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English is not satisfactorily defined, as it involves a wide 
range of phenomena, such as syntax, lexical semantics, 
discourse, prosody, semantics, and stylistics. However, it is 
nature of Arabic to use ellipsis. Unlike English, Arabic 
displays a particular ellipsis (named ‘qasr’) which allows a 
deletion of a number of sentences at a time in a text, namely 
the Holy Qura’n, with no effect on meaning. But omission 
of Arabic sentences can occur outside the context of 
Qur’ān, mainly in constructions that are answer to a 

question, constructions of ���� ���	 (ni ima and bi ‘sa: 

verbs of praise and blame).     
 

7. Conclusion   
   

The studies that investigate ellipsis are conducted in 
either English or Arabic. Other contrastive English and 
Arabic studies are researched from translation point of 
view. This study, however, concerns itself with the clausal 
ellipsis in both English and Arabic.  To show how English 
and Arabic are similar and different in their presentation of 
ellipsis, the two languages are compared and contrasted  in 
terms of principle of ellipsis, purposes of ellipsis, and types 
of elliptical clauses.  The analysis shows that the same 
principle of ellipsis, nothing can be omitted unless it is 
recoverable from the context, is used both English and 
Arabic. The study also shows that ellipsis occurs in English 
and Arabic to achieve brevity, rhetoric, and cohesion, 
among other things. Another main finding of the study is 
that one element or a whole clause can be omitted in both 
English and Arabic. Clausal ellipsis also occurs at different 
levels in the two languages.  It is also attested that the two 
languages treat some constructions as elliptical although 
there is no missing information. In English paratactic 
clauses with different subjects, presupposition is applied to 
the first paratactic clause only.  The study also 
demonstrates that applying ellipsis to some English 
reported speech sentences results in ambiguity.  

Despite these similarities, English and Arabic differ in 
their presentation of ellipsis. For example, definition of 
ellipsis in English is still a dispute. This is because ellipsis 
involves syntax, lexical semantics, discourse, semantics, 
and stylistics. In Arabic, and unlike English, several clauses 
can be ellipted at a time. This is very common in the 
Qur’an. 

 
 

8. Recommendations for further research 
       

Based on the fact that this paper is limited to the study 
of English and Arabic clausal ellipsis, it is suggested that 
further study is to be conducted on the Qur’anic context to 
broadly investigate the ellipsis of a number of clauses at a 
time. The ellipsis of the reported speech constructions that 
yield ambiguity is also another area of investigation. 
Ellipsis in English can also be further researched from a 
rhetorical perspective.  
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Table 4.  English and Arabic main criteria of analysis   
 

Principle of ellipsis 
Purposes of 

ellipsis 
Extent of clausal 

ellipsis 
Types of elliptical clauses   

(grammatical and semantic ellipsis) 

 

English 

a. Recoverability of meaning   

b. But it is not necessary that 
meaning is recoverable through the 
same expression.           

a. Brevity    

b. Rhetoric 

c. Emphasis  

d. a means of 
textual 
cohesion.                                 

   

a. An element  

b. Part of a clause  

c. A whole clause 

 

a. A statement 

b. A question  

c. Yes/no and wh clauses 

d. Ellipsis occurs at any position in a 
clause.  

e. semantic ellipsis: no information is 
missing in some clauses, yet they are 
considered elliptical constructions.     

 

Arabic 

a. Recoverability of meaning     

b. But it is not necessary that 
meaning is recoverable through the 
same expression.       

a. Brevity  
(nature of    
Arabic) 

b.  Rhetoric  

c.  Emphasis  

d. Eloquence   

e. a  means of 
textual 
cohesion.                                            

                          

a. An element  

b. Part of a clause  

c. A whole clause 

d. Several clauses 
deleted at a time.         

a. A statement 

b. A question  

c. Yes/no and wh clauses  

d. Ellipsis occurs at any position in a 
clause.    

e. semantic ellipsis: no information is 
missing in some clauses, yet they are 
considered elliptical constructions.     

 

 
 
As the table above shows, the main principle of ellipsis 

in both English and Arabic is that nothing can be omitted 
unless it is recoverable from the context. If omission of an 
element results in misunderstanding or loss of meaning, 
ellipsis must not take place in Arabic. There must be 
sufficient information about the elided item in terms of 
meaning or grammatical form. Ellipsis in English and 
Arabic occurs when the elided items have no effect on 
meaning when they are deleted. Thus, the limiting 
condition of ellipsis is the recoverability of meaning.                                                                                                                                                 

 In addition to brevity, ellipsis is also used for rhetorical 
purposes in both languages. But this phenomenon occurs 
very often in Arabic.  Eloquence is achieved by the use of 
ellipsis in Arabic.    

The analysis also shows that English and Arabic have 
constructions where there is no missing information, yet 
they are considered elliptical constructions. Such 
constructions are not signaled by syntactic ellipsis, but 
rather by semantic ellipsis. In Arabic, intonation is viewed 
as a means of verbal identification of elided items in 
speech. Pausing, parsing, one’s own judgment and 
reasoning, and the use of grammatical rules are used to 
recognize elided items, by assuming it and without 
postulating a new sentence. In addition to syntactic 
operations used in writing, English and Arabic display 
verbal identification of elided items in speech. 

As far as clausal ellipsis is concerned, an item or a 
whole clause can be omitted in English and Arabic, as 
indicated by the table above. Ellipsis occurs at different 
types of clauses (e.g., statements, and yes/no and wh 
questions) in both English and Arabic. It can occur at 

different positions in a clause in both languages. In English, 
clausal ellipsis occurs at two main structures, Modal 
element (the subject and the finite element in the verbal 
group) and Propositional element (the remainder of the 
verbal group and any complements and adjuncts).  

Similarly, two main types of ellipsis are attested In 
Arabic: word ellipsis and clausal ellipsis. The study shows 
that the elliptical elements in Arabic include the two major 
constituents of a sentence, the predicand and the predicate. 
Other elements can also be ellipted, such as verb, subject, 
object, annexation, prepositional phrase, modified elements, 
and conditionals. Though omission of an object is common 
in Arabic, this is not possible in some constructions with 
metaphorical meaning. Arabic also displays omission of 
adjectives, though not frequently used.        

The study shows that there needs to be elements which 
identify elided items in a clause in both languages. The fact 
that it is not necessary that the meaning is recoverable 
through the same expression is attested in both languages.    

The study also demonstrates that clausal ellipsis in 
Arabic is more common in Qur’an than any other context. 
This is because omission of a sentence may result a 
misunderstanding in meaning. In English, if two or more 
paratactic clauses have a different subject, only the first 
paratactic clause constitutes the domain of the 
presupposition. English shows instances of ambiguity when 
ellipsis is applied to some reported speech sequences.   

 Another area of similarity between the two languages 
is that ellipsis can be a means of textual cohesion.                                  

Despite these similarities, the analyses of the two 
languages display some differences. For example, ellipsis in 
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‘So he watered for them, then he turned back shade, and said: “My lord! Truly, I am in need of whatever good that you 
bestow on me”. Then there came to him one of the two women, walking shyly. She said: “Verily, my father calls you that he 
may reward you for having watered for us”.’      

In this Qur’anic verse some sentences have been omitted at various points after the clause 
� �
����  (so he watered for 

them). Yet, the context is very coherent. The elided clauses can be interpreted as follows (Abbas, 2005: 486): 

  ������ �� ���� ���� ,������ , !"#� �$%#&� '(�)� ,�*%  ����)� ,����� �� �+,-.� 

  The two women went to their father and told him that a man  had brought them some water from the well. At her father’s  

request,  one woman came to the man and told him that her  father wanted to see him. The man agreed to go with the woman. 

 

Although omission of a sentence is very common in Qur’ān, Ibn Hisham (vol. 2) identifies constructions where a sentence is 

omitted outside the context of Qur’ān. These include an answer to a question, constructions of ���� ���	 (ni ima and bi ‘sa: 

verbs of praise and blame), after the conditional  /0� (inna: even though), etc. (Ibn Hisham, vol. 2: 648 - 49). Examples of 

elided sentences in an answer to a question and after the conditional  /0� (inna) are given respectively below� 

A: ?#23 4�5�     
Did Zaid stand up? 

B: ��	�    

Yes.  

The sentence 
4�5 #23 ��	�  (Yes, Zaid stood up) is elided in B.  

Another example is the following (adapted from Ibn Hisham, ibid: 649):   

A:  67
� 0�8 0��%        
 Even though he is poor! 

 B: 0��  
In B, the whole sentence  0�8 0��% 67
�   (Even though he is poor) is omitted.       
Unlike the above types of ellipsis which are introduced by Ibn Hisham (vol. 2) and Abbas (2005),  Almat’ani (1992) suggests 
four main types of ellipsis in Qur’an:  ellipsis of a particle, a lexical item, a phrase, and a sentence. Like Al-Jurjani, Ibn Jinni, 
Ibn Hisham, and Abbas,  Almat’ani  stresses the fact that ellipsis should not result in misunderstanding or loss of meaning, 
and what is elipted should be contextually understood. 

