INTRODUCTION TO SARF (Arabic Morphology)
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INTRODUCTION

Sarf (—_»=) is the science of word-forms and patterns in the Arabic language. While Nahw

(grammar) deals with how words function in a sentence, Sarf focuses on how words are formed,

derived, and transformed from their root letters. It teaches us how a single root can produce a

family of related words with different shades of meaning.

For example, from the root .35 (k-t-b), we derive:

% 35 —he wrote

% 355 — he writes

» oS —a book

% Ugi8a — written

Thus, Sarf is often called the “Mathematics of Arabic”, because it gives precise rules on how

words expand from roots into various forms.

BASIC TERMINOLOGIES

Example Explanation Word Terminology
&l Gyd S yd Verb - Action/Doing Word J=d
aax] (asa Noun - Place, Name or Object etc. o] A Pwi
J9s? Particle - Link between a noun/verb by
he wrote = C35 Past tense - Action already done ol
he writes = 2353 Present/Future tense - Action happening ¢ slan
now or in the future
writel = (81 Imperative - Commanding someone to do sal Gl S e
something
don’t write = L5 Y Prohibition - Prohibiting someone from =y

doing something




he wrote = C&8 Affirmation - Positive Action ol
he did not write = &5 Lo Negation - Negative Action 4 S Cs 40
indeed he wrote = &5 A4l Emphasis - Stressing the verb/action 2sSt
YRRV IREFRE Active Voice - Doer is known Bogy2e Jeb
Zayd wrote the lesson
slidl e 0
Syl o8 Passive Voice - Doer is Unknown Jogna Jod
The lesson was written
he is a writer 315 ga Masculine Sie
. > l‘ - &
she is a writer 4515 o Feminine Eddo
(he writes / is writing) Sy 2st Person ol
(he writes) sl 99 3nd Person e el Eus ya
(I write) si bl 1st Person ‘aJS_,.a
(book) wls Singular g
(two books) ;LS Dual dss sl Eo> 0
(books) S Plural 20>
(writing) &S Verbal Noun yaall
(writer) 1S Active Participle Jeld qul da byl e o
(written) wgiSa Passive Participle Jo=aa aul
I saw a book LS &l Accusative case O g/ giba
from a book wULS (ye Genitive case 9320/ yguuSa
i Chedl o> o
The book is a0 HLSII Nominative case ¢ 5930/p 900

useful




(eS8 — ) Jedin & 1st letter of the verb L)l dals
, Age Lo 50
(S —w) Jding 2nd letter of the verb ol dalS
=g
(eS8 — ) Jedin 3rd letter of the verb 3l dalS
Paradigm/Conjugation dsuall
Full morphology / complete conjugation table =S Byo
Partial morphology / small conjugation o SGyo

WHY STUDY VERBS?

In Arabic, sentences can be broadly divided into nominal (*ex) dea) and verbal (Adxé iea), A

nominal sentence begins with a noun and can often express basic ideas without the need for a

verb. For example:

We are in the bank. <Ll 8 oo

My mother is in the school with my brother. 6—>| 20 duyadll B %,.oi

These kinds of statements are sufficient for simple description or identification. However, once
we move beyond such elementary expressions—when we want to describe actions, events, time,
continuity, or commands—We enter the domain of verbs.

This is why the study of Sarf (morphology) is so crucial. Sarf is not only about recognizing
different verb forms, but also about understanding how meaning changes through patterns, roots,

tenses, and voices.

% Examples of How Meaning Changes in Sarf:

1. Through Patterns (3\)gV):

- Different patterns derived from the same root create new shades of
meaning.

He wrote L




He corresponded (wrote to someone) S

He asked someone to write wS:uAI

Same root (w-w-4), but the pattern changes the meaning.

2. Through Roots (;93=\):

- The three root letters carry the core meaning, while patterns expand it.

He knew e
Scholar (knower) @lle
Known, information S NS
Teaching, instruction POES]
The root (p-J-¢) revolves around knowledge, but sarf generates nouns,
verbs, and abstract concepts from it.

3. Through Tenses (dioyVl):

- The same verb root changes meaning based on tense.

He helped (past) o

He helps / will help (present/future) i

A shift in time changes the scope of the action.

4. Through Voices (Jggzoll rally polzall iuall):

- The same action can be expressed actively or passively.

Zayd wrote the letter. Wl Ly 38
The letter was written. Wyl e

The voice shifts focus from the doer to the action itself.




BASIC TENSES IN ARABIC

In Arabic, verbs revolve around only two fundamental tenses:

Past Tense (o Lall) Expresses an action that has already been
completed.
Present/Future Tense (g 3lawll) Expresses an action that is either ongoing

now or will take place in the future.

Unlike English, which has a wide variety of tenses (past perfect, present continuous, future
progressive, etc.), Arabic condenses all actions into these two essential time frames. Other
meanings such as command, prohibition, habitual actions, or continuous states are conveyed
through context, particles, and derived forms, not through separate tenses.
From a grammatical perspective, it makes sense to begin with the past tense. This is because
the past tense verb in Arabic is the most straightforward because:

e It has a fixed, predictable pattern.

e [ts endings are stable and clear.

e [t is easier to conjugate across different pronouns (i) before moving on to the more

fluid present tense system.

Note: Arabic does not have separate tenses for “future” or “continuous” as in English. These

meanings are understood through context or additional particles (e.g., Ygw , w).
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