suffix form. Thus, while in Arabic
subject pronouns may be implicit and
recovered via inflection, Persian treats verbal
endings as obligatory subject identifiers. Some
Persian grammarians, such as Farshidvard,
argue that personal endings themselves
should be understood as subject pronouns
rather than mere agreement morphemes (1).
Persian further permits indefinite and
correlative clauses as subjects, for instance,
har ke amad ‘emarati nosakht (“whoever came
built a mansion”), corresponding to Arabic
structures introduced by man as a relative
pronoun. These examples reveal that while
Arabic adheres to explicit nominative marking
and clear agreement rules, Persian relies on
morphological endings within the verb, with
more pragmatic latitude in subject realization.
Beyond this, Persian subjects can precede or
follow predicates with greater fluidity, unlike
Arabic where word order interacts with case
endings to preserve clarity of syntactic roles.
Thus, the comparative picture shows that
Arabic case inflection provides syntactic
flexibility in ordering, whereas Persian word
order itself is syntactically functional.

The passive construction and the notion of
na’ib fa il (agent substitute) further accentuate
divergences. In Arabic, transforming an active
sentence into passive entails promoting the
object into nominative position as na’ib fa‘il, as
in kutibat al-risalah (“the letter was written”),
where the object becomes nominative and

verb morphology signals passivity (8). In
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Persian, however, passives are built
analytically using the auxiliary Sodan (“to
become”) appended to past participles, e.g.,
ketab neveshte Sod (“the book was written”).
Farshidvard noted that Persian grammarians
often treat this promoted constituent as nahad
(subject), yet some argue it is more precise to
call it nd’ib fa'l, aligning with Arabic
nomenclature (1). The motivations for
employing passives in both languages
overlap—when the agent is unknown,
irrelevant, or intentionally concealed—but the
morphosyntactic strategies differ significantly.
Arabic passives are embedded deeply into
verbal morphology, while Persian opts for
periphrastic constructions, with passive voice
being stylistically marked and less common in
spoken registers. Moreover, Arabic allows for
more complex passive transformations
involving multiple objects, while Persian often
restricts itself to first-object promotion. The
difference illustrates how Persian has moved
away from inflectional reliance, opting instead
for analytic auxiliary systems. This distinction
underscores one of the central conclusions:
Persian survives without inflectional case
endings, while Arabic requires them to
maintain syntactic relations (8).

Equally important is the treatment of
incomplete verbs (af‘'al nagisa) such as kana
and its sisters in Arabic, which function
syntactically by raising a subject in nominative
position and assigning accusative case to the
predicate. For example, kana al-falib
mujtahidan (“the student was diligent”) assigns

nominative to the subject and accusative to the
predicate (9). These verbs thus alter sentence
structure by transforming a complete nominal
sentence into an incomplete one. In Persian,
there is no equivalent inflectional system;
instead, copular verbs (budan, Sodan, gaStan)
or auxiliary verbs serve to connect subject and
predicate, marking tense and aspect rather
than case (10). Similarly, verbs of proximity
(kada, 'awshaka) in Arabic parallel Persian
analytic expressions like nazdik bud (‘was
near”) or dast ke (“was about to”). Additionally,
emphatic and quasi-verbal particles such as
inna or la‘alla in Arabic alter case relations,
assigning accusative to subjects while keeping
predicates nominative. In Persian, their
equivalents manifest as adverbs or emphatic
particles like hamana or guyia, functioning
semantically rather than morphologically (1, 3).
This contrast highlights how Arabic employs
an elaborate network of case-based
modifications through defective verbs and
quasi-verbs, whereas Persian addresses
similar semantic functions by lexical or
auxiliary means without altering syntactic
case. Furthermore, in Persian literature, these
functions often appear through stylistic
devices: Ferdowsi’'s haméana ke ba Zal
peyman man demonstrates how emphatic
adverbials substitute for inna (11), while
Hafez’s verses illustrate semantic parallels to
Arabic structures (4). In this light, Persian
operates through syntactic simplification and
rhetorical enrichment rather than inflectional

complexity.
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Ultimately, comparative analysis of marfa‘at
between Arabic and Persian reveals
fundamental contrasts in the role of case
endings, word order, and auxiliary systems.
Arabic’s reliance on i'rab ensures that even
when word order changes, syntactic clarity is
preserved, while Persian’s absence of such
endings forces strict reliance on word order
and particles. This distinction marks Persian
as more analytic, with meaning derived from
linear arrangement and auxiliary
constructions, while Arabic remains synthetic,
embedding grammatical roles into word
endings. The implications of this difference
extend beyond grammar into pedagogy and
translation studies, as learners must grapple
with divergent strategies for expressing
syntactic relations. Such investigation sheds
light not only on historical language contact but
also on broader typological questions
regarding the evolution of case-marking
systems. By scrutinizing roles such as
mubtada’, khabar, fa‘il, nd’ib fa‘il, and the
function of defective verbs, this research
demonstrates that while Persian and Arabic
share deep historical links and comparable
syntactic categories, they actualize these
categories through divergent grammatical
mechanisms. The study concludes that
examining these differences provides crucial
insight into why Persian dispensed with case
endings while Arabic continues to rely on
them, affirming the centrality of i‘rab in

Arabic’s syntactic identity and the flexibility of

Persian as a language structured through

word order, particles, and auxiliary strategies.
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