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Abstract

The main purpose of this article s 10 shed some hght on attachment
ambiguity in English and Modern Standard Arabic (henceforth, MSA).'
Ambiguity, generally referred to as Uaby in MSA, refers 1o situations where a
linguistic expression can have more than one interpretation. The article starts
with a general overview of ambiguity, highlighting its main types and
manifestations. Then an attempt will be made to provide a detailed account of
attachment ambiguity. This kind of ambiguity is o type of strocturnl
ambiguity which results from the syntactic structure of the seftence and in
particular fram the various attachment possibilities of cenain constituents.
Four main types of attachment ambiguity will be examined and analysed,
including the attnchment of prepositional phrases, relative clauses, adjective
phrases and adverbinls. It will be shown that the types of sttachment
ambiguity found in MSA are similar to the ones available in English.
Keywords: Structurl embiguity, Attachment Ambiguity, Arabic Ambiguity.

1. Introduction

Ambiguity 18 a pervasive phenomenon in all human languages. A
linguistic expression is said to be ambiguous if it has more than one
interpretation. For example, if one says, "1 went to the bank", this
utlerance can be undersiood in mare than one way because of the
different senses of the word "bank”, which can mean either "a riverside”
or "a financial institution.” The study of ambiguity is an area of research
that spans many disciplines including syntax, semantics, logic,
philosophy. literature. pragmatics, politics, machine translation, corpus
analysis, and computer science. It is also a rich source of humour as can
be seen in the following example from Pinker (1994) "Two cars were
reported stolen by the Groveton police yvesterday." In this example the
humour comes from the fact that it can mean either "the police reported
the incident of stealing the car” or "the police stole the car.” Also the

"It should be pointed ot that the term Modern Standand Arabic is used here 1o refer
to the variety of Arabic used by educated Arabs in formal writings, academie circles,
news bulleting and religions ceremonies in the majority of the Arab countries.
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example "cleaning ladies can be delightful” from Aitchison (2008, 17)
can mean either "ladies who clean can be delightful”, or “to clean ladies
can be delightful."

There are many tvpes of ambiguity, including lexical,
metaphorical, anaphoric, scopal, referential, idiomatic and structural
ambiguities (Kreidler (1998); Player (2004); and Coman and
Preda (2008)). For example, lexical ambiguity results from the different
senses of a certain lexical item. For instance, in "l saw a bat" the word
"bat" can mean either "a piece of wood used to hit the ball in some
sports”, or "a small nocturnal flying mammal,” and as a result the
example can have two different interpretations. The same situation exists
in Arabic. For example, the word “6ain” can mean "an eye®, "a spring of
water” and “a spy”. The word "mawlaa" can mean "a master”, "o slave”
and "an ally." The word "khaal” can mean "an uncle” and "a mole”. For
example, a sentence like "ra?ay-tu khaalaha" can mean either "1 saw her
uncle” or "I saw her mole." The ambiguity of this example stems from
the availability of different meanings of the word "khaal" a type of
ambiguity generally referred to in MSA as "Imushiarak lafdhii®,

Another kind of ambiguity which, unlike lexical ambiguity,
does not result from the semantic properties of a certain lexical item is
structural ambiguity, This kind of ambiguity comes from the syntactic
structure of the sentence, i.e, from the way constituents can be
grouped together within the sentence. For example, the sentence "l will
invite Peter and John or Mary" is structurally ambiguous. It has at least
two differem interpretations. According to the first imerpretation,
cither "Peter and John" or "Mary" will be invited; and the second
interpretation suggests that either "Peter and John" or "Peter and Mary"
will be invited. This ambiguity is structural and comes from the
different coordination possibilities available in this example.

