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Abstract 
 

    This study deals with 'antimetabole' as one of the figures of speech in English as well as 

Arabic. 'Antimetabole' is a figure in which words are repeated in reverse grammatical order. The 

study aims at giving a somehow adequate investigation of 'antimetabole' in English and Arabic. 

Moreover, it aims at identifying the similarities and differences of this figure of speech in both 

languages. 

 

    This study consists of three main sections. The first main section which is devoted to 

'antimetabole' in English is subdivided into three subsections. The first section deals with the 

concept of 'antimetabole'. The second section introduces the variations on the antimetabolic 

theme. The third section shows the rhetorical functions of 'antimetabole'. The second main 

section which is concerned with 'antimetabole' in Arabic has also three subsections. The concept 

of 'antimetabole' is dealt with in the first section. It is followed by a section on an antimetabolic 

variation and another on the rhetorical functions of 'antimetabole'. In the third main section, the 

similarities and differences of 'antimetabole' in both languages are illustrated. At last, the 

conclusion sums up the findings of the study. 

 

 اىخلاصة
 

فٛٓب  رعُٗ ْزِ انذساعخ ثبنعكظ ثٕصفّ أؽَذ انصٕس انجلاغٛخ فٙ انهغزٍٛ الاَكهٛضٚخ ٔ انعشثٛخ. انعكظ ْٕ صٕسح ثلاغٛخ رعُبد     

. رٓذف انذساعخ إنٗ إعطبء رٕضٛؼ ٔافٍ نهعكظ فٙ انهغزٍٛ الاَكهٛضٚخ ٔ انعشثٛخ ،فضلا عٍ رنك  انكهًبد ثزشرٛت َؾٕ٘ عكغٙ

                                          انصٕسح انجلاغٛخ  فٙ كهزب انهغزٍٛ.    ثٛبٌ انزشبثٓبد ٔ الاخزلافبد فًٛب ٚخص ْزِ ٗ رٓذف انذساعخ  إن

 

نهعككظ فكٙ انهغكخ الاَكهٛضٚكخ يكٍ صلاصكخ  انز٘ كُكشط  انذساعخ يٍ صلاصخ أقغبو  سئٛغخ .ٚزبنف  انقغى انشئٛغٙ الأٔلرزؤنف ْزِ      

زُبٔل انقغى  الأٔل يفٕٓو انعكظ. ٚقذو انقغى انضبَٙ الاخزلافبد انزٙ رؾكذس فكٙ يٕضكٕل انعكظ.فًٛكب ٚجكٍٛ انقغكى أقغبو فشعٛخ. ٚ

انضبنش انٕظبئف انجلاغٛخ نهعكظ. أيب انقغى انشئٛغٙ انضبَٙ انز٘ ٚخزص ثبنعكظ فٙ انهغخ انعشثٛكخ فٛزكؤنف أٚضكب يكٍ صلاصكخ أقغكبو 

عكظ . ٔٚكٌٕ يزجٕعب ثقغكى  ٚزُكبٔل الاخزلافكبد انزكٙ رؾكذس فكٙ يٕضكٕل انعككظ ٔ خكش فشعٛخ. ٚجٍٛ انقغى الأٔل يُٓب يفٕٓو ان

انصكٕسح انجلاغٛكخ   انزشكبثٓبد ٔ الاخزلافكبد فًٛكب ٚخكص ْكزِ  نعكش  كشطٚجٍٛ ٔظبئفّ انجلاغٛخ. أيب انقغى انشئٛغٙ انضبنش فقذ 

                                         رٕصهذ إنٛٓب.       انُزبئظ انزٙ انهغزٍٛ.ٔ أخٛشا، رعش  انذساعخ فٙ كهزب
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1. 'Antimetabole' in English 
    A description of 'antimetabole' is provided in this section:  

  

1.1 The Concept of 'Antimetabole'                                                                       
    

    'Antimetabole' comes from a Greek word meaning ' to turn around in the opposite direction'. The 

Greek 'anti' means 'against' or 'opposite' and 'metabole' translates to 'turn about' (Ellis-Christensen, 

2005:3;Nordquist, 2009:1).'Antimetabole' is a rhetorical device which involves the repetition of 

words or phrases, in successive constructions, in transposed grammatical order (Cuddon, 1976:44; 

Corbett and Connors, 1999:394). This results in reversing or changing the grammatical functions of 

words or phrases, as in the following examples:  

 

    (1) ''Pleasure's a sin, and sometimes sin's a pleasure.'' 

                                   (Byron cited in Vickers, 1988: 40) 

    (2)''Woe to those that call evil good, and good evil.'' 

                                                                     (Isaiah 5:20) 

    (3) ''The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.'' 

                                                                      (Mark 2:27) 

    (4) ''To be kissed by a fool is stupid; to be fooled by a kiss is worse.'' 

                               (Redmoon cited in Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, 2007:1) 

    (5) ''Now this not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end, but it is,                                                       

           perhaps, the end of the beginning .''   

                                       (Churchill cited in Ellis-Christensen, 2005:1)             

    (6) "You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was   

            made a man."     (Douglass cited in Lapidos, 2008: 1) 

 

    (7) '' You have to know how to accept rejection and reject acceptance.'' 

                                                             (Bradbury cited in Nordquist, 2009: 2)1 

 

'Antimetabole' in the above examples is described as follows:                             

 

Example (1): The subject 'pleasure' in the first sentence becomes the subject complement in the 

second sentence. The subject complement 'sin' in the first sentence becomes the subject in the 

second sentence.     