                          

6. Analysis and findings                                    

The analysis of data of English and Arabic reveals that both 
languages display ellipsis.    
However, the analysis shows similarities and differences 
between the two languages. English  
and Arabic distinguish what counts as ellipsis and what 

does not. The two languages also  
distinguish ellipsis-like terms, and display various types of 
ellipsis. Table four below shows the main criteria used for 
identifying the similarities and differences between the two 
languages. 
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This can be found in constructions such as 
9:;�<�  (I swear that I will leave.) which is an elliptical form of   
 =%�
9:;�<�  (I swear by Allah, God, that I will leave).  

k. Ellipsis of exceptive items      

An example of the omission of an exceptive item is the following (Ibn Hisham, vol. 2: 634; cf. Sibawayh, vol. 2: 344): 

 >?� ��@ AB" CDE,5            
You gave me only ten.  

The exceptive item  F%G (this money) which is assumed to follow  H?� (only)  is omitted in the example above. It can also be 

elided in constructions like:    C7I ��@  
 Nothing more. 

Here the exceptive item 
F%G�  (this money) that comes after 
 C7I�  ( more)  is omitted.  

l. Ellipsis of the suffixed ‘nῡn’ of the dual and plural forms.  

This is illustrated in the following example (ibid.: 643). 

 ����E@%% 6#23  
Those (two) who hit Zaid 

 !���E@%% 6;J"  
 Those who hit Amr. 

 The  suffix   0!	   (nῡn)  in both  0����E@%� )   (those two who hit)  and 
0!���E@%�  (those who hit) in the above examples is 

omitted.  

 

5.3.2 Clausal ellipsis                      

Ellipsis of complete sentences usually occur in Qura’n, as Abbas  says: 

 

 >0K�  ��
@% %.-− M% N.& OP"� 'J– ? Q�R�  #S  >?�,����� F��,� =% T�+8 U    >0� V@G  N.W	 �P�&� ,X HY
+�� A#Z�� [%G XYJM%
 >0K�  6Y� \#WC�( V@G�P�]% U ^�               

  (Abbas, 2005: 483)           
            Omission of sentences is hardly found in a context other than Qur’an.  This is because an omission of a sentence from 

its context will result in  misunderstanding.   
One example of ellipsis of sentences is the following Quranic verse: 

  >�!� �_ �� �
��
 C7
� 7̀� 9� Ha� D@b	� �H] Hc� �T� d�
� 'e@% �� ,  ��f�g�$#&��  V2bg�@ F!"#2 h� 0� D@�5 �f��W+(% i" jk
��P@ D�
( �� ;:��  

                         (Qur’an, Chapter 28: 24 and 25) 
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Word ellipsis also involves omission of annexed elements in a sentence. This is illustrated by the following Quranic verse: 

   (#�� 9�� ',5 9� ;�<% =)   (Qur’ān, Chapter 30: 3) 

 ‘The decision of the matter before and after is only with Allah.’  

The complete form of the above Quranic verse is  #�� 9�� V@G ',5  9� ;�<% = .  Here the annexed items  V@G (these 

events) and   l-  (ha: an attached  pronoun) are omitted.       
f.  Ellipsis of prepositional phrase        

An example of the omission of a prepositional phrase is: 

 (�8� �=% C;8.@�)    (Qur’ān, Chapter 29: 45) 

‘And the praising of Allah is greater indeed.’ 

The prepositional phrase  '8 9�fm  (from everything) which comes after �8�� ) (greater)  is ellipted.   

 g. Ellipsis of a head element in a head-modifier structure  

This is illustrated by the following example: 

 (N;n@% [%o5 �-#P"�)    (Qur’ān, Chapter 38: 52) 

And beside them will be chaste females restraining their glances only for their husbands.’  
  Here the head item �!&� ) which precedes [%o5� ) (restraining)  is omitted.   

h. Ellipsis of adjectives    

Omission of adjectives is not as frequent as the omission of head items, according to Abbas (ibid: 482). An example of an 
elided adjective is the following: 

 (N!� 9� ��P�p� q!: 9� ��J�r� s.@%)     (Qur’an, Chapter 106: 4) 

‘(He) who has fed them against hunger, and has made them safe from fear.’ 

The two adjectives #2#t� )  (extreme) and  
��e"�  (biggest) which follow 
q!:�  (hunger) and 
N!��   (fear) respectively,  

are omitted.  

 

i. Ellipsis of conditionals 

 

The following example demonstrates this type of ellipsis. 

  

( C=% � CR,�, Cu c!�,���)       (Qur’ān: Chapter 3: 31) 

‘If you  really love Allah, follow me. Allah will love you and forgive your sins.’  

  

In this example, c!�,���� ) (follow me) is an elliptical form of the if-clause c!�,+� 0K�� ) (if you follow me).     
j. Ellipsis of an oath 
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vw x" f�t !@   
If Ali had wanted to come, he would have come.   
 

The complete form of the above sentence is  vw  �!Ew% x" f�t !@ .  Here the object  �!Ew%  (coming) is deleted, as it 

occurs after  f�t (want).  

An object can also be omitted after the negation of ‘verbs of realization’, such as 
�Y�2�   (know), o,2 (realize), etc. This is 

clarified by the following Quranic verse: 

(0!JY�2 ? 9R@� f��y�@% �- � Hz� ?�)   (Qur’ān, Chapter 1: 13)  

‘Verily, they are the fools, but they know not.’  

 Here f��y( �z� (verily, they are fools), which occurs after the verb 0!JY�2 ( know) is omitted. 

According to Abbas, the object is omitted in a sentence for particular reasons. These include the following (Abbas, 2005: 
287-96): 
 

1. to avoid ambiguity, as in this example: 

;gy@% �� �	;�( 
 We stayed up late until dawn.  

If the object ('�Y@%: night) in the sentence above were kept,   this would yield a different meaning   '�Y@% ;{8� �	;�(  (we 

stayed up late at night).       
  

2. to achieve generalization. An example is:     
 


4^�@% �%Q �� !"#2 =%��    (Qur’ān, Chapter 10: 25 ) 

‘Allah calls to the home of peace.’ 

The verb %!"#2 (calls) in this Quranic verse implies   #&%� '8  !"#2 (call every one),  but   #&%� '8 (every one) is omitted, as 

it is understood contextually.    

 

In some constructions, however, omission of an object is not possible. In fact, an object is kept in a sentence in order to 
achieve particular purposes, as in the following example provided by   Al-Jurjani (2004: 164):   

 D�R� D�t !@� 6�Q  
Even if you cry bitterly                     

A metaphorical meaning is expressed by the use of the object �� 6�Q ) (bitterly) in the above example.  This meaning would not 

be achieved if the object were omitted.  

 

e. Ellipsis of ‘annexation 
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b. Ellipsis of predicate 

A predicate can be ellipted, as in the following example: 
 |�Z%Q ��CY8C� ��}Y~��   )  (Qur’ān, chapter 13: 35) 

 ‘its provision is eternal and so its shade’ 

Here the second ‘�Z%Q’ (eternal), which functions as the predicate of ��}Y~ (shade), is omitted.   

c. Elllipsis of verb 
A verb can be omitted in an answer to a question, according to Ibn Hisham (ibid.). It is also frequently omitted after d!
@% 
(say), as in the following example:  


  �R�Y" 4^( T�� '8 9� ���Y" 0!Y�#2 XRZ^]%��  (Qur’ān, chapter 13: 23 and 24) 
‘And angels shall enter unto them from every gate. Peace be upon you.’  
 

In the Qur’anic verse above, the word �YZ�5� ) which has the function of the verb (say) and is placed immediately after 
 9�
T�� '8�   (from every gate), is omitted.     

Another type of sentential ellipsis involves the omission of a verb while the subject of the sentence is kept (Ibn Jinni,  2004: 
156). This is illustrated by the following example provided by Ibn Jinni (ibid.): 

 6#23�+�� %          

 I hit Zaid 

 Here the assumed omitted verb is D��� ). This can be seen clearly in the following interpretation: 

 6#23 �D���+�� % ) 

I hit Zaid. 
 

Thus, (% 6#23) takes the accusative form, because of the influence of the elided verb (D��)    (cf. Owens, 1988: 188).  

d. Ellipsis of subject 
 

Elliptical subject is illustrated in the following example provided by Abbas  (2005: 478):  
 

;n]% DY(��  
It rained.  
 

The subject ( 
f��@%  (sky) in the above example is deleted (;n]% f��@% DY(��) lit. ‘the sky sent down the rain’). 