Also the Arabic sentence “zurtu alqusuura wa almasajida
alkabiirata” (I visited the large palaces and mosgues) can mean either
(both the palaces and the mosques that | visited were large) or (I
visited some palaces and mosques, and the mosques (only) were large).
As will be shown in section (4.3.), the ambiguity of such cxamples
comes from the internal structure of the sentence, ie., from the
availability of several modification possibilities within the sentence.
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2. The Research Objectives

The main objective of the study is to explore some syntactic and
semantic aspects of 4 major type of structural ambiguity in MSA,
namely, attachment ambiguity, Structural ambiguity is a complicated
phenomenon which has been subject to o much dispute in the
linguistic literature regarding its exact nature and the types of
ambiguity that can be regarded as structural (Kreidler (1998); Ceceato
et al. (2004); Player (2004); and Coman and Preda (2008)). The
situalion is even more complicated when it comes to structural
ambiguity in MSA, a topic which has not received much attention in
the Arabic linguistic literature.

Generally speaking, the taditional Arab grammarians
concentrated on one main issue, namely, the necessity of avoiding
ambiguity in all its forms and manifestations. They viewed avoiding
ambiguity as a well-formedness condition on the use of language,
assuming that communication could be taken us the most crucial
function of language, and that ambiguity would negatively affect this
function. According to those grammarians, any syntactic operation
should be prohibited if its application could give rise to ambiguity
(Husan (1985), Al-Galaayeni (1993), Al-Samersa'e (2000) and
Hassaan (2007) and the references cited therein),

For instance, in the ambiguous example “dadat salwaa leilaa”
(lit. invited Salwa Leilan) it is not clear which NP Salwa or Lellaa is
the subject and which is the object because the two NPs do not
manifest any overl case-marking features. In such cases; fronting the
object, i.e., placing it before the subject, is completely prohibited in
spite of the fact that such an operation is normally allowed in this
language. In such cases, the first NP following the verb, i.e., Salwa in
this example, must be taken as the subject. Furthermore, ellipsis should
be avoided if its application can result in ambiguity.

On this view, il ambiguity is avoided, then all syntactic rules
can apply in a strmightforward manner, provided that all the other
necessary conditions are met®. Accordingly, the traditional view of
ambiguity is somchow fimited in that it has not offered any

4 Strangely enough, Abdullah (2006) points out that sccording 1o the traditional Arab

m the subject could be in the nccusative case, instead of the nominative,

gﬁﬂﬂd-:d‘ that ambiguity is avolded See also Hassann (2007) for a similar
bservation,
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comprehensive, systemutic study of this complicated phenomenon.
Therefore, this article attempts to provide some insight into the real
nature and the different types and manifestations of a major kind of
structural ambiguity in this language, namely, attachment ambiguity.

3. The General Framework
It has been argued that structural ambiguity can be divided into two
main types: deep structure ambiguity and surfuce structure ambiguity
(Fromkin and Rodman (1983 ); Kreidler (1998); and Fromkin, Rodmun
and Hyams (2003): among many others). Deep structure ambiguity is
assumed to result from having a single surface structure with two or
maore different deep structure representations, In other wonds, this type
of ambiguity is revealed only in underlying deep structure
representations. On the other hand, surface structure ambiguity results
from having one deep structure with multiple surface structure
representations. To illustrate, consider the following example from
Kreidler (1998, 170):

1. The chicken is too hot to eal
This example is ambiguous between two readings. It can mean either
"the chicken is too hot 10 ¢at anything” or "the chicken is too hot to be
eaten by anybody”. This example illustrates deep structure ambiguity
in that its ambiguity can be explained only mt deep structure, given that
deep structure is an abstract level of representation that contains all the
information required for semantic interpretation. Furthermore, the
ambiguity here cannot be accounted for by appealing to the structural
relations that hold between the constituenis of the ambiguous sentence
or to the surface ordering of constituents within this sentence.

