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Abstract: antonymy, or lexical opposition, constitutes a fundamental semantic relation in
human language, structuring the lexicon and facilitating complex cognitive categorizations. In
Arabic linguistics, this phenomenon traditionally termed al-Tadadd presents unique
morphological, semantic, and historical dimensions that distinguish it from its counterparts in
Indo-European languages. A particularly striking feature of Arabic is the existence of al-Addad
(auto-antonyms or contronyms), lexical items that simultaneously encapsulate a meaning and its
direct opposite. This article provides a comprehensive examination of antonymy in Arabic. It
traces the historical development of the concept through classical Arabic philology, categorizes
antonyms using modern structural semantics, explores the unique phenomenon of al-Addad, and
analyzes the rhetorical application of opposition (al-Tibag and al-Mugdabala) in classical texts,
including the Quran. By bridging classical Arabic lexicography with modern semantic theory,
this paper aims to elucidate the structural elegance and semantic depth of opposition in the
Arabic lexicon.
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Introduction. The study of meaning and lexical relations is central to linguistic inquiry.
Among these relations, antonymy (opposition) serves as a primary organizing principle of the
mental lexicon. In Arabic, a language characterized by a highly systematic root-and-pattern
morphology (al-istigaq), semantic relations are deeply intertwined with morphological structures.

The Arabic term for antonymy is al-Tadadd (su=i), derived from the root d-d-d (2 2 u=),
which conveys the idea of something being contrary or opposite to another. While modern
linguistics categorizes antonymy into strict logical typologies (gradable, complementary,
relational), classical Arabic philologists approached the phenomenon primarily through
lexicography, rhetoric (Baldagha), and Quranic exegesis (7Tafsir).

The primary objective of this article is to synthesize the classical Arabic understanding of
lexical opposition with modern semantic frameworks. Furthermore, this study deeply
investigates the sub-category of al-Addad—words containing dual, opposing meanings—a
phenomenon that sparked intense debate among early Arab grammarians regarding the nature of
linguistic ambiguity and semantic evolution.

The study of antonyms in Arabic is historically profound, dating back to the 8th and 9th
centuries CE. Classical Arabic lexicographers and philologists did not merely document
antonyms; they were fascinated by the anomalies of the lexicon, specifically al-Addad.

Prominent philologists such as Al-Asma‘1 (d. 828 CE), Abu Hatim al-Sijistani (d. 869 CE),
and Ibn al-Anbari (d. 940 CE) compiled dedicated monographs titled Kitab al-Addad (The Book
of Opposites). They argued that auto-antonymy is a natural, albeit complex, feature of the Arabic
language, demonstrating its richness and the semantic flexibility of its roots. Ibn al-Anbari, in his
foundational text, listed hundreds of such words, arguing that context (siydq) is the ultimate
arbiter of meaning, thus preventing communicative ambiguity.

Conversely, a rationalist camp, led by scholars like Ibn Durustuwayh (d. 958 CE),
vehemently rejected the existence of al-Addad. Ton Durustuwayh argued that language exists to
clarify meaning, and a word signifying both a concept and its opposite violates the fundamental
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communicative purpose of language. He attributed the perceived existence of al-Addad to
dialectal variations among different Arab tribes or to the semantic degradation of words over
time.

The brilliant 10th-century linguist Ibn Jinn1 (d. 1002 CE), in his magnum opus A/-Khasa'is,
offered a more nuanced, proto-cognitive view. He suggested that many Addad originate from a
broad, overarching semantic concept (a "macro-meaning") that subsequently diverges into
opposite directions through metaphorical extension (majaz).

Modern semantics provides a rigorous framework for categorizing antonymic relations.
Applying this framework to Arabic reveals a highly structured system of opposition.

Complementary antonyms represent an either/or relationship; the assertion of one explicitly
entails the negation of the other, with no middle ground.