 

e. Ellipsis of object 

Omission of an object often occurs after �t !@D  or X���]% (want), according to Ibn Hisham (Vol 2: 633). An example is: 
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Ellipsis in this example occurs for rhetorical purpose. If �PJ2� On�C2 ( He (God) gives and prevents) occurred in its complete 

form  C2f��2 �� �PJ2� f��2 �� On�  (He  (God) gives  and prevents whatever He wants), the aesthetic meaning would be lost 

(ibid.): 

��	�;@% V@G q��� ,Xg�,@% D@%3 ��;�~� D	� !@� ,N�.W]% V@G ���~� �� '�,( ? 9R@�  
                                                        (Al-Hashimi, ibid.) 

 

If the omitted items �� f��2  (whatever He wants) were kept in the sentence, the aesthetic  meaning would be lost.  

Abbas (2005)  suggests two types for ellipsis:  word ellipsis and sentence ellipsis (2005: 478). The two main types of ellipsis 
introduced by Abbas  and Almat’ani (1992) will be discussed in some details below.  

As just indicated, Abbas distinguishes two main types of ellipsis, word ellipsis and sentence ellipsis (Abbas 2005: 478). 
These are discussed below.     

 

5.3.1 Word ellipsis 

Elliptical elements of this type include predicand, predicate, verb, subject, object, annexation, prepositional phrase, modified 
elements, adjectives,  conditionals, oaths, exceptive items, and the suffixed ‘nῡn’ of the dual and plural forms. The 
discussion of ellipsis of these subtypes is mainly based on Abbas (2005: 478-83) and Ibn Hisham (vol. 2: 634, 643).  

a. Ellipsis of predicand 

According to Ibn Hisham, an elliptical predicand frequently occurs in an answer to a question. The predicand can also be 
omitted in other constructions. For example, the prdicand is elided in a conditional apodosis (main clause) which begins with 

the particle N (fa). An elliptical predicand also occurs after   d!
@%  (say) (Ibn Hisham, Vol 2: 629-30). These  types of 

ellipsis are illustrated respectively in the following examples: 

 

�  
 �J�@% T�W�� �� , Q!E� �#( U    (Qur’ān, chapter 56: 28) 

‘And those on the right hand - who will be those on the right hand? Among thornless lote trees.’  

 

The predicand ‘� C-’ (they) in the second part of the Quranic verse above is omitted. Similarly, the predicands  �YJ�� (fa 

amaluhu: his right deed)  and �C�f�(K�   (fa isa’atuh: his evil deed) are deleted in the following sentence:              

 
  6w�� 'J" 9����Y�� f�(� 9�� ,��yPY� ��   

(Qur’ān, chapter 41:  46) 

        

‘Whosoever does righteous good deeds, it is for his ownself; and whosoever does evil, it is against his ownself.’ 

The predicand �%.-)  (this) in the example below is omitted, as it occurs after ‘said’: 
  
( %!@�
��T% H.8 ;&�  (Qura’n, chapter 40: 24) 
 ‘But they called : “A sorcerer, a liar!”  
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According to the Kufans, the subject in the sentence above is not  C#P- Hind’, but rather the elided assumed  |#&� (one). Thus, 

the example above is an elliptical form for: 
 

 ��;� ��  |#P- H?� C#&�  
No one left except Hind.                                
 

The Kufans support their argument by the fact that if  #P- (Hind) were the subject, the  [   (ta) would be suffixed to the verb 

 ��;� (left) to become  D:;� (left).                    

The Basrans, on the other hand, argue that  |#&� (one) is to be assumed in this sentence, rather than in grammar.   

As indicated by the examples above, the Kufans and the Basrans have different perspectives on ellipsis.  The two schools 
treat the ‘assumed’ structures differently.  

 

5.3  Types of Ellipsis  

According to Al-Hashimi, ellipsis is of two types:       
 

T%;"�% #P" N�.W]% ��� ;�e2 ��5 :0��5 !-� �'�<% N^� N.w% ? ��5�  �	�R� �Y�� �	�� ,T%;"��� N�.W]% ��� ;�e2
�P�]% DWy�� %G�   ? ��#:���
2 �                                                                      ����"%;J� ? 

            (Al-Hashimi, 2005: 101)    
        

Ellipsis, opposite of occurrence (of omitted items), is of two types. The  first involves omitted items which are recoverable by 
‘i rāb’ (case or  mood  endings). In the second type, however, elided items are not recovered by ‘i rāb’ (case or mood 
endings), and are usually deleted for particular reasons,   such as  rhetorical purposes. 

                                

Examples of the two types of ellipsis just mentioned are given below (ibid.). 

 

 6̂ -�  6̂ �(�  
You are welcome 
 

The omitted items in  6̂ -� 6̂ �(�  (You are welcome) can be recovered by ‘i rāb’ (case or mood endings).  

Here  6̂ �(� 6̂ -� are in an accusative case, because of their ‘governing’ words, which are assumed, as follows:  

 

 6̂ -� D�: 6	�R� D@b	�  � 6̂ �(  
Lit: You came to your people and arrived at an easy place (You are welcome).  
 

A further example provided by  Al-Hashimi is: 

�PJ2� On�C2 
He (God) gives and prevents.  
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% 6#23 �+��  D�� 

I hit Zaid. 
 

Here transformational grammar begins with a complete original sentence when considering ellipsis. But Arabic theory, 
Owens points out, starts with the final structure, and then explains how ‘Zaydan’ is in the accusative case. The initial verb is 
omitted because it is contextually understood, as in: 

 6#23% �+��  

I hit Zaid.       
 

Owens goes on to comment that ellipsis in Arabic is ‘applied by speakers in the course of speaking’ (Owens, ibid.: 197- 98). 
In other words, deleting an item is not organized in a formal rule (e.g., V NP �  V), when the (understood) object does not 
occur in a sentence (ibid.).  

Theory of government (Amal) is used to identify elided items. Though ‘Awāmil’ (governing words, such as verbs and 
particular particles) are omitted, their grammatical effects remain in the context, according to the Arabic grammarians (Al-

Liheibi, 2000: 172; cf. also Owens, 1988: 195). For example, if a person shouts  �#(<% (al-‘asad: the lion!) to draw the 

attention of other person or people to the sudden presence of such an animal, he or she means ‘ �#(<% �.&%’ (ihthar al-‘asad: 

Beware of the lion!). Here the governing word �.&%  (beware of), which causes the word  �#(<% (lion) to be in an accusative 

case, is omitted (ibid.: 173).    

When ellipsis does not take place in a sentence, the term  ;8�G  ‘thikr’ (non-ellipsis) is used.  The general rule is that an item 

must not be elided if there is nothing in a sentence that refers to the omitted item (qarā’in), as mentioned above. But there are 

other reasons for not ellipting an item. For example, ��@� #P�]% (al-musnad ilyhi: theme) must not be elided from a sentence if 

it is difficult to refer to it when omitted. The theme also must occur in a sentence when there is a need to convey the message 
precisely. In some constructions, theme occurs in a sentence for a particular deliberate purpose, such as a rhetorical purpose 
(Abbas, 2005: 257-59).       

 According to Bohas et al. (2006), the analysis of utterances in Arabic involves two approaches. In the first approach, 
utterances are analysed in terms of the formal relation between their items. In the second approach, which is adopted by 
Sibawayh, the analysis of utterances is based on the operations which are uttered by the speaker to attain a particular effect 
on the listener (Bohas et al. 2006: 38). Here utterances are analysed in sequence, rather than in isolation to make clear their  
‘basic’ similarities and dissimilarities which are explained in terms of what  Bohas et al. call ‘enunciative  operations’ 

performed at different levels: �d�"   (‘Amal)  and f��@% (cancelation)  (ibid.: 39).            

 The Kufan and the Basran, the two traditional grammar schools, have different viewpoints in terms of ellipsis. This is 
illustrated by the following example (Al-Liheibi, 2000: 211): 
 

 ����r �� �'8� V >?�  |#23  
The one who ate your food was Zaid. 

According to the Kufans, the sentence above is ungrammatical, as  C#23 (Zaid) is not the subject of the verb  '8� (ate). For 

them, in constructions like the previous one, a sentence has to have an assumed subject, as in this sentence: 
 

 ��;� �� >?�  |#P-  
No one left except Hind. 
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N.W	 �� N.W	 9W	,  6��t �	#2b2 ? N�.W]% #g	 �P�& 0G�� ,�P�]% ��& 9�   6���+�%� Xy� ��� #g	 '� ,�yY@% ��& 9� %
��P�]% ��& 9� c��� ;_� [%G 6A#Z���                                                                                (Abbas, ibid.: 270) 

Items are elided in a sentence provided that they add nothing to meaning. 

 Ellipsis can indeed yield a precise and short message. Furthermore, it can convey rhetorical purposes. 

