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1. Introduction:

According to Quirk et al (1985), questions are classified into three major classes based on the type of
answers they expect. Thus, if they expect affirmation or disaffirmation, they are called yes-no questions,
as in: Did you pay your bills? But if they expect information as an answer, they are called wh- questions
as in: Where is your car? Whereas, if those questions expect one answer out of two (or more) options
presented in the question, then they are called alternative questions as in: Would you like to travel by car
or train? (ibid:806).

As a major type, yes/no questions can be put into two forms or orientations. The first form is positive as
in: Do you see that? And the second form is negative as in: Don’t you see that? (ibid:807-808).

However, the negative form of yes/no questions (including the answers) is still not fully understood by
the students of translation. Thus, this negative form is going to be the main concern of this study in
addition to the challenges and difficulties that are associated with translating such type of questions from
English into Arabic.

1.2 Aims of the Study:
This study aims at the following:

1- Explaining what is meant by negative yes/no questions and how they are formed in both English and
Arabic.

2- Investigating the difficulties and challenges that obstruct the process of translation in dealing with such
constructions.

3- Assessing the translation of M.A. students taking into account the difficulty of translating and
understanding English negative questions due to the big difference between English and Arabic.

1.3 Hypotheses:

1. English negative yes/no questions are structurally different from Arabic negative yes/no questions.

2. The students of translation face difficulties in translating English negative yes/no questions into Arabic.
1.4 Problem of the Study

The students face difficulties in understanding and translating negative yes/no questions from English
into Arabic due to the structural differences between English and Arabic.

1.5 Model of the Study

This study adopts a grammatical model of both Quirk et.al (1985) and Al-Samarie (1990) as well as a
translational model of Newmark’s semantic and communicative method of translation.

1.6 Procedure and Data Collection:

The procedure of this study includes distributing negative yes/no questions taken from different English
grammar books such as those of Alexander, Yule, and Gunlogson. The students were asked to translate the
questions into Arabic and they were free to follow Newmark’s semantic or communicative method of
translation whether they are SL oriented or TL oriented.

When it comes to the way of translating the answers of the negative yes/no questions, the students
were asked to translate semantically or communicatively and to use the words (na’am) and (bala).

1.7 The Value of the Study:
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This study holds benefits for the students of translation. It focuses on the structural problems and
difficulties in translation especially those related to understanding and translating English negative yes/no
questions. Therefore, this study is important as it finds a way to overcome such problems and improves
the quality of translation.

2. Negative Yes/no Questions in English
2.1 The Meaning of negative yes/no Questions

As mentioned before, yes-no questions can be both positive and negative. In the positive form, the
speaker is neutral and totally ignorant about the answer. He/she is not biased toward using ‘yes’ or ‘no’.
However, using the negative form of yes/no questions indicates that the speaker hopes for a positive
answer but new evidence brings a negative one. Therefore, this type of questions is conducive and implies
surprise, disbelief, or disappointment (Quirk et. al. 1985:808).

Negative yes/no questions are usually asked to confirm a certain expectation on the part of the speaker, as
in:

1. Sarah to John: Didn’t Sam tell you that I was coming?

The speaker ‘Sarah’ asks a negative question because she assumes, initially, that Sam would have told
John that she was coming and she wants a confirmation of her question.

2.2 Forming Negative yes/no Questions

Negative yes/no questions are considered as a subtype of the main yes/no question type. It is also
considered a minor type of questions under the major yes/no questions. Like the positive form of yes/no
questions, negative yes/no questions are formed by placing the verbal element (auxiliary, model, or
copular be) at the beginning of the question, and by using the negation particle.

‘not’ followed by a subject, the complement, and finally a question mark (Quirk et. al, 1985:810). For
examples,

2. Haven’t you finished your work?
3. Won’t you agree to the conditions?

It is essential to mention that negative questions that contain assertive items (or positive polarity items)
such as somebody, someone, already, etc. tend to be biased towards positive orientation which means that
the speaker expects a positive answer for his question (Ibid).

