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Translation of Sentence Types: NOMINAL VS. VERBAL 

SENTENCES 

    There are two major types of sentence, nominal and verbal. One of the 

main differences between English and Arabic grammar is that English has 

verbal sentences only (in the sense that every grammatical English sentence 

should contain a main verb), whereas Arabic has both verbal and nominal 

sentences. A nominal sentence requires no verb of any kind. In general, it 

consists of two nouns, the first is called 'Topic/Subject'  اىمسىذ اىيه( \اىمثتذأ  ) ( , 

and the second is called 'Comment /Predicate' ( اىمسىذ \) اىخثر   ( . Although 

English sentences start with a noun, this noun is called 'subject' اىمسىذ  \ اىفاعو )

( اىيه  followed by the main verb )اىفعو( of the sentence and an object, or a 

complement (the last three categories are called 'Predicate' ) اىمسىذ ( . There is 

no English sentence that can be described as grammatically well-formed 

unless it contains a main verb (an auxiliary verb is not enough, there must be 

a main/lexical verb), what is known in Arabic as 'verb', for there are no 

auxiliaries in its grammar. In this sense, if English sentences were translated 

in the same word order, there would be no verbal sentences in Arabic, only 

nominal sentences. Here is a short list with the main sentence types in 

Arabic: 

a. Verbal Sentences (V+S+O/C) 

b. Nominal Sentences (Topic+Comment) 

c. Functional Sentences  اىجمو اىتي ىها محو مه الاعراب  (seven types). 

d. Non-Functional sentences  اىجمو اىتي لا محو ىهو مه الاعراب  (nine types). 

There are variations on (Nominal (a-d) and verbal (e-h)) sentence types: e.g. 

a. 'Inna sentences  جميح ان واخىاتها :  set of semi-verbal particles + a )  نإ  

sentence (a particle of the set+topic (accusative) + comment (nominative)). 

b. Prepositional sentence type ) جميح اىجار واىمجرور ( : A prepositional phrase 

pertaining to an embedded comment, followed by a belated topic. 



c. Adverbial sentence type ) اىجميح اىظرفيح: An adverb of time/place related to 

an embedded comment, followed by a belated topic. 

d. Fronted comment and belated topic sentence type جميح تقذيم اىخثر 

e. Passive voice sentence type  جميح اىمثىي ىيمجهىه 

f. Fronted Object+V+O sentence type )جميح اىمثىي ىيمجهىه ( : An embedded 

verb+O+V+O 

g. 'Kaana' sentence)  set of so-called 'defective/imperfective ) جميح مان واخىاتها 

verbs'+sentence (a verb of this set+topic (nominative)+comment 

(accusative)). 

h. Conditional sentences اىجمو اىشرطيح : A conditional particle (e.g.  \ىىلا \ىى \ارا 

مه , اىخ \ان  . ) +topic+V, or V+S+O/C. etc. (See Alghalayeeni (1999)). 

i. Imperative sentence type جميح صيغح الامر 

   Thus, there is a considerable difference of sentence types between the two 

languages. Such difference causes some problems for students of translation: 

Problem 1: The absence of topic-comment/predicate nominal sentences: 

    Since all sentences have main verbs in English, students might wrongly 

think that they have to be translated equally with verbs into Arabic, keeping 

to the same English word order. Consequently, this may produce awkward 

Arabic noun-verb nominal sentences: e. g. 

1. "I am a student" اوا امىن طاىثا 

2. “The president is ill” ايضاىرئيس ينىن مر  

3. “Our neighbours are good”:  جيراوىا ينىوىن طيثيه 

(Many students produce still more awakward Arabic grammar by using the 

colloquial, broken forms: ا , مريض, طاىة (ينىوى   ) instead of the grammatical 

forms:  ينىوىن , مريضا , طاىثا used here.) 

4. “She has a headache”: هي تميل صذاعا 

5. “We have money”: ل وقىدا وحه ومي  



6. “You have many friends”:  اوت تميل اصذقاء مثيريه 

Solution: Verbs “Be” and “Have” in the present:→ nominal sentences: 

   When “am”, “is”, and “are” are used as main verbs, their sentences are 

nominal in Arabic. Therefore, they are deleted completely in Arabic. They 

have the function of the mathematical symbol, equals . By applying this to 

the first three examples above, the following translations can be suggested:  

1. “I=a student” ا اوا طاىة    اوا طاىة ( → =

2. “The president=ill”: 

اىرئيس = مريض     اىرئيس مريض →

3. “Our neighbours=good”: 

جيراوىا = طيثىن    جيراوىا طيثىن  →

   Verb “have” is also used as a main verb in the two forms “have, and „has”, 

and can be translated into a verbal, or a nominal construction. The following 

retranslation of the examples 4-6 above illustrates the point: 

4. “She has a headache”: عىذها صذاع    

5. “We have money”: في حىزتىا وقىد  \معىا وقىد \   عىذوا وقىد 

6. “You have many friends”:  عىذك اصذقاء مثر 

    Hence, the English verbal sentences become nominal sentences in Arabic, 

having a topic and a comment instead of a subject and a verb. 

Problem “2”: The confusion of the present with past tenses of “Be” and 

“Have”: 

    Problem “2” is caused by confusing the solution to the first problem to be 

applied by some students to the translation of these two verbs in the past 

tense as well (i.e. translating sentences into nominal constructions of 'topic 

and comment/subject and predicate' in Arabic). However, the past tense of 

'Be' and 'Have' are translated into verbal sentences(verb+subject) in Arabic, 

thus retaining the past tense of verbs and sentences. 



Solution: Verbs “Be and “Have” in the past→verbal sentences: 

When “was”, “were” and “had” are used, they should be translated as verbs 

in the past, as the following examples show: 

1. “He was in the hospital last week”: مان في اىمستشفى في الاسثىع اىماضي 

2. “The players were ready for the match”: مان اىلاعثىن جاهسيه ىيمثاراج 

3. “We had some problems there”:  مان عىذوا تعض اىمشامو هىاك 

   Clearly, the common verb in these examples is ( نما  ). Therefore, it is not 

common here to change the verbal structure into a nominal structure in 

Arabic, unless the tense of verb is ignored, which is not advisable.  

 

 

 

 

 