By contrast, surface structural ambipuity emerpes in cases
where a given sentence can have more than one derivation as a result
of the availability of more than one way of grouping its constituents at
surfnce structure. For exampie, in 8 sentence like "l met some old men
and women”, the adjective "old" can be grouped with the noun "men”
to form one NP constituent which, in tumn, is conjoined with another
NP, "women,” and according to this structure the sentence means "1
mel some men and women, and the men were old." On the other hand,
"men” and "women" can be grouped together to form one complex NP
within which both "men” and "women" are modified by the adjective
"old." According to this structure, the sentence can be interpreted as "1
met some men and women, and both of them were old."
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Given the faet that deep structure ambiguity relies largely on
certain purely abstract semantic properties of the sentence rather than
on the structural ordering of constituents within the sentence, we will
focus m this study on surface structure ambiguity and consider it as the
only genuine lype of structural ambiguity. Accordingly, structural
ambiguity in this work reférs to a kind of ambiguity in which a single
underlying structure can have multiple surface structures with different
interpretations.

The general framework adopted in this study will be a standard
version of the Principles and Parameter theory (Chomsky (1982) and
(1991); and Rizzi (1990), among many others) and in particular X-bar
theory, since the basic aim is to study the structure of ambiguous
sentences; and the ambiguity of such sentences comes from the way
constituenis are grouped together. Therefore, it is sufficient for our
present purposes to show how the different interpretations of these
sentences can be represented structurally, Nonetheless, our analysis
can also be compatible with some other more up-to-date approaches
such as the Minimalist Framework (cf, footnote 4, below),

Following the basic insights of Ceccato et al. (2004), Player
{2004) and Coman and Preda (2008), we will assume that there are
many types of structural ambiguity, including categorial ambiguity,
attachment  ambiguity, coordination ambiguity and elliptical
ambiguity.” Furthermore, we will assume in this study that structural
ambiguity in English, as well as in Ambic, is a surface structure
syntactic phenomenon. The following section will focus on the main
topic of this study, namely attachment ambiguity and its different types
und churacteristics in English and MSA. It will be shown that this kind
of ambiguity results from the availability of various attachment
possibilities of certain constituents to other constituents within the
sentence.

' Agcording to the above authors, categorial ambigulty comes from the fict that in
certaln instances 4 certain word can belong to more than one syntactic category. NP-
structure ambigoity results from the ditferent modification possibilities within nouns
phrases in certnin cased Amachment ambiguity stems from the various attachment
possibilities of certain  constituents. Coordinution ambiguity comes from the
availability of various coordmation possibilities of constituents as a result of using
cettain coordinators, Finally, elliptical ambiguity comes from the availability of
different interpretations resulting from the use of ellipsis.
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4. Attachment Ambiguity
Attachment ambiguity is a very productive source of structural
ambiguity. It cah be divided into the following four main types:
prepositional phrase attachment, relative clause attachment, adjective
phrase attachment and adverb phrase attachment. This classification is
based on the fact that prepositional phrases, relative clauses, adverhs
and adjectives can attach to different categories within the sentence. In
many cases, it is difficult to determine what attaches to what, and this
will eventually result in sentences with more than one reading. The
following subsections provide a detailed analysis of attachment
ambiguity, starting with PP-attachment.
4.1. PP-Attachment Ambiguity
PP-attachment ambiguity is a major source of structural ambiguity.
This kind of ambiguity results from the fiact that in some cases PPs can
attach to various constituents within the same sentence. To illustrate,
consider the following example:

2. | saw the man with a telescope.
This sentence can mean either "I saw the man who was holding a
telescope.” or "1 used a telescope 1 see the man”, depending on the
constituent to which the PP "with o telescope” is attached. If it is
attached to the NP "the man”, the first interpretation is obtained, and
the PP will have an adjectival modification function. The second
meaning becomes available if this PP is attached to the verb "saw” and,
hence. it assumes an adverbial function indicating how the sction {(of
seeing the man) was carried out’,