 

Example (2): The object 'evil' in the first clause functions as an object complement in the second 

clause. The object complement 'good' in the first clause functions as an object in the second clause. 

  

Example (3): In the first sentence, ' Sabbath ' is the subject. In the second sentence,       'Sabbath' 

functions as a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase 'for the Sabbath'. In the first 

sentence, 'man' is the prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase 'for man'. In the second 

sentence, 'man' functions as a subject.  

 

Example (4): In the first clause, 'kiss' is the verb whereas in the second clause it becomes a noun 

functioning as a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase 'by a kiss'. In the first clause, 

'fool' is a noun functioning as a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase 'by a fool' 

whereas in the second clause it functions as a verb. 

 

Example (5): In the first sentence, 'beginning' is a subject complement .In the second sentence, it 

functions as a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase 'of the beginning'. In the first 
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sentence, 'end' is a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase 'of the end '. In the second 

sentence, it functions as a subject complement.  

 

Example (6): The subject 'man' in the first clause is made the subject  complement in the second 

clause. The subject complement 'slave' in the first clause is made the subject in the second clause.              

   

                                                      

Example (7): In the first clause, 'accept' is the verb whereas in the second clause it becomes the 

noun 'acceptance' functioning as an object. In the first clause, 'rejection' is a noun functioning as an 

object whereas in the second clause it becomes the verb 'reject'. 

In addition to the element of inversion, it is obvious that 'antimetabole' has another essential 

element which is repetition. Accordingly, it is called a figure, or more accurately a scheme, of 

repetition (Niquette, 2005, 1).      

     In 'antimetabole', one of the constructions shifts the meaning of the other. This happens via the 

reversal of the key words in them, as in the following example from Kennedy, the American ex- 

president:    

    (8) ''Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your                       

       country.''                                                        (Ellis-Christensen, 2005:3) 

In the first clause, ' your country ' is a subject. In the second clause, it functions as a prepositional 

complement in the prepositional phrase 'for your country '. In the first clause, ' you ' is a 

prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase ' for you '. In the second clause, it functions as 

a subject .In this example, it is obvious that the second clause shifts the meaning of the first one, by 

reversing the words 'your country' and 'you' .This reversal results in a person not wondering what 

he/she will get from his/her country but wondering what he/she can give to his/her country (Ibid.). 

 

    Sometimes, however, 'antimetabole' does not alter meaning, as in: 

(9) ''Freedom requires religion just as religion requires freedom.'' 

                                                                          (Romney, 2007:1) 

The subject 'freedom' in the first sentence becomes the object in the second sentence whereas the 

object 'religion' in the first sentence becomes the subject in the second sentence. Here, the reversal 

of the words 'freedom' and 'religion' is meant to equate the importance of the two relationships 

described: freedom's reliance on religion and religion's reliance on freedom. 

    Moreover, antimetabolic structures have a special capacity to capture the essence of things 

described, often in a very succinct way (Robert, 1988:37).For example, in  

 

the following two definitions, 'antimetabole' is used to capture the essence of the 'architect' and the 

institution that is called 'home':  

 

    (10) ''An architect is a person who drafts a plan of your house, and plans a draft          

            of your money.''                 (Bierce cited in Corbett and Connors, 1999:396)    

    (11) ''Home is where the great are small and the small are great.'' 

                                                                                      (Ibid.) 

In (10), 'draft' is the verb in the first clause whereas it is the object in the second clause. The word 

'plan' is the object in the first clause whereas it is the verb in the second clause. As for (11), the 

phrase 'the great' is the subject in the first sentence whereas it becomes the subject complement in 

the second sentence. 'Small' is the subject complement in the first sentence whereas it becomes the 

subject in the second sentence. 

 

    Although 'antimetabole' exists in various sources, political speeches remain one of the most 

frequent sources from which antimetabole is gleaned(Ellis- Christensen,2005: 1; Lapidos ,2008:1; 

Romney,2007:1).'Antimetabole' enables the politician to draw the attention of the audience to 

his/her speech. Moreover, this device helps the politician express his/her ideas clearly in only a few 
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words. In addition to examples (5), (6), (8), and (9) mentioned so far, the following are some other 

political examples:       

 

     (12)''The Negro needs the white man to free him from his fears .The white man                 

            needs the Negro to free him from his guilt.'' 

                                            (Luther cited in Niquette, 2005, 2).                       

  

    (13) ''America did not invent human rights. In a very real sense, human rights    

           invent America''.    (Carter cited in Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia,2007:3) 

      

    (14) ''Each increase of tension has produced an increase of arms; each increase    

            of arms has produced an increase of tension.'' (Kennedy cited in McQarrie  

             and Mick,2009:1)                       

     

    (15) ''Let's make sure that the Supreme Court does not pick the next president,  

            and this president does not choose the next Supreme Court.'' 

                                  (Gore cited in Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, 2007:3) 

 

     'Antimetabole' is often confused with another figure of speech termed as 'chiasmus' .In fact, most 

of the sources on the subject agree that while 'antimetabole' is an inversion of repeated words in 

successive constructions, 'chiasmus' is an inversion of parallel grammatical structures only. 

'Antimetabole' changes the grammatical functions of the words reversed whereas 'chiasmus' 

reverses the order of the elements of the sentence. Moreover, unlike 'antimetabole', 'chiasmus' does 

not need to repeat the same words in its reversal. The following are two chiastic examples, the first 

of which is by the poet Samuel Johnson: 

      

    (16) Increase his riches, and his peace destroy. 