Hayy (& - alive) vs. Mayyit (< - dead)

Hadir ( =\~ - present) vs. Gha'ib (<& - absent)

Mu’min (&= - believer) vs. Kafir (S - disbeliever)

In Arabic syntax, negating a complementary term forces the meaning of its opposite (e.g.,
“He is not dead” strictly implies “He is alive™).

These antonyms represent two endpoints on a continuous spectrum, allowing for
intermediate stages. They are highly productive in Arabic adjectival morphology, particularly in
the af‘ala (J=3)) pattern used for comparatives and superlatives (ism al-tafdil).

Harr (U= - hot) vs. Barid (2,4 - cold) [intermediate: Dafi’ (42 - warm)]

Tawil (Jisb - tall/long) vs. Qasir (u+<d - short)

Ghani (£ - rich) vs. Fagir (U, - poor)

Converse antonyms describe the same relationship from two different perspectives. One
cannot exist without the other.

Ba‘a (gL - to sell) vs. Istara (245 - to buy)

Zawj (z 55 - husband) vs. Zawja (A>3 - wife)

Mu ‘allim (2 - teacher) vs. Talib (<% - student)

These terms indicate movement or position in opposite directions, often relying on Arabic
spatial prepositions or movement verbs.

Fawga (35 - above) vs. Tahta (<=5 - below)

Amama () - in front of) vs. Khalfa (< - behind)

Dakhala (332 - to enter) vs. Kharaja (z > - to exit)

The most distinctive feature of Arabic lexical opposition is al-Addad. A single lexical item
points to two diametrically opposed semantic referents.

Qur’ (+28): used in Islamic jurisprudence, it can mean both the period of menstruation (kayd)
and the period of purity between menstruations (fuhr).

Mawla (4%): can refer to the “Master” (the one who frees a slave) and the
“Servant/Freedman” (the one who is freed).

Jawn (0$>): can mean both “black™ and “white”.

Zanna (¢B): a cognitive verb that can mean “to doubt/suspect” but also “to be absolutely
certain”.

Modern historical linguistics identifies several pathways that led to the creation of al-Addad
in Arabic:

Dialectal collision (Ikhtilaf al-Lahajaf): before the standardization of Classical Arabic,
different tribes used the same phonological string for different concepts. For example, the tribe
of Tamim might use a word for “dark”, while the tribe of Qays used the same word for “light”.
When early lexicographers compiled the dictionaries, both meanings were recorded under a
single entry.
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Semantic shift and metaphor (Majaz): a word with a general meaning shifts into two
opposite specific meanings. For example, a root implying “to cross a boundary” might evolve to
mean both “to enter” and “to exit”.

Euphemism (Zatayyur or Tafd'ul): to avoid invoking bad luck, Arabs historically
substituted positive words for negative concepts. For instance, calling a lethal desert mafaza (a
place of salvation/success) or calling someone who is blind basir (the seeing one). Over time, the
euphemistic meaning became lexically codified alongside the original opposite meaning.

Irony and sarcasm (7Tahakkum): using a word denoting a high status to mock someone of
low status, which eventually lexicalizes both meanings.

Traditional Bag-of-Words (BoW) models struggle significantly with words like zanna or
mawld, as their polarity (positive vs. negative sentiment) is entirely context-dependent. The
advent of contextualized word embeddings, such as AraBERT and CAMeLBERT, has vastly
improved the computational handling of Arabic antonyms. These models do not assign a single
static vector to a word; rather, they generate a dynamic vector based on the surrounding sentence,
allowing the machine to distinguish whether jawn in a specific text refers to black or white based
on collocations (e.g., if clustered with words like "night" or "raven" versus "snow" or "milk").

Conclusion. The relationship of antonyms (a/-Taddadd) in Arabic linguistics offers a
fascinating window into the structural mechanics and historical evolution of the language. It
extends far beyond simple binary opposition. Through the lens of classical Arabic philology, we
observe a language community grappling with the nuances of polysemy and dialectal integration,
resulting in the unique phenomenon of al-Addad.
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