* The whole discussion i (his study can be easily recast within the Minimalkst
Framework as proposed in Chomsky (1995) and later works, Within this framework,
we can assume that speakers select lexical items from their mentnl lexicon and
combine (mergs) them to form larger constituents such us pheases and sentences. On
this sccount, structurnl ambiguity results from the choice of the elements the

merges together, For instance, as pointed out by Radford ot al. (2009, 332), an
example like Frank sputted the mon with a telescope the DP s first formed and then
merged with the verb 1o form the VP spatted the marm, after that the PP with @
telescope is merged as an adjunct with the VP (o form the larger VP spatted the man
with @ selescope. According 1o this structure, the example is interpreted a5 "Frank
used a telescope to spol the man* On the other hand, another sructire with a
different interpretation is also available, According to this structure, the man and the
adjunct PP with a telescope are merged w form the DP the man with & teleseope.
This DP is then merged with the head verb spovred to nct as its complement. This
structure corresponds fo the interpretition where "Frank spotted a man and this man
has a ielescope,”
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PP-attachment ambiguity is also very common in MSA since
prepositional phrases in this language, as is the case in English and in
many other languages, can have different attachment possibilities, as
can be seen in the following examples:

3. Tanaa gabaltu Imuhandisiina fi 1sharikati.

l met  the engineers in the company
I met the engineers in the company.
4. huwa gora?a risaslatan li-salwa.
he read aletter to-Salwa
He read a letter to Salwa.
5. Leala Darabat rajulan bi-saagin khashabivatin.
Leilu hit s man with-leg wooden
Leila hit a man with a wooden leg.

The example in (3) is ambiguous, It can mean either "l met
some engineers and this megting took place in the company” or "1 met
some engineers who work in the company”. The ambiguity of this
example arises as a result of the different anachment possibilities of
the PP "fii Ishurikati” (in the company). This PP can attach to the verb
"qaabaltu” (met), and in this case it will have an adverbial function as a
modifier of the verb, showing the location of the meeting, and thus
resulting in the first interpretation. The second interpretation arises if
the PP 1s attached to the NP "Imuhandisiina” (the engineers), and in
this case the PP has an adjectival function s a postmodifier of this NP.

Example (4) can also have the following two interpretations:
"He read a letter which was addressed to Salwa,” and "He read 10
Salwa a certain lener which might have been addressed to someone
(other than Salwa)." Again, the PP "li-Salwa" (to Salwa) can attach to
the NP “risaalatan” (a letter) as a modifier, giving rise to the first
interpretation. and alternatively it can attnch to the verb "gara?a”
(read), resulting in the second interpretation,

The example in (3) is also ambiguous and can have the
following two differem readings: "Leila hit a man and she used a
wooden leg to hit him.," and "Leila hit a man who has a wooden leg.”
The ambiguity of this example comes from the fact that the PP "bi-
sangin khashabiyatin® (with a wooden leg) can modify either the verb
"Darabat”, yielding the first reading, or the NP (rujulan), resulting in
the second reading The structural ambiguity which results from the

33



Dr. Adnan Alsayed.

different attachment options of the PP

in this example, and of the

previous two as well since they share the same structure, can be

represented diagrammatically as follows:

6. "
S A I
pec
N
I v
__,./"\\
v 1'4
Nl
N’ P
| -
N P N"
| ' rN‘I TH‘
Leyla ~ Dumbat rajulan bi sasgin  khashabiyatin
= [Leila hit a man who has & wooden leg, |
7. I
AN
Spec I
N
| /}:\
v &
o ,.-'/\‘\
| T i )“\
I N N P
| .

Leyla Darabat rajulan

bi  saagin  khashabiyatin

= [Leila hit a man and she used a wooden leg to hit him |
In the first representation, the PP "bi-saaqin khashabivatin® modifies
the NP "rajulan” and forms with it one constituent, a larger NP,

whereas in the second representation,

the PP and the NP are two

independent constituents, and the PP here adverbially modifies the
verb phrase and its head the verb 'Darabat’.
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4. 2. Relative Clause Attachment Ambiguity
Another common type of attachment ambiguity is generally referred to
as relative clause attachment ambiguity, This kind of ambiguity results
from the fact that relative clauses can have various attachment
possibilities within the sentence, as shown in the following examples
from Kroeger (2005, 27) and Sekerina et al. (2003, 375), respectively:
8. The woman on the committee that [ met with yesterday.
9. John shot the servant of the actress who was on the balcony.