                                              (Kermode and Hollander (eds.), 1973:2080)                                                      

    (17) He labours without complaining and without bragging rests. 

                                                                                    (Harris, 2008:1) 
                

Example (16): In the first construction, the verb (increase) precedes the object (his riches). The 

second construction has the inversion of the grammatical structure of the first one: The verb 

(destroy) follows the object (his peace).  

 

Example (17): In the first construction, the verb (labour) is followed by the adverbial (without 

complaining). In the second construction, the verb (rest) follows the adverbial (without bragging).  

 

1.2 Antimetabolic Variations  
 

    All examples of 'antimetabole' share the same structure- a reversal of repeated words in two 

constructions. However, there are certain variations on the antimetabolic theme. They are examined 

as follows: 

 

1.2.1 Elliptical 'Antimetabole' 
     

    There are certain popular expressions which are shorthand ways of indicating 'antimetabole' and 

making it elliptical. The major and the most popular expression is                               'vice versa' 

which is composed of Latin words. Literally, it means "the regular position turned around or 

reversed."(Herbert, 1989:27). 
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(18) "Good pitching will always stop good hitting, and vice versa." 

                                                           (Stengel cited in Eco, 1979: 66)  

(19) The coach likes the front four, and vice versa. 

                                                           (Malamute, 2008:1)  

 

In (18), 'vice versa' stands for the sentence ' good hitting will always stop good pitching.' In (19), it 

stands for the sentence ' the front four like the coach' .Here, 'vice versa' is not merely a shorthand 

way of indicating an antimetabolic reversal. It is also a more effective way of expressing the 

thought. Instead of laying out all the words of an obvious 'antimetabole', one can use 'vice versa' to 

get people to finish the thought on their own. This method of expressing 'antimetabole' has the 

additional benefit of involving people in a dialogue with the writer or speaker, since they must 

complete the thought themselves (Herbert, 1989:27).  

                    

1.2.2 Implied 'Antimetabole'  

 

    This antimetabolic variation occurs when the words of a popular saying are deliberately reversed 

(Shapiro, 2008:1).  

 

    (20) '' Invention is the mother of necessity.'' 

                                         (Walter, 1989:40) 

    (21) '' Only the young die good.''  

                                         (Shapiro, 2008:1) 

    (22) '' A hard man is good to find.''  

                                         (Walter, 1989:40) 

The term 'implied antimetabole' is coined for quotes like these since the original saying which is 

being reversed is only implied. In the examples of 'implied antimetabole', the words of a saying – 

generally a popular or well-known one – are reversed, but without explicit reference to the saying 

being altered (Shapiro, 2008:1).  

'' Necessity is the mother of invention.'', '' Only the good die young.'','' A good   man is hard to 

find.'' are the familiar sayings which are reversed by the previous quotes. 

  

    Many examples of 'implied antimetabole' are extremely thought-provoking, like example (20). 

From one point of view, 'necessity is the mother of invention' because so many inventions are based 

on attempts to solve important problems. However, 'invention is also the mother of necessity', for 

countless inventions (like electricity, automobiles and telephones) have become necessities. Other 

examples have become part and parcel of the popular culture, like example (22) (Walter, 1989:40). 

 

1.2.3 Phonetic 'Antimetabole'  
     

    In this variation, 'antimetabole' has a special appeal to those who are interested in the playful use 

of language. One of the reasons why 'antimetabole' has been so popular among language-lovers is 

that extraordinary antimetabolic lines can be created by inverting the sounds of words in a 

subsequent construction.            

                                                                                    (Harris, 2005:5)  

 

    (23 ) "I'd rather have a bottle in front of me than a frontal lobotomy.''    

                                                     ( Hanzlick cited in Poonks,2008:5)      

    (24) "I find Paul appealing and Peale appalling." 

                                                      ( Stevenson cited in Harris,2005:5)         

    (25) "Here's champagne to our real friends, and real pain to our sham friends" 

                                                      (Toast cited in Poonks, 2008:2)  
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As it is obvious from the examples above, phonetic 'antimetabole' sometimes involves out-straight 

puns. 

1.2.4 Numerical 'Antimetabole'  
     

    Antimetabole could occasionally be achieved by simply reversing numbers.   Through this, it can 

achieve delightful results. Examples of numerical 'antimetabole' have a clever light-hearted quality 

(Nordquist, 2009:2). 

     

    (26) '' A man is a person who pays two dollars for a one- dollar item he wants.   

             A woman pays one dollar for a two- dollar item she doesn't want''.  

                                                            (Binger cited in Omaha, 2008:6)  

    (27) '' One father is better at caring for ten children than ten children for one    

              father.''                                            (Shakespeare cited in Nordquist, 2009:2)  

 

Commenting on these examples, Nordquist (Ibid.) notes that (26) is an observation capturing one of 

the essential differences between the speaker and his wife. He is always paying more for an item 

since he really wants it. His wife is always buying something she doesn't need because it is such a 

bargain. As for (27), it  is a saying which describes some of the difficulties of life , especially  the 

pain and heartache older people experience when they feel neglected by the children they sacrificed 

for during the growing up years.        