But Abbas points out that an item is omitted if it can be contextually recovered: 

 C2 0� 9RJ2 XY� �� XJY8 '8d#� 9Z%;5 Q!:!@ ,�z�#� �P�]% ��y N.w% i"    C� 0� �� s;&                        �N.  
                            (Abbas, ibid.: 255) 

         

A word or a sentence can be omitted if what is elided is 

 contextually understood.  
  

There may be other reasons for ellipsis, but the main reason is that the omitted items add nothing to the meaning, as indicated 
above (ibid.: 271). 

The main principle of ellipsis in Arabic is that nothing can be omitted unless it is recoverable from the context (Ibn Jinni, 
2004: 140, also cf. Owens, 1988: 186). Ibn Jinni says that: 

m ��@� ,X8;w%� ,N;w%� ,Q;y]%� ,XYJM% T;�@% D�.&f   ?� V@G 9��@� '�@Q , ���@% �Y" ��YR� 9� T� ��� 0�8 ?���                                   
                                                  (Ibn Jinni, 2004: 140)  

 

For the speakers of Classical Arabic, ellipsis involves the omission of a particle, a lexical item, a case or mood ending, or a 
sentence.  If there is nothing that refers to the elided items in the context, reconstruction of the elided  elements will involve a 
form of speculation. 

A similar argument is provided by Al-Hashimi (2005). For him, alhathf (ellipsis) involves omission of an element from a 
sentence, but this should not lead to loss of meaning, and there has to be something in the sentence which refers to the elided 
items:    

N�.W]% ���C� XP2;5 �� ,��y@�� }'� ? A��,�@% 9� fm N.W� 0!R2 N.w% 3���� 

                (Al-Hashimi, 2005: 187)    

 

Ellipsis is the omission of an item from a sentence. But this omission should not result in misunderstanding; there has to be 
something through which the elided item is  identified.  

Based on the above arguments, there needs to be 9Z%;5 (qarā’in), or elements which identify elided items in a sentence. These 

‘qarā’in’ can be contextual or situational. For example, intonation is viewed as a means of ‘qarā’in lafdiyyah, or verbal 
identification of elided items in speech. Pausing and parsing are also used to recognize elided items in Arabic (cf. Al-Liheibi, 
2000: 175-181). In this respect, Abbas (2005) identifies specific ‘qarā’in’ by which the elided items can be recognized. For 

example, ellipsis can also be recognized by  '
�@% (al- aql: using one’s own judgment and reasoning. Use of grammatical 

rules is also one means of identifying omitted items (Abbas, 2005: 475-77). An example of this is the use of the theory of 
government (called ‘Amal’ in Arabic), which is briefly discussed below.  

According to Owens, an elided item in Arabic can be identified by assuming it, without postulating a new sentence (Owens: 
1988: 195-96). One important approach to doing this is the theory of government. Emphasis is given to the restructuring of 
the elided items in Arabic. But the theory of transformational grammar, for example, concerns itself with decomposing the 
deleted items (ibid.). The example used previously will be repeated here for convenience. 
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 }�&� h�  
 I love my father.  
 

Here the covert first person �	� (‘ana: I) is omitted or assumed (taqdīr).  

Ibn Hisham points out that emphasis and ellipsis cannot occur in one construction, as ellipsis aims at shortening the sentence 

(vol. 2: 608). For instance, it is not acceptable to modify the omitted object pronoun ( C! C-–hu) with the emphasizer (� ��y	 
‘nafsahu’) in the example below) (ibid.).   

*   � ��y	 CD�� s.@% |#23  
The one I hit was Zaid.   

But one can say: 

 |#23 � ��y	 �C+�� s.@% 
The one I hit was Zaid   
Although the previous example is emphasized, it does not involve ellipsis. The object pronoun ( C! C- -hu) is suffixed to the 

verb �C+�� (ῡarabtuh: I hit him). 
Another term involved in this context is ‘ijaz’(concision), which is of two types:  athf’ (ellipsis) and ‘qasr’ (stating precisely 
and briefly) (Abbas, 2005: 475). In ‘ athf’ (ellipsis), a word or even a sentence is omitted, but the meaning is understood 
without the elided items. However, there has to be something which refers to the omitted items. In ‘qasr’(stating precisely 
and briefly), by contrast, no item is omitted. But meanings of ‘qasr’ constructions can imply some kind of semantic omission. 
Instances of these constructions are frequently found in Qur’ān.  Abbas defines ‘qasr’ as follows:       

 

s.@% !�� ,N.& 7I 9� A7{8 c��� XY�Y
@% ��y@<% �JE� !-�   C" O+@% ��y@<% VY+@ X2���� ��y@)� ��	��� 9" ��	 0� 9RJ2 ? ��   
                                                                 �c��]%  .- 9" ��                             

                                                             (Abbas, ibid.: 487)        

 ‘Al-qasr’ involves constructions in which one single item 

 conveys precisely more than one meaning. These meanings  

  cannot be expressed exactly in the same way they occur in the  context, as  each implies many meanings.  

 

A good example of ‘al-qasr’ is the following (ibid.: 488): 

(;�<%� �Y*% �@ ?�)   (Qur’ān, Chapter 7 : 54) 

‘Surely, He is the Creation and the Commandment.’ 

In this Quranic verse the words �Y*% (al-khalq: Creation)  and ;�<% (al-amr: Commandment) imply two different meanings; 

their meanings cannot be expressed by one single word.  

  

Ellipsis in Arabic occurs when the elided items have no effect on meaning when they are deleted. In fact, omission can carry 
particular rhetorical purposes, as Abbas points out:  
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5. Ellipsis in Arabic 
(1)

    

5.1 Definition of the term 

The phenomenon of ellipsis has been productively studied in Arabic. For example, the Arabic Linguistic Traditions (ALT) 
recognizes two types of ellipsis: ‘ῡathf’ (deletion) and ‘iῡmār’ (Owens, 1988: 186). Although ‘ῡathf’ and ‘iῡmār’ both 
involve omission, Ibrahim (1975) distinguishes the two terms:  

% 6�(% ,4^R@% 9� �fm ��
(� :X�@ N.w 6̂ �� ��  6�;& ��  6XY� �� �         
 C� %G��  ;_� O
�� 4^R@% 9� Cfm �
( 6���� O HJ C(�% 

   (Ibrahim, 1975: 1; quoted in Al-Liheibi, 2000: 170)   

      
                  ‘ῡathf’(ellipsis) means omission of an element (a particle, a verb,   
                   or a clause) in a sentence.  If the elided element is assumed in the 

                  sentence, it is called ‘iῡmār’.   

Thus, according to this definition,  �',5� (aqbala: the arrival of somebody) in the example below is ῡathf (Al-Hashimi, 2005: 

101): 

 

 �',5�  
He is coming.  

Another extended definition of ellipsis is provided by Al-Jurjani. Here ellipsis is defined rhetorically:      
,;W�@�� ��,t ,;�<% ��g" ,.�)]% ��n@ ,VY�]% ��5Q T�� !-   AQ���% 9" DJ�@%� ,;8 H.@% 9� ���� ;8 �.@% F;� �� �;� V	K�

#23�  ,AQ���@ �9�, C� � %G� 0!R� �� H���� ,�nP� � %G� 0!R� �� �n	� F C#S�  

                                                                           (Al-Jurjāni, 11th century  - 2004: 146)         
                              Ellipsis requires caution for its investigation, as it is 

                           peculiar and has a magical quality. Omission can convey 

                           the message more precisely than the occurrence of the  

                           elided items. One can be very eloquent when using ellipsis.    
 

5.2 Ellipsis and other relevant terms 

Another term that describes deleted items is Iῡmār. In the example below Iῡmār is expressed by the third person masculine 

 �!- (huwa), which refers to the elided noun d#�@% (al-adl) (ibid.: 107):  

(  %!@#"��� �!
+Y@ CT;5� ) (Qur’an, chapter:  5: 9) 

‘Be just: that is the nearer to piety’ 

The term ‘taqdīr’ (literally means an assumed element) is also used to describe omitted items on the basis of grammatical or 
semantic factors: (Owens, 1988: 186).  A good example is the following sentence provided by Al-Liheibi (2000: 172): 

                                                             

(
1
) One column is used starting from this page due to printing purposes (editor in chief). 

	��� h;�@% '�%#+2 ? �+& #&%� ;z Xn
P@%  .- 9���;2;W+@% ��Z�
 sb�Yg        
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a. Everything’s just as it was. 
   Of course it is. 
 
b. Don’t let me hear the name again! 
    I won’t indeed! 
 
Ellipsis is also found in the following examples of assent, 
where ‘yes’ and ‘no’ are the only rejoinders; the remainder 
of the clause is elided (ibid.: 216): 
 
a. It’s cold. 
   Yes.  
 
b. We’re not late.   
    No.  
 
This applies to constructions involving commands. But the 
modal element needs to be added if ‘yes’ occurs after the 
negative command which suggests refusal, as in the 
following  instance (ibid.): 
 
A: Don’t tell anyone what you saw!  
B: Yes, I will.  
 