In exumple (B) the relative clause "that | met with yesterday" can
attach either to "the woman", or to "the committee”, resulting in two
different interpretations. This example can mean e¢ither "I met the
woman”, or "l met the committee”, The relative clause "who was on
the balcony” in (9) can modify either “actresy” or "servamt”. In other
words, it is not clear whether it was the actress or the servant who was
on the balcony. According to Sekerina et al. (2003), English speakers
generally prefer the “local attachment” interpretation, ie., the
ottachment to the closer constituent, namely the attachment of the
relative clause to the closer NP, aerress, in the above example’,

Relative clause attachment ambiguity can also be found in
Arabic. Like the situation in English, in this language relative clauses
can have various attachment possibilities, as can be seen in the
following example:

10. 7anoa qaabaltu Tibna Zal rajuli ladii derssa i London,

| met  son the man who studied in Loadon.
| met the son of the man who studied in London.

This example has two readings as a result of the availability of various
attachment possibilities of the relative clause "Hadii darasa fii London”
(who studied in London). This relative clause can attach to and hence
maodify either the NP "Zalrajuli” (the man) or both nominals within the
Pidhafa construction "7ibna Talrmajuli” (man's son). If it modifies only
"Talrajuli”, the example then means "[ visited the son of a man, and
this man studied in London”. If the relative clause is attached to "7ibna
Talrajuli®, it will modify the whole construction, resulting in the
following interpretution "1 visited the son of @ man, and this son
studied in London”.

* Many studies suggest that focal (low) attachment is preferred in English (Carreiras
and Clifton { 1993); Frazier and Clifton (1996); and Fernandez (2003}),
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The two attachment possibilities of the relative clause in this
example along with its two different interpretations discussed above
can be represented roughly as in (11) and (12), respectively:

11. P

< NG
pec I
o,
1 vp
v ’IJ\HP
P it
Det N
N N
P - Y
Det N
r"ﬂ"‘\
N' 4 1y
A

Tanaa qaabaltu Tibna Tal  majuli ladii darasa fii london
= "] wisited the son of a man, and this man studied in London™
12. P

i‘"/\""\.
Spec I
",,o""""‘---..,,~
I VP
T\
v NP
/.-“\‘.\"
Det N
N CP

N~ NP

B i

Det N lladii darasa fii London

N

Tanaa gaabaltu Tibpa Tal r:rjulls
= "[ visited the son of a man, and this son studied in London".
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According to the first representation, the relative clause modifies the
lower NP that contains "?aligjuli” (the man) only, whereas according to
the second the relative clause modifies the higher NP containing baoth
"Hboa" (son) and "Yalrajuli” (the man).

Another situation where relative clause attachment causes structural
ambiguity is in cases where o relative clause modifies a coordinate NP
structure, as can be seen in the following example:

13. Plans and ideas that are of great importance.

In this example the relative clause “that are of great importance” can
modify either “ideas”™ or both “plans” and “ideas”. Thus, according to
the first possibility only the ideas are of great importance, whereas
according 1o the second both the plans snd the ideas are very
important.
Relative clause attachment ambiguity can also be found in MSA in
situations where o relative clause is used to modify a coordinate NP
structure. In this case, the relative ¢lause can be attached either to one
of the NPs or 1o both NPs within the coondinate NP structure, as
illustrated in the following example:

14, dadaw-tu lmubalimiing wa ltullasba  Vladiina 7ishtarakuu

invited-1 the teachers and the students who  participated
fil Imusaabagan.
in' the competition,
= [ invited the weachers and the students who participated in the
competition,