                                                                                                                 

1.3 Rhetorical Functions of 'Antimetabole' 
In its use, 'antimetabole' can achieve certain rhetorical functions .They are as follows: 

  

 1.3.1 Effectiveness 
     

    When great content is combined with the intriguing structure of 'antimetabole', the result can be 

effective and unforgettable. 'Antimetabole' can have a punchy and significant impact ( Romney, 

2007:1).This figure of speech  involves the repetition and inversion of words to achieve a dramatic 

rhetorical effect .The repetition involved in 'antimetabole' can form such an interesting part of 

speeches and writing .  

9 

Moreover , 'antimetabole' can achieve effectiveness because it is memorable - anyone who recalls 

the first half of a construction can probably summon the second by inverting the key words                    

( Lapidos,2008: 2) . For instance, the example ''Freedom requires religion just as religion requires 

freedom.'', which has been cited previously (See 1.1), is effective because it is antimetabolic. Being 

antimetabolic, this line attracts the attention of the reader/ hearer. Furthermore, 'antimetabole' makes 

this line memorable and so pithy (Ibid.). 

 

1.3.2 Emphasis 

    

    'Antimetabole' is a figure of emphasis. It is often used to emphasize the contrast or opposition 

between the ideas expressed by the words or phrases which are reversed (Ellis-Christensen, 

2005:1).  

In Kennedy's previous example: ''Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do 

for your country.'' (See 1.1), the use of antimetabole is meant to emphasize the contrast between two 

ideas. The reversal of the order of ''your country'' and ''you'' offers a dramatic verbal illustration of 

what is desired (collective action as a nation) vs. what is not desired (individual demands on the 

community).                             

                                                                                                       (Romney, 2007:1)  
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In the following illustration: 

    (28)''The value of marriage is not that adults produce children but that children                      

              produce adults.''          (Vries cited in Vickers, 1988: 40) 

 

'antimetabole' is employed to emphasize the contrast between two ideas concerning the importance 

and result of marriage , namely the expected result ,i.e. children, and the proper result, i.e. sons and 

daughters who are responsible for their actions. 

 

    In addition, 'antimetabole' is used to emphasize the final formulation created by its reversal 

(Harris, 2008: 35). For instance, Kennedy, in his line, places stress on the second clause, namely the 

contribution Americans might make to their country (Ellis-Christensen, 2005:1). As for the other 

example, Vries emphasizes the second clause which shows the proper result of marriage.       

1.3.3 Expressing Truths 
     

    Sometimes, 'antimetabole' may be seen as a method for communicating truths, and doing so in 

very few words. The second part complements the first in a memorable and thought- provoking 

way. In each case, both thoughts seem equally true (Corbett and Connors, 1999:396).  

 

(29) '' Love makes time pass, time makes love pass.'' 

(30) '' In man, mortal sins venial; in woman, venial sins are mortal.'' 

 (31)  ''Charm is a woman's strength; strength is a man's charm.'' 

                                                      (Ellis cited in Robert, 1988: 14) 

 

The examples above are proverbs which suggest some general truths .For instance, example (29) is 

a French proverb. The first line contains what all people would regard as a great romantic truth: 

when people are concerned with love, time flies by. The second line describes a less romantic but 

equally compelling truth : as time goes by ,the ardor of love – and frequently even love itself –  

fades away .The Italian proverb in example (30) expresses the fact that men tend to trivialize their 

major sins and women tend to magnify  their minor ones (Corbett and Connors , 1999:396) .Finally, 

the proverb in example (31) , according to the researcher , shows the fact that the power and 

influence of the woman lies in her beauty whereas the influence of the man lies in his strength. 

 

1.3.4 Humour  
     

    'Antimetabole' can also imply humour, as in the following example: 

     

    (32) '' In America, you can always find a party; in Soviet Russia, the party               

               always finds you.'' 

                                      (Smirnoff cited in Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia,2007:3)                            

  

'Antimetabole' is a mechanic often used in joke punch lines (Poonks, 2008:2).For instance: 

   

    (33) Q: What's the difference between a teacher and a conductor?  

           A: One teaches you to train the mind, the other to mind the train. 

 

Many jokes are built around phonetic 'antimetabole' (See 1.2.3). For example:  

    (34) Q: What's the difference between a boxer and someone who has a cold?  

            A: The first one knows his blows .And the second blows his nose. 

    (35) Q: What's the difference between a fisherman and a lazy student? 

           A: One hates hooks; the other hates books. 

           (Ibid.) 
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2. 'Antimetabole' in Arabic 
    An investigation of 'antimetabole' is shown in this section:   

 

2.1 The Concept of 'Antimetabole' 
         

    In Arabic rhetoric, 'antimetabole' is the repetition of speech in reverse order (Wehba, 1974:21). In 

other words, it is a device where words in one construction are repeated in the opposite order in the 

next one(El-Meghribi,  2003 :514) .This leads to changing the grammatical functions of the words 

reversed : each word acquires the grammatical function of the other. 