Clausal ellipsis also occurs in reported speech sequences. 
This type is related to the ellipsis of the first category of 
indirect responses above, the ‘commentary’. The discussion 
below involves indirect wh-questions and indirect yes/no 
questions.  
 
When the reported clause is an indirect wh-question, 
ellipsis is similar to that of direct questions, the wh-type 
interrogative clauses.  Examples are (ibid.: 217): 
a. I said you would mend it for him. 
    I hope you didn’t say when. 
 
b. The jewels are missing. 
    I wonder what else. 
In (a) and (b) above, ‘when’ and ‘what else’ presuppose ‘I 
would mend it for him’ and ‘’is missing’ respectively. The 
wh- item ‘when’ in (a) is a new element, whereas ‘what’ in 
(b) is already present in the presupposed clause, and asks 
for expansion.    
When the reported clause is a yes/no question, ellipsis is 
typically zero as in (ibid.: 219): 
 
A: Was that an earthquake?   
B: I don’t know. 
 
When the question is introduced by a verb like ‘ask’ in the 
reporting clause, the reported clause which is elided is 
treated as a question, regardless of the mood of the 
presupposed clause (ibid.), as in: 
 
John was very disappointed by the response. You can ask 
him. 
 

Here the indirect yes/no question ‘whether he was or not’ is 
elided, despite the fact that presupposed clause is not a 
question. When a reporting verb, such as ‘tell’, ‘report’, 
‘know’, or ‘say’ introduces a statement or a yes/no 
question, and the reported clause is elided, there may arise 
an ambiguity. An example is (ibid.: 220): 
 
A: I think the cheque is still valid.  
B: The Bank can tell them.  

Two interpretations can be given here. The first is ‘the 
Bank can tell them the check is still valid’, and the second 
is ‘the Bank can tell them whether the check is still valid or 
not’. 
 In the case of clause complexes (paratactic and hypotactic 
clauses), the elliptical clause may presuppose ‘any clause in 
a complex’, according to Halliday and Hasan. It can also 
presuppose all other clauses following it (paratactic), or all 
those dependent on it (hypotactic) (ibid.: 222). This general 
principle is illustrated by the two examples below (ibid.). 
The first is paratactic, and the second is hypotactic.    
 
a. Smith was going to take part, but somebody telephoned 
and asked to see him urgently  
    so he had to withdraw. 
    Who?  
b. I kept quiet because Mary gets very embarrassed if 
anyone mentions John’s name.  
    I don’t know why?           
 
The first clause in each example above is not presupposed. 
In (a) the clause ‘somebody telephoned’ is presupposed.  
The remainder ‘and asked to see him urgently so he had to 
withdraw’ is also presupposed, as this is within the domain 
of the presupposition. The meaning here is ‘who telephoned 
and asked to see him urgently so he had to withdraw’. 
Similarly, the meaning in (b) is ‘I don’t know why Mary 
gets very embarrassed if anyone mentions John’s name’.   
Thus, it is possible to presuppose a paratactic clause 
complex by clausal ellipsis only when the other clauses 
which come after the presupposed clause fall within the 
domain of the presupposition (ibid.: 224). An example is 
the following (ibid.): 
 
I left my books here and somebody came in and either 
borrowed them or put them back on the shelf but did not 
say a word to me. I wish I could find out who.    
 
The clauses following the presupposed clause need to have 
at least one element (usually the subject) in common, as in 
the above example. There are, however, possibilities where 
two or more paratactic clauses have a different subject. In 
this case only the first paratactic clause constitutes the 
domain of the presupposition. The example below, though 
hardly accepted by Halliday and Hasan, illustrates the point 
(ibid.). 
 

I left my books here and somebody complained and the 
librarian put them back on the shelf but did not say a word 
to me. I wish I could find out who.    
 

Clauses occurring later in the complex, Halliday and Hasan 
point out, can lead to ambiguity, as it is not always clear 
which clause is being presupposed (ibid.: 223).  The 
following example illustrates the point (ibid.): 
 

A: I finished writing that story, and it’s going to be 
published.  
B: When? 
 
Here ‘when’ can mean either ‘when did you finish writing 
it?’, or ‘when is it going to be published? There is even 
much ambiguity in a very complex structure, as in this 
example (ibid.: 224): 
 
A: I shall be cross if you break that vase, which was a 
present from my boyfriend. 
B: Which? 
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In the example above, two elements of the second part of 
the sentence (takes coffee) are omitted.   
 
The line between what is elliptical and what is not is not 
clear cut, according to Halliday and Hasan (ibid.: 205). 
They argue that modal and propositional ellipsis is clear in 
most cases;  some constructions, however, are doubtful.     
Now I move on to discuss question-answer sequences and 
other ‘rejoinder’ sequences in terms of ellipsis. The 
categories of these sequences is discussed in some detail 
below.   
Halliday and Hasan define ‘rejoinder’ as ‘any utterance 
which immediately follows an utterance by a different 
speaker and is cohesively related to it’ (ibid.: 206). 
Rejoinders are of two types, those that follow questions 
(called responses), and those which do not follow questions 
(not responses, but sequels to statements or commands) 
(ibid.: 206 and 214). Both types also involve specific sub-
categories. These are discussed below. 
 
A. Rejoinders which are responses  
 
Rejoinders of this type presuppose questions. They, thus, 
have potentials for ellipsis. Here responses are either direct 
or indirect.  Direct responses are those which answer yes/no 
questions and wh-questions, as in the following examples 
(ibid.: 208): 
 
a. Has John arrived? 
Yes, he has.    
 
b. When did John arrive? 
 Yesterday.    
 
As the examples above indicate, in the simplest forms of 
direct responses (to both yes/no and wh-questions) what is 
explicit is the information the speaker seeks (‘Yes, he has’ 
in example one and ‘yesterday’ in example two), the 
remainder being presupposed by ellipsis. The clauses ‘Yes, 
he has arrived’ and ‘John arrived yesterday’ in examples 
one and two above take elliptical forms.     
  
  Elliptical forms here can be long or partial. There can also 
be no ellipsis at all (ibid.: 211).  
Indirect responses involve three categories: ‘commentary’, 
‘disclaimer’, and ‘supplementary’ (ibid.: 206). These are 
illustrated by the following examples (ibid.:  208). 
 
a. How did they break in? 
    I’ll show you how. (commentary) 
 
b. Why didn’t you tell John? 
    I did. (disclaimer) 
 
c. Did you tell John? 
    He wasn’t there. (supplementary)  
 
The indirect responses (commentary, disclaimer, and 
supplementary) are potentially elliptical. For example, the 
response to the commentary below is elided (ibid.: 212): 
A: Why are the lights turned off? 
B: I am not supposed to say why. (This is an elliptical form 
for ‘I am not supposed to say why the lights are turned 
off’). 
 

A response in the disclaimer can be declarative or 
interrogative. These types of responses are usually 
elliptical, as in the following instance (ibid.: 213): 
 
A: What’s your telephone number? 
B: We’re not on the phone. (declarative) 
 
A: When did they cancel the booking? 
B:  Did they? (interrogative) 
 
The supplementary response answers a question by 
implication. This type is normally associated with yes/no 
questions, rather than wh-questions. The reason, according 
to Halliday and Hasan, is that it is difficult to give an 
answer to a wh-question by implication.  Thus, a disclaimer 
response is the alternative (ibid.). Responses here can 
presuppose the whole question. A good example is (ibid.): 
A: Can you make it stand up? 
B: If you keep still. (I can make it stand up if you keep still)  
 
B. Rejoinders which are not responses         
 
As mentioned above, rejoinders of this type are sequels to 
statements or commands. Rejoinders here involve the 
following sub-categories: ‘assent’ and ‘contradiction’ (after 
a statement), ‘consent’ and ‘refusal’ (after a command), and 
‘yes/no or wh-question’ (after a statement or a command) 
(ibid.: 206-208). These rejoinders are illustrated by the 
following examples (ibid.: 208).  
 
a. It’s going to rain. (statement) 
It might. (assent) 
It isn’t. (contradiction) 
Is it? (yes/no question) 
 
b. Leave me alone. (command) 
 I won’t. (refusal) 
All right, I will. (consent) 
Why? (wh-question) 
 
The examples above are rejoinders; they are not responses, 
as the presupposed items are not questions (ibid.). 
Question rejoinders act to query statements or commands 
which come before them. The whole clause is presupposed, 
and the speaker seeks confirmation (ibid.: 214-15): 
 
a. Peter’s here. 
    Is he? 
 
b. Open that parcel. 
    Shall I? 
 
In other constructions, the speaker seeks confirmation by 
querying one element. The rest of the clause is elided, as in 
the following example (ibid.: 215): 
A: John’s coming to dinner.  
B: John? 
 