Example (14) has two interpretations, depending on which
category the relative clause "lladiina Tishtarakuu fii Imusaabagati®
(who participated in the competition) is attached to, If it is attached to
the NP "ltulaabu” (the students), it will modify only this NP, and the
example then means "1 met some teachers and | also met some students
and those students participated in the competition.” According to this
interpretation, only the students. not the teachers, participated in the
competition. On the other hand, if the relative clause is attached to the
complex NP contaiming the two NPs “Imudalimiina” (the teachers) and
"liullzaba” (the students), it will modify both of these NPs, and the
meaning of the example in this case is that "] met some teachers and
some students, and both of the teachers and the students participated in
the competition." These two interpretations can be represented
structurally as in (15) and (16), respectively (irrelevant ddetails
omitted ):
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15. NP
/N
Det N
_.a-”ﬁf;k'/-:\\ -~
N Conj N’ M
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Det N Pet N

RN

| mudarissinwa | tulaaba
= "Both of the teachers and the students participated in the
competition.”
16, NP

Ve
Det N

ﬁ
N'  Conj N

Det N N’ L

Y
Det N {labiina Tishtarakuu fif | qati

|
I mudarissinwa | tulaaba

= "Only the students participated in the competition.”
In (15) the relative clause is attached to the N dominating both
“Imudarisiing” (the teachers) and “llaaba’™(the students), whereas in
(16) it is attached to the N* dominating only “liulaaba.”
4.3, AP-Attachment Ambiguity
The attachment of APs can give rise to structural ambiguity especially
in cases where a head noun is preceded by two modifiers, 2 poun and
an AP. Stageberge (1978) points oul that the sequence Adjective-
Noun-Noun within NPs can give rise to structural ambiguity because it
permits different modification possibilities. In this sequence, the
adjective can modify. i.e., can be attached to., either of the two
following pouns, as illustrated in the following examples from
Stageberge (1978, 4), Kreldler (1998, 169) and Hoegeman (2006, 12),

respectively:
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17. A small animal hospiral.

18. Dirty language lab.

19. A Flemish language teacher,

The first example in (17) can mean either "a small hospital for
animals” or "a hospital for small animals', depending on which NP,
“animal hospital” or "animal®, is modified by the adjective “small”.
The same situation can be found in example (18), where the adjective
"dirty" can modify cither "language” or "language lab®, resulting in the
following two different interpretations: "a lab used for analysing dirty
language”, or "a language lab which happens to be dirty”.

Example (19) is also ambiguous between two readings. It can
mean either “a teacher (of any nationality) who teaches Flemish” or "a
language teacher who is a Flemish national”, depending on whether the
adjective "Flemish” modifies the noun "language" only or the
combination of the two nouns “langusge” and "teacher”.

AP-attachment ambiguity in MSA appears mainly in two main
cases: in noun phrases commining an AP modifying an idhafa
constructions, and in coordinated NPs modified by an AP. Idhafa
(annexation) construction refers 1o a nominal sequence in which a
noun is usually followed by o (definite) genitive noun phrase (Fehri
(1993)), as in-

20, kitaabu rrajuli

book the man (+genitive)
= the man's book.

AP-atiachment umbiguity usually appears in situations where
an AP modifies the ihafa construction, as illustrated in the following
examples:

2L. Zibnu rrajuli 10akivi,

son  the man the clever
= the clever man's son.
22. ghurfatu 1fataati  lamiilati,
room  the girl  the beautiful
= The beautiful girl's room.
23, mudurisu haarikhi Ifaransivi,
teacher the history the French
= The French history teacher.
Example (21) can mean cither the man ot the son is clever, depending
on which element "rrajuli® (man) or "7ibnu rrajuli” (man's son) is
modified by the adjective "ldukivi® (clever), In (22) it is not clear
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whether it is the room or the girl that is beautiful, since it possible in
principle for the adjective "ljamulati” (beautiful) to modify either
"Wawani™ (girl) or “ghurfat [fataan” (the girl's room). Example (23)
has two meanings: either "a weacher (ol any nationality) who teaches
French hstory” or "d teacher who teaches history and this teacher is
French.” The structural ambiguity of this example can be represented
diagrammatically as follows:
24, N"

'NI Aﬂl

mudarisu  lsarikhi  famnsiyi
teacher  history French
= a teacher who teaches French history.