  Here are some examples: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

عكظ انصٕاة يع انزجذٚم ٚغزقى      (36)     فؤصغ ٔ دل خير اىمقاه مقاه اىخير   

                                      ( El-Mosuli cited in El-Hemewi,2001:445)  

 

61)انؾظ/ )  (37)     ﴾اىيَّيْوِ فِٙ  اىنَّهَارَ     ُٕٚنظِ اىنَّهَارِ فِٙ  اىيَّيْوَ ُٕٚنظُِ ﴿   َٔ ُُ   
     ''Allah merges Night into Day, and He merges Day into Night.'' (A'li, 2001:838) 

 

   

 (38)       فزخغشْب عًٛعب  بذنياك آخرتلرشثؾٓب عًٛعب ، ٔلا رجٛع  بآخرتل دنياكثع                               

             

                                           (El-Hassan cited in El-Baqilani, n.d.:98)                                                     

   

     If you sell your present life for your hereafter, you will win them both. If you    

        sell your hereafter for your present life, you will lose them both.                               
          (1)    

           The poetic verses are not translated since translation cannot keep the meaning           of the 

Arabic verse. The English version of the Arabic verse would be poor.               
       (2)  
        All the Arabic examples except the Quranic ayaas are translated by the                      

researcher. 

 

  (39)اىخوفؽزٗ رهقٗ  أمنلخٛش يًٍ  الأمنؽزٗ رهقٗ  خوفلإٌ يٍ                                             

                                              : 36)1993            (El-Qizweeni, 

 

Who alarms you to feel safe is better than that who makes you safe to be alarmed.      

 

بعذ  عهٗ قرب قريباعهٗ  بعيذا     طٕاِ انشدٖ عُٙ فؤضؾٗ يضاسِ  (40)      

 

                         (Ibn El-Roomi cited in Feyood, 2004:140)  

                                                        

  (41)  اىشعراء فييسوفٔ  اىفلاسفة شاعرانًعش٘                                                                         

 

               (A'bdol Rehman, 2004:39)                                    

            

        Al – Meaa'ri is the philosophers' poet and the poets' philosopher. 

    'Antimetabole' in the above examples is described as follows: 
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Example(36):In the first construction, خٛككككككككش is the theme يجزككككككككذأ                                                                 

In the second construction, خٛككش    becomes the noun in the construct     إنٛككّ  يضككبف .In the first 

construction, يقكبل functions as the noun in the construct. In the second construction, it becomes the 

theme.                              

 

Example (37): In the first sentence, انهٛكم   functions as the object .In the second sentence, it is made 

the prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase   فٙ انهٛم  

In the first sentence, انُٓكبس functions as the prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase ٙفك

   .In the second sentence, it is made the object . انُٓبس  

 

Example (38): In the first sentence, the phrase  دَٛكب is the object. In the second sentence, it becomes 

the prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase  ثذَٛب. In the first sentence, the phrase  خشر  

is    the prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase ثآخشرك .   In the second sentence, it 

becomes the object. 

                                                                                                                                        

Example (39): In the first sentence, ف   فٕ خك in ٕخك ّّ  is the verb. In the second sentence, it becomes  فّ

 is the object. In the second الأيكٍ ,which is a noun functioning as an object. In the first sentence خكٕف

sentence, it becomes the verb  ٍّاي  in  ُّأي . 

Example (40): In the first phrase, ثعٛكذ is the predicate of ٗأضكؾ. In the second phrase, it becomes the 

noun ثعكذ functioning as a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase   عهكٗ ثعكذ . In the first 

phrase, قشة is a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase عهكٗ قكشة. In the second phrase, 

it becomes the adjective قشٚجب functioning as is the predicate of ٗأضؾ.    

 

Example (41): In the first sentence, شكبعش   is the predicate خجكش. In the second sentence, it becomes the 

plural noun شكعشاء functioning as the noun in the construct ّيضكبف إنٛك. In the first sentence, انفلاعكفخ 

functions as the noun in the construct. In the second sentence, it becomes the singular noun فٛهغكٕف 

functioning as the predicate.  

 

    According to A'wwad (2000: 163 ) and El-Meghribi ( 2003 :515 )   'antimetabole'  has  a special 

capacity to enrich the meaning of the structure in which it is employed. In other words, the reversal 

involved in one construction adds another meaning which is different from that in the other. 

Moreover, using 'antimetabole' shows a kind of witticism, as in the following example manifesting 

a clever remark: 

       (   )                                                               لا خٛش فٙ  انغشف  ٔ  لاعشف  فٙ انخٛش                             

       ( 42)اىخيرفٙ  سرفٔ لا  اىسرففٙ  خيرلا                                                                          

    

         (Ibn Sehl cited in Feyood, 2004:139)       

 

         There is no benefit in waste and no waste in charity.                                            

      

 

In the first sentence, خٛكش is the subject of the generic لا. In the second sentence, it functions as a 

prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase  ٙانخٛشف . In the first sentence, عكشف functions as 

a prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase فكٙ انغكشف. In the second sentence, it becomes 

the subject of the generic لا. 

 

By inverting the words   خٛكش and عكشف in the second sentence, Ibn Sehl communicates another 

meaning or idea to the reader / hearer .He intends to convey that there is no waste in charity. The 

sentence as a whole, therefore, has two different meanings: the lack of benefit in waste and the lack 

of waste in charity. 
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Here is another example: 

  ملاً الأمير أمير اىنلاً  (43)

        (Shelhoob, 2004:499)  

        The prince's speech is the best speech. 

 

    Here, 'antimetabole' shows the clever remark that the speech made by the prince may be 

considered to be the best speech. Both constructions of this example have the same words 

.However; the reversal in the second construction is really meaningful. It results in a meaning which 

differs from that found in the first one. 

 

The following poetic line is different from the examples above because the inversion found in the 

second part of it is not meaningful .In addition, it is empty of any witticism.  