The query can also take the form of a wh-question. The 
remainder of the clause is omitted. An example is (ibid.): 
A: John’s coming to dinner.  
B: Who?  
Other types of rejoinders (to statements or commands) 
involve an elliptical clause which consists of the modal 
element only. This is illustrated by the following examples 
(ibid.: 216): 
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55). Sentence-initial ellipsis is found commonly, but not 
solely, in colloquial speech. The omitted items of this 
subtype involve verbal operators (i.e. auxiliary items, such 
as ‘be’, ‘do’, etc.) and pronominal subjects or existential 
markers (ibid.: 56). An example is (ibid.: 57):  

Any good? (Are they any good?) 
Foreign body in there. (There’s a foreign body in there) 
The second subtype of omitted constructions is the 

situational. According to Wilson, occurring in speech, 
ellipsis of this subtype is very common in writing, such as 
notices, signs, instructions on containers of products, and 

manufacturer’s labels on goods (ibid.: 63).  
C. Telegraphic ellipsis 
The term ‘telegraphic’ refers to the abbreviated or 

incomplete linguistic structures which are similar to 
telegrams.  Examples of telegraphic ellipsis include 
newspaper headlines, headings, titles, songs, children’s 
speech (e.g. ‘More milk’) (ibid.: 71, 73,  and 76). 

Halliday and Hasan  (1976) distinguishes between 
nominal, verbal, and clausal ellipsis.  

The types of ellipsis discussed above are summarized in 
the table below.   

 
Table 3:  Types of ellipsis (Halliday and Hasan)  

Halliday and Hasan, (1976) Thorne, (1997) Wilson  (2000) Carter and McCarthy, (2006) 
1- Nominal 
2- Verbal 
3- Clausal 

1-Nominal 
phrases 
2-Verbal 
phrases 
3- Clauses 

1-Contextual: 
a- anaphoric and cataphoric 
ellipsis 
b- Intrasentential 
and intersentential 
2- Situational: 
a- Sentence-initial 
b- Situational 
3- Telegraphic 

1-Situational  
2-Textual  
3-Structural 

 
Of these types, Halliday and Hasan’s clausal ellipsis (1976) 
is discussed in more detail below. 
   
4.4 Clausal ellipsis  
According to Halliday and Hasan, a clause is realized by an 
expression of different speech functions, such as a 
statement, a question, a response, etc. It is of two main 
structures: Modal element and Propositional element (ibid.: 
197). The modal element has two parts, the subject and the 
finite element in the verbal group. The proposition is the 
remainder of the verbal group (the residue) and any 
Complements or Adjuncts. The modal and propositional 
elements are illustrated by the example below (ibid.).   
The Duke was (modal element) going to plant a row of 
poplars in the park (propositional element).  
The modal ellipsis and propositional ellipsis are discussed 
in some detail below. 
  
 A. Modal ellipsis 
Modal ellipsis takes place in response to a wh-question 
which asks ‘what’. Here the subject is presupposed from 
what has been said in the previous context (ibid.: 198). An 
example is: 
A: What were they doing? 
B: Holding hands.  
B. Propositional Ellipsis 
Propositional ellipsis involves constructions where the 
mood and polarity constitute the main components of the 
message (ibid.). This ellipsis is found in yes/no questions 
and responses to statements. Here the subject is 
presupposed by a reference item, as indicated in the 
examples below.  
a. Has the plane landed? 
Yes, it has. 
 
b. The plane has landed. 
Has it? 
Propositional ellipsis also occurs in a response to wh-
questions where the unknown element is the subject, as 
illustrated by the following example (ibid.): 
A: Who taught you to spell?  
B: Grandfather did. 

The occurrence of question/answer sequences with marked 
polarity is ‘less usual’ in substitution, according to Halliday 
and Hasan (ibid.: 200). Thus, these sequences are often 
elliptical (ibid.): 
 
a. Has the plane landed? 
Yes, it has. (Elliptical form) 
Yes, it has done. (Substitute form) 
 
b. Who was playing the piano? 
 Peter was. (Elliptical form) 
 Peter was doing. (Substitute form).          
 
The substitute forms in the examples above are odd.  
As for ellipsis of individual elements from the clause, 
Halliday and Hasan point out that ‘it is not possible to omit 
single elements from the structure of the clause’ (ibid.: 
203).  For example, it is unacceptable to have the following 
sequence (ibid.: 202): 
 
A: Has she taken her medicine? 
B: She has taken.   
 
Possible responses to the previous question would be ‘she 
has’ (elliptical form), ‘she has taken it’ (reference), ‘she has 
done’ (substitute form), and ‘she has taken her medicine’ 
(non-elliptical clause).  
 
When an element of a clause needs to be presupposed, a 
reference item is used, as illustrated by the example below 
(ibid.: 203) 
 
a. The Duke has planted poplars in the park.   
b. He has planted poplars in the park.     
c. The Duke has planted them.      
 
Ellipsis in the above example is a presupposition between 
sentences. Single elements of clause structure can be 
omitted within sentences. This type of ellipsis is described 
as  ‘internal branching’, as in the following example:  
             
Sybil takes coffee very strong but Joan rather weak. 
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4.2 Ellipsis and other relevant terms 
4.2.1 Gapping    
Many scholars distinguish the terms ‘ellipsis’ and 

‘gapping’ (cf. Lobeck, 1995: 21). For example, the 
omission of the second occurrence of ‘bought’ in the 
example below is treated under a rule of gapping in 
Transformational Grammar (Ross, 1970; quoted in Dick, 
1980: 199). 

John bought the book and Bill (bought) the record.  
For Wilson (2000), there are gaps which can be 

described as ellipsis, while some linguistic omissions 
cannot be treated as such, though they share ‘superficial’ 
features with ellipsis (Wilson, 2000: 22).  For example, 
some of these omissions are not motivated (accidental) 
syntactically ‘and/or’ situationally. Others are associated 
with ‘contextually motivated inferences of language in use’ 
(ibid.). These linguistic gaps, Wilson points out, are of 
three types: lapses in performance, nonrealization, and 
inferential gaps. The three types are briefly discussed 
below.  

a. Lapses in Performance 
Examples of these lapses include false starts, 

distractions, and shifts in attention (ibid.: 23). They are 
common in spoken language. Lapses in performance can 
also be found in unedited writing, writing of less mature 
writers, etc. (ibid.). Wilson goes on to argue that these 
lapses in performance are not ellipses: ‘Lapses of 
performance are not describable within even the lease strict 
definition of ellipsis’ (ibid.: 26).  

b. Nonrealization 
 Gaps also occur in constructions other than lapses in 

performance. These constructions are also not classified as 
examples of ellipsis, according to Wilson (ibid.: 28). A 
theory of indefinite ellipsis suggests that a sentence like 
‘Suraiya reads for pleasure’ is a result of an omission of an 
indefinitely specified direct object ‘Suraiya reads (some x) 
for pleasure’ (ibid.: 27). Wilson points out that if such a 
theory is applied, ‘the implications of what counts as 
ellipsis are large’ (ibid.). He concludes that ‘an elliptical 
theory of such nonrealization is unhelpful because it cannot 
be given a sufficiently precise definition which would 
exclude a wide range of vaguely inexplicit expressions’ 
(ibid.).    

Another case of nonrealization is the lack of subject in 
imperatives (ibid.: 29). Wilson argues that because the 
‘none-elliptical status’ of imperatives which lack subjects is 
not clear, they are not to be analysed as examples of 
ellipsis. 

c. Inferential gaps 
Inferential gaps are the third type of linguistic 

omissions which, according to Wilson, cannot fall within an 
elliptical framework (ibid.: 31). An example of these 
constructions is the following (ibid.): 

A: Are you going to the pictures? 
B: That new Tarantino’s on the multiplex. 
When the rejoinder sequence above occurs in a 

complete structure, Wilson argues, it is unacceptable to 
include its inferential gap within an elliptical framework. 
This is because we will end up with an ‘overgeneralized 
definition of ellipsis: being understood’ (ibid.: 32).  

  
4.3  Types of ellipsis 
Carter and McCarthy identify three types of ellipsis: 

situational, textual, and structural (Carter and McCarthy, 
2006: 181). These are illustrated in the following table 
(ibid.). 

 

Table 1: Types of ellipsis (Carter and McCarthy)  

Type of ellipsis Example Items elided  
A. Situational 
ellipsis 

A: Don’t know 
what’s gone wrong 
here.  
B: Oh. Need any 
help? 

‘I’ in A, and ‘Do 
you’ in B. 

B. Textual ellipsis He applied and got 
the job.  

‘he’ 
 

C. Structural 
ellipsis 

The car he was 
driving was stolen. 

‘that’, though 
optional 

 
Thorne (1997) points out that ellipsis occurs in nominal 

phrases, verbal phrases, and clauses (normally within 
sentences: intrasentential ellipsis), as indicated in the table 
below  (Thorne, 1997: 45-46).     