25, N"

Hi

NT W

mudansu  ltaarikln  Hamnsiyi
teacher  history  French
= a teacher who is French and who teaches history.
As can be seen [rom the sbove representations, the ambiguity of this
example comes from the availability of two modification possibilities.
In other wonds, the adjective "Hransivi” (French) can modify either
"ltaarikhi” (history) as in (24) or "mudarisu ltaarikhi” (history teacher)
in (25).
Another source of AP-attachment ambiguity comes from the
attechment possibilities of AP within coordinate NP structure. The
basic idea here s that ambiguity arises because the AP can attach o or
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modify either the closest NP (i.e.. lower attachment) or both NPs of the
coordinate NP structure (ie., higher attachment), as shown in the
following example from English:

26. Young men and women.

In this example the ndjective "voung” can modify either "men” or bath
"men” and "women". Thus. according to the first reading only the men
are young; and sccording to the second both the men and the women
are young.

Like the siwation in English, Arabic also exhibits identical
cases of structural ambiguity resulting from the attachment of AP
within coordinate NI structures. Again, the structural ambiguity in
such instances results from the fact that an AP can modify either one
NP or both NPs of the coordinate NP structure, as illustrated in (27):

27. Vanana ra’avtu jibaalan wa 7ashjearan jamiilatan.

I sow mountmins and  trees beautitul
= ['saw the beautiful trees and mountains,
The ambiguity in this example comes from the fact that the adjective
"jamiilatan” (beautiful) can modify either "?ashjaaran” (trees) or the
two coordinate NPs "jibaalan” (mountains) and “?ashjaaran” (trees).
Accordingly, the two interpretations of the example are: " saw some
mountains and some beaotiful wees” and "1 saw some mountains and
some trees and these mountains and trees were beautiful”. These two
different interpretations can be represented as in (28} and (29):

28. P
A —
Spec I
NG
| vpP
r"""\\\
v NP
Det ” ™ N
_,/'\-..\
N’ AP
N Conj N

||
Panaa m7ayiu  jibanlan wa Zashjaaran jamiilatan
="l saw some beautiful mountains and beautiful trees®.
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29. 1P

¥ P
Det /\N'
n'fr\\"“ N'
N Conj N 3
Cony N AP

|
N
i ¥ r' # mw
Tanaa ra'ayviu  jibaalun wa Tashiaaran jamiilatan
= | saw some mountains and some beautiful trees™.

In the first representation, the adjective "jamiilatan" (beautiful)
maodifies both "jibalan"” (mountmins) and "7ashjaran” (trees) and hence,
according 1o this reading, both the trees and the mountains were
besutiful, whereas in the second representation this adjective modifies
only "?ashjaran” and, therefore, according to this representation, only
the trees were beautiful.

4.4. Adverbinl Attachment Ambiguity

The use of adverbs can sometimes create structural ambiguity in
situations where it is not clear with which constituent the adverb is
associated, s illustrted in the following example:

30. He read the letter that he received yesterday.

In this example. the ambiguity comes from the fact that the adverb
"yesterday” can be assuviated with cither the verb "read™ in the main
clause or with the verb "reccived” in the subordinate clause.
Accordingly. the example can mean either "He received a letter and
read it, and the process of reading this letter happened yesterday”™, or
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"He read the letler at some point in the past, and the time at which he
received this letter was vesterday.”

An identical situation can also be found in Arabic, where
adverbs can be structurully associated with more than one constituent.
Consider the following example:

31. huws dobas Irijonla Hadiing qaabalahum Ibaarihata.

he invited the men whom  met-he-them yesterday
He imvited the men whom he met yesterday.

This sentence is umbiguous between the following two readings: "He
invited some men and the invitation ok place yesterday” and "He
invited some men whom he met and the time at which he met them
wais yesterduy". These two different interpretations can be represented
as in (32) and (33 ), respectively:

32, "
Spec /{i_‘\
| VP
./"ﬁ\\
Spec v
vl/\\\\ M‘,F
Vi
i ,}I&\
» B
‘ TP /F\
huwa dadpa  al rysale  (lsdiina gaabalahum Thaarihata.
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33 IP
s’ g
pec
K s
' §
Spec ) i
A
v NP
D
.T‘ CP
huwa dabaa al  rijaala Madiing qaabalnhum Ihaarihaca.