 

فٙ انٕٖٓ إَٙ خؤٌٔ صعًٕا     صعًٕا إَٙ خؤٌٔ فٙ انٕٖٓ (44)   

                                               (A'wwad, 2000: 164) 

 

   2.2 An Antimetabolic Variation: 'Antimetabole' by Letter Reversal                    

                        
    In Arabic, 'antimetabole' is usually achieved by inverting words .However, for literary effect, it is 

sometimes achieved by reversing the letters of a word to become another one. In fact, this reversal 

occurs through reading the word from the left to the right .In addition, the speaker intends such kind 

of reversal and usually states it in his/ her speech (Feyood, 2004:141).          

     

أْذٚذ شٛئب ٚقم نٕلا           أؽذٔصخ انفبل ٔ انزجش       (46)      

          يسرك     رفبءنذ فّٛ نًب            سأٚذ يقهٕثّ مرسي                                                      

                                              (El-Yemeni, 1995:379) 

    (45)                                                                                                                    إقباهٕة يقه رؤيهُب إرا       خشِٔس ثئقجبل ٔ انغش كٛف 

                                              (Feyood, 2004:141)          

  In the first poetic line, the inversion (or the reversed reading) of the word ٙكشعك '' chair'' is  ٚغكش '' It 

pleases you '' .Here, the poet is optimistic about ٙكشعك as a present because, after reversing its letters, 

it becomes  ٚغكش. In the second poetic line, the inversion of  the word إقجكبل ''advent '' is لا ثقكبء ''no 

survival'' .The poet  wants to say that  الاقجكبل doesn't remain forever.It is supposed to come to an end 

(Feyood, 2004:141)   

    On the other hand, 'antimetabole' involves the inversion of the letters of words within a sentence 

.This inversion is also achieved by reading the sentence from the left to the right. However, this 

reversed reading doesn't result in a new sentence. It leads to the same original one (EL-Soyooti, 

n.d.:318; Feyood, 2004:141). For example: 

 

33)الأَجٛبء / ) (47)      ﴿مُوٌّ فيِ فيَلٍَ﴾  
            ''Each in its rounded course.'' ( A'li,2001:802) 

     

This Quranic ayaa will not be changed when the letters of its words are reversed, i.e. when it is read 

from the end to the beginning (El-Yemeni,  1995 :379).    

The same happens with the examples below: 

 

 اس  خضشاء (48)    

           (Feyood, 2004:141)    

           Green  land. 

رّ رذٔو نكم ْٕل    ْٔم كم يٕدرّ رذٔويٕد (49)      

       (El-Irjani cited in El-Henefi,  2001:393 ) 
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El-Yemeni (1995:   379 ) assures that the reversal of the letters of one word is more important than 

that of words within a sentence because the former reversal produces a word that is different from 

the original one. 

 

 

2.3 Rhetorical Functions of 'Antimetabole' 
 

In Arabic, 'antimetabole' is used to achieve the following rhetorical functions: 

 

2.3.1 Effectiveness 

 
    This is the main function of 'antimetabole' .This figure of speech adds luster to structures. The 

repetition and reversal involved in it makes speech and writing interesting and memorable (El-

Yemeni, 1995:378).Below is an example which is not antimetabolic: 

 

  عبداد انعبدادانُبط ْٙ  حدح يٍ عبانعبداد انصبدس (50)    

                                           (El-Meghribi,2003:515)               

            The customs related to superior people are the supreme customs. 

 

When it is made antimetabolic, the above example will be more effective: 

 

    (51) انغبداد عبداد انعبداد  عبداد   

            (El-Teftazani, 2004:651) 

          The customs of superior people are the supreme customs. 

 

In the first construction, عكبداد is the theme يجزكذأ  In the second construction, it becomes the noun in 

the construct       ّيضكبف   إنٛك .In the first construction, عكبداد   functions as the noun in the construct. In 

the second construction, it becomes the predicate خجش.                              

 

Both sentences suggest the meaning that the customs connected with superior  people are 

considered the best ones because they are related with the upper class. Nevertheless, the 

antimetabolic sentence in (51) is more effective. It attracts the attention of the reader / hearer 

through its interesting structure. 

 

2.3.2 Expressing Truths 
     

    Sometimes, 'antimetabole'   may be considered as a means of stating facts. The two parts of the 

antimetabolic structure express facts that are equally true (El-Hemewi, 2001:439-  441 ).This is 

obvious in the following Quranic ayaa which shows great facts about the splendid ability of Allah:  

 

ٍَ  اىْحَيَّ ٚخُْشِطُ ﴿  ٚخُْشِطُ  اىْمَيِّتِ يِ ٍَ  اىْمَيِّتَ َٔ   (52)        ﴾اىْحَيِّ يِ

           '' It is He Who brings out the living from the dead,  

             and brings out the dead from the  living .''(A'li, 2001:1011-1012) 

 

The ayaa expresses facts about the cycle of life and death .Allah's creative act produces life and 

living matter from dead matter .However, life and living matter again reach maturity and again die 

(Ibid.). 

In the first sentence, انؾكٙ   functions as the object .In the second sentence, it is made the prepositional 

complement in the prepositional phrase   ٙيكٍ انؾك . In the second sentence,  انًٛكذfunctions as the 

prepositional complement in the prepositional phrase يكٍ انًٛكذ. In the second sentence, it is made the 

object. 
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Another example is a poetic line by El-Motenebi: 

 

    مجذهفٙ انذَٛب نًٍ قم  ماهٔلا ماىو      فٙ انذَٛب نًٍ قم مجذلا  (53) 

                                                   (El-Hemewi, 2001:441)          

 

In the first sentence, يغكذ is the subject of the generic لا. In the second sentence, it becomes the 

object. In the first sentence, يكبل is the object. In the second sentence, it becomes the subject of the 

generic لا. 