 

Table 2: Types of ellipsis �Thorne)       
Items elided  
in nominal phrases 

Items elided in 
verbal phrases 

Items elided in 
clauses 

A. The head in simple 
noun phrases, as in: 
The buttercups were 
bright yellow and (the 
buttercups) stretched. 
B. The head and any 
modifiers or qualifiers 
in complex nominal 
phrase, as in: 
The black clouds of the 
impending storm rose 
above us and (the black 
clouds of the 
impending storm) 
loomed threatening.   

Repeated lexical 
and auxiliary 
verbs:  
a- The children 
ate jelly and ice-
cream and the 
adults (ate) bread 
and cheese. 
b- They have 
been riding and 
(have been) 
surfing this week. 

The whole clause 
can be elided: 
Q: Who was 
playing the 
clarinet last night? 
A: Susan was 
(playing the 
clarinet last night).  

 
Wilson (2000) distinguishes between contextual 

ellipsis, situational ellipsis, and telegraphic ellipsis (Wilson: 
2000: 38- 69). These are briefly discussed below.  

A. Contextual ellipsis 
Contextual ellipsis is categorized into two subtypes. 

The first involves anaphoric and cataphoric ellipsis. The 
second consists of intrasetential ellipsis and intersentential 
ellipsis (ibid.: 38).  In an intersentential ellipsis, Wilson 
focuses on ‘fragmented replies’ and responses found in 
dialogue. Wilson points out that ‘utterance fragments’ 
(incomplete utterances) which are found in lapses in 
performance are different from sentence fragments 
(incomplete sentences).  The first cannot be elliptical, 
whereas the second can. Anaphoric and cataphoric ellipsis 
is illustrated by the example below.  

 
Brian won’t do the dishes, so you‘ll have to. 

(Anaphoric ellipsis) 
Since Brian won’t, I expect I’ll have to do the dishes. 

(Cataphoric ellipsis). 
According to Wilson, the majority of contextual 

elliptical constructions are anaphoric (ibid.). In such 
constructions a clue is given to what will be ellipted.   

B. Situational ellipsis    
Ellipsis of this category, which occurs both in speech 

and writing, needs to be related to its situational context. 
Language and its environment interact in this context, 
according to Wilson (ibid.: 65). Two main types of ellipsis 
are identified here: sentence-initial and situational (ibid.: 
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phenomenon.  She uses data from Russian, Polish and 
English languages. It is an integrated approach of some 
aspects of linguistics (syntax, semantics, morphology, 
pragmatics, and stylistics) with the study of reference 
attempted to broadly explain the phenomenon of ellipsis.  

On the basis of the studies above, one can conclude that 
ellipsis is used for various purposes. The studies reviewed 
also show that linguistic deletion is distinguished from 
other similar phenomena.  

  
4. Ellipsis in English  

4.1 Definition of the term  
Although ellipsis is a universal phenomenon, but it has 

not received the attention it deserves, according to Mcshane 
(Mcshane, 2005: 3).  Ellipsis is ‘a universal property of 
natural language…ellipsis studies are relatively 
undeveloped or, at least, lack breadth and depth of 
coverage’ (ibid).  

Wilson (2000) argues that it is ‘probably impossible to 
achieve a satisfactory unitary definition of ellipsis’ (Wilson, 
2000: 17). This is because ellipsis involves a wide range of 
phenomena; it contributes to various spoken and written 
styles (ibid.: 8).   

McShane (2005) points out that the term ‘ellipsis’ is a 
broader and complex phenomenon;  ellipsis requires 
reference to syntax, lexical semantics, discourse, prosody, 
semantics, and stylistics (McShane, 2005: 3).  

Many definitions have been given for ellipsis, as it is a 
controversial issue. For example, ellipsis is simply defined 
as ‘substitution by zero’ (Halliday and Hasan, 1976: 142).  

Carter and McCarthy view ellipsis as ‘the absence of 
elements normally required by the grammar (e.g. subject 
before a tensed verb form)’ (Carter and McCarthy, 2006: 
181). The elliptical messages, Carter and McCarthy argue, 
do not have anything missing in reality, as what they 
contain is sufficient to achieve communication (ibid.).   

Another definition of ellipsis is also given by Thorne 
(1997): ‘in ellipsis, part of a sentence is left out’. She goes 
on to argue that ‘it must be clear what the omitted words 
are, so that the sentence remains meaningful’ (Thorne, 
1997: 45).  

For Bloor and Bloor, ellipsis is a ‘systematic omission 
of a word, group or clause where the meaning can be 
recovered from the context’ (Bloor and Bloor, 2004: 281).   

A more precise definition is provided by Wilson. He 
defines ellipsis as ‘structural gaps that can be related to (a) 
omitted elements recoverable from the linguistic context, 
(b) other potential syntactic forms (a potential sentence 
which make their meaning more explicit), (c) the situational 
context’ (Wilson, 2000: 18).  Contextually recoverable 
elements are placed first in the definition above because 
many ellipses (e.g. contextual rejoinders) belong to this 
category, according to Wilson (ibid.). 

For Halliday and Hasan, referring ellipsis to ‘something 
left unsaid’ is an ‘over-simplification’ (1976: 144). This is 
because there are structural possibilities where there is 
nothing left unsaid. A good example is the following 
sentence (ibid.: 142):  

Hardly anyone left the country before the war.   
The sentence just mentioned does not indicate that there 

is something left out. But, ‘country’ in the above example, 
Halliday and Hasan argue, can be interpreted as ‘rural area’, 
or ‘national unit’. The same thing can be said about ‘left’. It 
can mean ‘emigrated’ or ‘went abroad on holiday’. 
Similarly, ‘hardly anyone’ can mean ‘the whole nation’, or 
‘a given social group’. Thus, Halliday and Hasan refer 
ellipsis to: sentences, clauses, etc. whose structure is such 

as to presuppose some preceding item, which then serves as 
the source of the missing information. An elliptical  item is 
one which, as it were, leaves specific structural slots to be 
filled from   elsewhere (ibid.: 143).   

According to Halliday and Hasan, the relation in 
ellipsis and substitution is between words, groups, or 
clauses. In reference, however, the relation is between 
meanings. Here it is not necessary, Halliday and Hasan 
point out, that the meaning is recoverable through the same 
word (ibid.: 145). Thus, substitution and ellipsis involve 
presupposition at the level of words and structures, whereas 
reference involves presupposition at the semantic level 
(ibid.). The following examples illustrate the difference 
between reference, substitution, and ellipsis (ibid.: 146).  
a. This is a fine hall you have here. I’m proud to be 

lecturing in it. 
b. This is a fine hall you have here. I’ve never lectured in a 

finer one. 
c. This is a fine hall you have here. I’ve never lectured in a 

finer. 
The construction in (a) is reference; ‘it’ refers to ‘hall’. 

Example (b) is substitution, as ‘one’ replaces ‘hall’. 
Example (c) is ellipsis.  

Although substitution involves presupposition similar 
to that of ellipsis, there is a difference between the two in 
that in substitution ‘an explicit ‘counter’ is used, e.g. ‘one’ 
or ‘do’, as a place marker for what is presupposed’ (ibid.). 
This makes ellipsis a ‘substitution by zero’, as indicated 
earlier.   

But the difference between reference, substitution, and 
ellipsis is not clear cut, according to Baker (1992: 187). 
This is illustrated by the example below taken from Hoey 
(1991, quoted in ibid.).     

Does Agatha sing in the bath? 
a. No, but I do. (Substitution) 
b. Yes, she does. (Ellipsis) 
c. Yes, she does it to annoy us, I think. (Reference) 
The three answers above are identified as substitution, 

ellipsis, and reference respectively. The second answer (b) 
represents ellipsis because ‘does’ cannot substitute for 
‘sing’ (ibid.). 

Unlike other linguists, Toolan (1998) does not 
distinguish substitution and ellipsis; he uses ‘partial 
ellipsis’ and ‘full ellipsis’ instead. Toolan defines ‘partial’ 
ellipsis as follows:  Very often the ellipsis is not total; 
instead, some ‘abridged’ or condensed   structure is used, to 
stand in for the full sequence. This is known as partial  

ellipsis or substitution, and is very common’ (Toolan, 
1998: 26; quoted in Wilson, 2000: 40). 

The second type of ellipsis involves ‘full omission of a 
second mention of items which can be ‘understood’ as 
implicit, because they are retrievable in a given context’ 
(Toolan, 1998: 27; quoted in ibid.). These two types, the 
partial and full ellipses, are illustrated respectively by the 
following examples given by Toolan (quoted in ibid.). 