The first interpretation in (32) corresponds to associating the temporal
adverb "lbaaribata” (vesterday) with the verb "dadaa™ (invited) and the
second interpretation in (33) with the verb "gaabala” (met).

5. Conclusion

This study has provided a detailed analysis of the main characteristics
and the various synloctic munifestations of attechment ambiguity in
MSA. It hus been shown that attachment ambiguity can be classified as
a type of structural ambiguity. A sentence is said to be structurally
ambiguous when it hus more than one interpretation as a result of
having more than one structural representation. Attachment ambiguity
stems from the various attachment possibilities available for certmn
constituents. These possibilities we résponsible for creating different
structurnl represcutations and, hence, for the availability of various
interpretations. The siudy has examined four main types of attachment
ambiguity in MSA, including the attachment of prepositional phrases,
adjective phriscs, ndverbial phrases and relative clauses.

In spite of the effort made in this study to analyse and identify
the various types of attachment ambiguity in MSA. much work
remains 1o be done. For instance. the question of how 10 resolve
structural ambiguity i< an important topic that has not been addressed
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in this study because of the limitations of time and space, an issuec
which will be lelt for future research,

It should be noted, however, that this study opens up many
exciting new resenrch areas. For example, the analysis of attachment
ambiguity may  have some polennal -applications in  software
enginecring related 1o lenguage parsing and machine translation
because ol the extensive presence of this kind of ambiguity in a
language like MSA. Furthermore. this study can have some important
implications for languoge acquisition. It can provide some basic
theoretical backpround that may help researchers understand how
attachment ambiguity, along with the other types of ambiguity, can be
acquired, pracessed ond handled.
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Attachment Ambiguity in Modern
Standard Arabic

Dr. Adnan Alsayed

Dept. of English

University of Aleppo
Abstract
The main purpose of this article is 10 shed some light on attachment
ambiguity in English and Modern Standard Arabic (hencoforth, MSA),
Ambiguity, generally referred 1o as lahs in MSA, refers to situations where a
linguistic expression can have more than ane interpretation. The article starts
with a genernl overview of ambiguity, highlighting its main types and
manifestations. Then an attempt will be made to provide o detsiled account of
sttnchment ambiguity. This kind of ambiguity is o tvpe of structural
nmbiguity which results from the syntactic structure of the sentence and in
particular from the various atiachment possibilities of certain constituents.
Four main types of attachment ambiguity will be examined and analysed,
including the attachment of prepositional phrases, relative clauses, adjective
phrases and adverbials., It will be shown that the types of attachment
ambiguity found in MSA are similar to the ones available in English.
Keywords: Structural ambiguity, Attachment Ambiguity, Arabic Ambiguity.

1. Introduction

Ambiguity is a pervasive phenomenon in all human languages. A
linguistic expression 1s said to be ambiguous if it has more than one
interpretation. For example, if one says, "l went to the bank", this
utterance can beé understood in more than one way because of the
different senses of the word "bank”, which can mean either "a riverside”
or "a financial institution.” The study of ambiguity is an area of research
that spans. many disciplines including svntax, semantics. logic,
philosophy, literature, pragmatics, politics, machine translation, corpus
analysis; and computer science. It is also a rich source of humour as can
be seen in the following example from Pinker (1994) "Two cars were
reported stolen by the Groveton police vesterday.” In this example the
humour comes from the fact that it can mean either "the police reported
the incident of stealing the car” or "the police stole the car.” Also the

" It should be pointed out that the term Mudern Stamdard Arabic is used here (o refor
o the variety of Arabic used by educated Arabs in formal writings, academic circles,
news bulletins and religious eeremonies in the majority of the Arab couniries.
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