This poetic line is a proverb which states certain facts concerning the relationship between glory an 

money. According to El-Motenebi, one depends on the other. Money is necessary to have glory. 

When one does not have glory, money does not exist or have value.   

3. 'Antimetabole' in English and Arabic: A comparison 
 

    In this section, an attempt is made to trace the similarities and differences of 'antimetabole' in 

English and Arabic.  

   

1.The concept of  'antimetabole' is the same in both languages . 'Antimetabole' is the     

    repetition of words in reverse grammatical order. The key here is the two essential  

    elements of 'antimetabole' , namely repetition and inversion . 

    

2.'Antimetabole' in both languages implies shifting of meaning: one of the constructions shifts the 

meaning of the other. In English, this characteristic does not always exist in 'antimetabole'. In 

Arabic, it is considered as an important feature. Any structure which does not have it is not 

considered as antimetabolic even if it involves the elements of repetition and inversion.   

 

3.'Antimetabole' is more common in English than in Arabic .Moreover, in English,    'antimetabole' 

is studied extensively and is given a lot of attention. 'Antimetabole' is not frequent in Arabic 

probably because, according to El-Hemewi (2001:439) and    Abdol Rehman(2004,39) ,it is 

considered by the Arab rhetoricians and linguists  as one of the lowest figures of speech which 

achieve few functions in speech and writing .  

 

4. In English and Arabic, 'antimetabole' is rare in everyday language .In English, 'antimetabole' 

exists in various sources, for example, sayings, political speeches and proverbs. In Arabic, 

'antimetabole' occurs in poetry and proverbs.  

 

5. In English and Arabic, there are certain variations on the antimetabolic theme. In English, 

'antimetabole' is made either elliptical or implied. Moreover, 'antimetabole' in both languages 

employs mainly words. However, in English, it sometimes reverses sounds of words or 

numbers. In Arabic, 'antimetabole' involves the inversion of the letters of words. 

 

6. There are certain differences between English and Arabic concerning the antimetabolic 

variations. Unlike English, 'antimetabole' in Arabic is not made elliptical or implied 

.Moreover,'antimetabole' in Arabic is not phonetic or numerical. In other words, it lacks the 

reversal of sounds of words or numbers. Unlike Arabic, English lacks the antimetabolic 

phenomenon in which the letters of one word or of words (within a sentence) are reversed.   

 

7. The functions surveyed previously indicate that English and Arabic have similar functions. For 

instance, in both languages, 'antimetabole' is employed to achieve the function of effectiveness. 

Through its interesting structure, one can attract the attention of the reader/hearer to the 
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message. In addition, 'antimetabole' in English and Arabic can be made as a vehicle for 

expressing facts, which mostly occurs in proverbs.  

 

8. Other functions are found in English but not stated by the Arab rhetoricians and linguists. These 

functions are those of  emphasis in which 'antimetabole'  is used to emphasize the contrast or 

opposition between the ideas expressed by the words or phrases reversed and humour in which 

it is used to make structures amusing.                                                                    

 

 

Conclusion 
 

    It has been concluded that the principle governing 'antimetabole'   in English and Arabic is 

basically the same. The discussion of the concept of 'antimetabole' in both languages reflects that 

linguists and rhetoricians, Arab and Western, share the same view that this figure of speech, 

available in various sources, is the repetition of speech in inverse order. However, in both 

languages, there are certain antimetabolic variations. In English, 'antimetabole' can be elliptical, 

implied, phonetic or numerical. In Arabic, it can only be achieved by letter reversal. In both 

languages, one of the constructions of the antimetabolic example shifts the meaning of the other. In 

Arabic, this is considered an important quality of 'antimetabole'.  

    In English and Arabic, 'antimetabole' is employed to achieve certain rhetorical functions, viz 

effectiveness and expressing facts. Unlike in Arabic, in English, 'antimetabole' is used to fulfill 

further functions namely emphasis and humour which are not mentioned by Arab linguists and 

rhetoricians. 

 

Bibliography 

English References 
 

A'li, A. Y.  .( 2001). The Meaning of the Holy Quran. Maryland: Amana              

           Corporation.  

Corbett,E. and Connors,R .(1999). Classical  Rhetoric for the Modern  Student .  

           NewYork:Oxford University Press. 

 

Cuddon, J. (1976). The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary     

           Theory .London: Penguin Books. 

 

Eco,U.(1979). The Role of the Reader. Bloomington: Indian University Press. 

 

Ellis-Christensen, T. (2005). What Is  ٍُ ُِ Antimetabole? 

           URL:http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is- antimetabole.htm accessed on     

           9/7/2009      

Harris, R. A. (2008). A  Handbook of  Rhetorical  Devices.  

           URL:http://www.virtuasalt.com/higher.htm accessed on 3/8/2009 

 

Herbert, G. (1989). Studies in the Way of Words .Cambridge: Cambridge       

           University Press. 

 

Holy Bible: New International Version. (1973). Nairobi:  International Bible      

           society.                     

Kermode, F. and Hollander, J. (eds.). (1973). The Oxford Anthology of      

           English Literature. Vol. I. London: Oxford University Press. 