 Kimberley: Can I look at your watch? 
Martin: Sorry, I’m not wearing one. (Partial ellipsis) 
Alan: Don’t forget next Monday’s public holiday. 
Brain: I know. (Full ellipsis) 
But for Halliday and Hasan (1976), the use of ‘one’ in 

the first example is a case of substitution not ellipsis. 
Similarly, Wilson (2000) strongly rejects this example of 
‘partial’ ellipsis when he points out that ‘Indeed, to call this 
‘partial ellipsis’ is misleading, since there is no obvious 
structural gap’ (Wilson, 2000: 40). 
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1. Aims              
Many studies investigate the phenomenon of ellipsis in 

either English or Arabic. Other works study ellipsis in 
terms of translation. This paper, however, aims to 
investigate clausal ellipsis in both English and Arabic. 
Cases of missing sentential materials from English and 
Arabic will be presented and examined.  The study attempts 
to answer the following questions.  

a. Do English and Arabic apply same principle (s) and 
purpose (s) of ellipsis?  

b. Do English and Arabic display same presentation of 
clausal ellipsis? 

c. To what extent do the two languages differ in their 
use of clausal ellipsis?  

 
2. Method     
Ellipsis will be first discussed in respect of English. The 

discussion will be based mainly on Halliday and Hasan’s 
approach, because this approach, I believe, provides logical, 
and well-developed argument on ellipsis. Most importantly, 
the approach serves the purpose of this paper.        

The discussion of ellipsis in Arabic will be based on 
Abbas’s (2005) who provides a detailed discussion, which 
is particularly well suited for the goal of this paper. The two 
languages will then be compared and contrasted on the 
basis of (a) principle of ellipsis, (b) purposes of ellipsis, (d) 
types of elliptical clauses.  A clause is defined here as an 
expression of different speech functions, such as a 
statement, a question, a response, etc (Halliday and Hasan, 
1976: 197).  

 The discussion of ellipsis in each language will include 
the following sections. The term ellipsis will be first 
defined. The distinction between ellipsis and other terms 
will be discussed in both languages. This will be followed 
by a discussion of types of ellipsis. English and Arabic will 
then be compared and contrasted in terms of their 
presentation of ellipsis.  

3.  Background    
This section discusses some studies conducted on 

ellipsis in English and Arabic.  
In a study of Arabic ellipsis, Almat’ani (1992) argues 

that ellipsis is used for aesthetic purposes. He categorizes 
ellipsis into four main types: ellipsis of a particle, a word, 
part of a sentence, and a sentence. What characterizes 
ellipsis in Qura’n, according to Almat’ani,  is the fact that it 
occurs when the content of the elided element is 
recoverable and the context dictates brevity.   

The fact that elements in a sentence are elided to 
achieve brevity is supported by Hassan and Taqi ( 2011)  
who  examine the influence of ellipsis, namely nominal 
ellipsis, on the translation of some of the meanings of the 
Holy Qur’an. In addition to brevity, economy and emphasis 
are also other aims of ellipsis, according to Hassan and 
Taqi. These aims are found in both English and Arabic. The 
study finds that elided noun takes different forms. It also 
shows that when a noun is ellipted, this does not result in 
any change in the meaning of a sentence.   The study also 
displays that translations of the meanings of the Holy 
Qurán do not fully elaborate on the intended meanings of 
the examined Qur’anic verses. It concludes that ellipsis 
should not lead to ambiguity in both English and Arabic. 
As for ellipsis of English nominal groups, the head of the 
nominal group is elided and is replaced by another word. In 
Arabic, however, a word is elided and nothing replaces it. 
Another finding is that context suggests the meaning of the 
elided element in different syntactic function.  

A similar study is conducted by Al-Hilfy (2014), who 
studies the rhetorical function of elision and ellipsis in 
Arabic and the Holy Qur’an with reference to English.  Al-
Hilfy distinguishes between elision and ellipsis. Elision 
concerns the deletion of sounds and single letters whether 
in isolation or one-letter particle. Ellipsis, however, refers 
to the deletion of parts of speech and complete sentences to 
‘enhance the inimitability and sublime style of the Qur'ān’ 
Al-Hilfy (2014: 1). According to Al-Hilfy, elision and 
ellipsis in Quran are used to maintain imitability of the 
Quranic style.  In English, however, the use of elision has 
nothing to do with eloquence.    

Fayud (2008) argues that ellipsis in Arabic can occur in 
a word or part of it and a sentence. At the word (lexical) 
level, ellipsis can take different forms, such as ellipsis of a 
particle, a thematic or rhematic element, idhafa-structure, 
an adjective, etc.  Almat’ani (1992) study is supported by 
Fayud’s study. Fayud (2008) argues that for ellipsis to be 
possible, two conditions must be met: there should be a 
need to delete an element from a sentence, and what is 
elided should be contextually understood (Fayud, 2008: 
397).  The sentential ellipsis, Fayud points out, occurs 
frequently in the Holy Qura’n, particularly stories of the 
prophets (ibid: 403).     

In addition to its linguistic properties, ellipsis also has 
stylistic features in both spoken and written genres. Wilson 
(2000) systematically analyses ellipsis in both spoken and 
written English and literary and non-literary texts, and 
explains the different linguistic and situational contexts and 
their stylistic effects. According to Wilson, different types 
of ellipsis interact within texts to produce different stylistic 
effects’ (ibid.). He distinguishes between ellipsis and what 
is not ellipsis (e.g., a gap). In this regard, Wilson makes a 
clear difference between ellipsis and gap (Wilson, 2000: 8 
and 9).  Some linguistic omissions cannot be treated as 
ellipsis, but rather gaps, such as unedited writing and lack 
of subject in imperatives.  

Jackendoff (1971) draws a clear line between ellipsis 
and gapping by introducing some rules that distinguish the 
two notions. Conventionally, Jackendoff classifies these 
rules into two types. The first type is related to clauses 
connected by conjunctions, and the second concerns the 
structure and the deletions that occurs in the gapped clause. 
According to Jackenoff, a gap occurs in coordinate rather 
than subordinate clauses, does not precede its antecedent, 
does not need to be a phrase, does not occur if auxiliaries 
are different, and is affected by material to the right of the 
verb (Jackendoff  1971: 22-  26).  

 In a study that involves English and German, Ott and 
Struckmeier (2016) investigate clausal ellipsis. They 
contrast the two approaches of ellipsis; the first approach 
views ellipsis as a form of prosodic reduction (deletion of 
distressed material) the second considers ellipsis as 
syntactic operation (Move-and-Delete approach).  Ott and 
Struckmeier argue that the distribution of particles in 
clausal ellipsis poses a challenge for Move-and-Delete 
approach.  

Unlike other previous works on ellipsis, McShane 
(2005) introduces  a theory that does not limit itself to what 
can be elided, but also it explains in what way elements 
would or would not be elided in a sentence. She argues that 
the term ‘ellipsis’ in English is a broad term and cannot be 
reserved only for the missing of syntactic structures in a 
sentence but  can occur at the semantic level as well. Thus, 
McShane introduces an extensive descriptive computational 
approach that describes and analyses ellipsis. In her theory, 
McShane discusses ellipsis as a cross-disciplinary linguistic 
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Abstract:  This paper aims to investigate the extent and ways in which English and Arabic are similar 
and different in their presentation of clausal ellipsis.  The English and Arabic data are analyzed on the 
basis of  Halliday and Hasan  (1976) and Abbas (2005) respectively. The two languages are then 
compared and contrasted, among other things, in terms of principle of ellipsis, purposes of ellipsis, 
extent of clausal ellipsis, and types of elliptical clauses. The analysis shows that both English and 
Arabic apply the same principle for ellipsis: nothing can be omitted unless it is recoverable from the 
context. However, it is not necessary that meaning should be recovered through the same expression 
in both languages. It is also attested that ellipsis is used for brevity, rhetorical, and cohesion purposes 
in both languages. Ellipsis in Arabic, however, is very common; it is the nature of Arabic. Ellipsis is 
also frequently used to achieve eloquence in Arabic. As far as clausal ellipsis is concerned, the 
analysis shows that one element or a whole clause can be omitted in both English and Arabic. English 
and Arabic have constructions where there is no missing information, yet they are considered 
elliptical constructions. Such constructions are not signaled by syntactic ellipsis, but rather by 
semantic ellipsis. Both English and Arabic display verbal identification of elided items in speech. 
Another major finding is that when two or more English paratactic clauses have different subjects, 
only the first paratactic clause constitutes the domain of the presupposition. In some reported speech 
sequences, instances of ambiguity are attested in English. Despite these similarities, the analysis 
reveals some differences between English and Arabic. Unlike Arabic, ellipsis is not satisfactorily 
defined in English because it involves phenomena such as syntax, lexical semantics, discourse, 
semantics, and stylistics. But it is nature of Arabic to use ellipsis as indicated above. Unlike English, 
several clauses can be ellipted at a time in Arabic, namely in the Qur’anic context with no effect on 
meaning. 
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