Lapidos, J. (2008). The Hottest Rhetorical Device of Campaign 'Ask not what                                                             

http://www.virtuasalt.com/higher.htm


10. Humainies . 203. No.8of Kerbala University , Vol.Journal  
 

 14 

           antimetabole can do for you—ask what you can do for antimetabole. 

             URL: http:// www.slate.com /id/ accessed on 22/7/2009 

Malamute. (2008) .Figures of Speech in College Football. 

           URL:http:// www. rhetoric.byu.edu/Figures/A/speech accessed on 3/8/2009 

McQarrie, E. and Mick, D .( 2009).Figures of  Rhetoric in Advertising  Language.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

           URL:http:// www. Rhetoric.com/figures /antimetabole. Advertising .htm     

              accessed on 6/8/2009 

Niquette., P. (2005). Figures of Speech. 

           URL:http:// www. rhetoric.byu.edu/Figures/A/antimetabole.htm accessed on                                          

           12/9/2009                

Nordquist, J. ( 2009). Antimetabole . 

           URL:http:// www/ Antimetabole . /rhetoric/.com.htm accessed on 10/8/2009                                          

Omaha, N . (2008). Rhetorical  Devices. 

           URL:http:// www.humanities.byu.edu/rhetoric/ devices /A/antimetabole.htm    

           accessed on  1/7/2008    

Poonks, S .(2008). Every Thing 

           URL:http:// www.Everything 2-com.htm accessed on  1/6/2008    

Robert, F.(1988). Figuratively Speaking. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

 

Romney, M . (2007).  Romney’s Antimetabole 

           URL:http:// www. /rhetoric/  Romney’s Antimetabole at htm accessed on      

           8/3/2009   

Shapiro, M. M. (2008). Language Lore.  

           URL:http:// www. Language Lore .com .htm accessed on 16/8/2009     

 

Vickers, B. ( 1988). In Defense of Rhetoric. Oxford: Clarendon. 

 

 

Walter, N.( 1989). Rhetoric : The Wit of Persuasion. Cambridge: Basil Blackwell. 

  

 

Wehba, M.(1974). A Dictionary of Literary Terms. Beirut: Riyadh Solh  

 

 

Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia .(2007) 

           URL: http:// www. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antimetabole accessed on         

           16/7/2009     

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.slate.com/
http://www.everything/
http://www.everything/
http://tedremington.org/blog/?p=31
http://www.everything/
http://tedremington.org/blog/?p=31
http://www.everything/
http://www.everything/


10. Humainies . 203. No.8of Kerbala University , Vol.Journal  
 

 15 

 

Arabic References  

 
       .انقبْشح : داس انًعبسف .  ٌإعغبص انقش .(.د.) ة .انجبقلاَٙ ،أثٙ ثكش يؾًذ ثٍ انطٛت

 ثٛشٔد : داس انكزت                       .انًطٕل : ششػ رهخٛص يفزبػ انعهٕو .(2004) .انزفزبصاَٙ ،ععذ انذٍٚ يغعٕد ثٍ عًش

    .انعهًٛخ         

  .ثٛشٔد : داس صبدس . خضاَخ الأدة ٔ غبٚخ الأسة .) 2001).لله انؾًٕ٘، أثٙ ثكش ثٍ عهٙ ثٍ عجذا 

     .الأطٕل: ششػ رهخٛص يفزبػ انعهٕو .( 2001) .انؾُفٙ، إثشاْٛى ثٍ يؾًذ ثٍ عشثشبِ عصبو انذٍٚ 

 .داس انكزت انعهًٛخ ثٛشٔد :          

  .: يُشٕساد انششٚف انشضٙثٛذاس .  ٌ الإرقبٌ فٙ عهٕو انقش .د(.)ة .انغٕٛطٙ، علال انذٍٚ عجذ انشؽًٍ

  .ثٛشٔد : داس انغٛم .  الإٚضبػ  فٙ عهٕو انجلاغخ .(1993 ) .، انخطٛتانقضُٔٚٙ 

 ثٛشٔد  . يٕاْت انفزبػ فٙ ششػ رهخٛص انًفزبػ .(2003) .، أثٙ انعجبط اؽًذ ثٍ يؾًذ ثٍ يؾًذانًغشثٙ

 .انعهًٛخ داس انكزت :          

 .ثٛشٔد : داس انكزت انعهًٛخ .شّاصانط .( 1995 ) .هٙ ثٍ إثشاْٛى ، ٚؾٛٗ ثٍ ؽًضح ثٍ عانًُٛٙ

      .عًبٌ : داس أعبيخ نهُشش ٔ انزٕصٚع  . انكشبف .( 2004 ) .شهٕٓة، صبنؼ 

 .قبصاٌ: سٔعـــــٛب الارؾبدٚخ . يزكشح فٙ عهى انجذٚع  .(2004 ) .ؽغــبو عجذ انشؽًٍ،

                                       .ثٛككشٔد: داس انًٕاعككى نهُشككش ٔ انزٕصٚككع  .ٚع فككٙ فككٍ انجككذٚعانعقككذ انجككذ .) 2000 ) .عككٕاد، أنخككٕس٘ ثككٕنظ 

  . عهى انجذٚع  : دساعخ ربسٚخٛخ ٔ فُٛخ  لأصٕل انجلاغخ ٔ يغبئم انجذٚع .( 2004) .ثغَٕٛٙ عجذ انفزبػ  فٕٛد، 

    .انقبْشح:  يؤعغخ انًخزبس         

 

  