Consider the following question,
4. Didn’t someone visit last night?
(The implication: I am sure that someone visited last night)

It is important to mention that negative yes/no questions are answered in the same way as the positive
yes/no questions which is by using the words ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Thus, if the speaker wants to express
affirmation to a negative question he/she uses ‘yes’, but for disaffirmation the word ‘no’ is used (Ibid:810-
811). For example,

3. Don’t you like sweets?

A: Yes, Ido

B: No, I do not.

3. Negative Yes-no Questions in Arabic

3.1 The Meaning of Negative Yes-no Questions
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Arabic yes-no questions are known as verification questions since they are used in order to ask the a
listener to verify the information whether by confirmation (i.e. yes) or disconfirmation (i.e. no). Like
English yes-no questions, Arabic verification questions have both positive and negative forms. The
positive form is used when the speaker has no planned answer in his mind, whereas the negative form is
used when the speaker expects a specific answer in his mind. Thus, it is used to express disappointment,
disbelief, or surprise , and also to make the listener acknowledge something (Al-Samaraie,1990:600).

3.2 Forming Negative Verification Questions

Negative verification questions are considered a second form of positive verification questions (or
yes/no questions). Therefore, they are formed by using the question particle ‘hamza’ at the beginning of
the question followed by a negation particle (la, laysa, lam, lan) then by the word that expresses the
missing information, and finally a question mark. Thus, hamza is the only particle that is used in the
negative questions, not any other particle. It is important to mention that when hamza is used in the
positive question, it is answered by (na’am) to show agreement or confirmation and (la) to show
disagreement or disconfirmation to the question.

Whereas, when it is used with negative questions, the answer is (bala) to show confirmation and
(na’am) to show disconfirmation (Ibid:606). For example,

7. 81,8l (Haven’t you read?)
Answer: (<8 (L) yes, I have. Or (§18 &l (a3) No, I haven’t.
3. Data Analysis:

Concerning the grammatical model, this study adopts Quirk’s (1985) as an English model and Al-
Samaraie, (1990) as an Arabic model. As for the translation model, the study adopts Newmark's
(1982/1988) method of translation, specifically semantic and communicative translation. For the reason
that these two methods meet the need of translating the negative questions and suit the process of
analyses. However, the main concern in this study is making sure that the students are following the
grammatical rules of the target language when they translate the English negative yes/no questions
whether they are using the semantic or the communicative method.

The following texts are taken from different grammar books:
SL: Text (1)
“Doesn’t he speak any English?” No, he does not.
(Yule, 2006:46)
TL (Text)
A ISV AR AS Y Y 8 Salas ) A IS Y
aaahy Y Y Y e Ll Gaaaty da
R
S8 Y LY SR (e S IS Y
A0 Y LY 0 ey NS Y
Y i eyl s
A Y LY SN e o SIS
aah Y Y A k) sty Y
Chaaty Y Al Y E A Yl e Julil) oty Y
Y S eyl S YT

N-RN- RN e LY, T N FCR SR

—_
==
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Discussion:

The text ‘Doesn’t he speak any English?’ No, he does not.’ is a negative yes-no question. It starts with
the auxiliary ‘does’ added to the contracted negation particle ‘not’. The text also depicts a negative answer
that starts with the negative word ‘no’ which is used in order to show disaffirmation or disagreement with
the content of the question.

When investigating the translation of this question, one can observe that questions (1, 4, 5, 6, 8- 14) are
translated correctly for following the target language rules of the negative questions which are using a
question particle ‘hamza’ followed by a negation particle. The translation is also considered as a semantic
translation for following the source text meaning and form.

Nevertheless, the translation of questions (2, 3, 7, and 15) is incorrect for neglecting the negation
particle and changing the form of the question from being negative into positive which in turn changes the
meaning of the question. The reason behind using a positive question is to show total ignorance about the
answer, whereas using a negative question shows that the questioner already expects an answer in his
mind.

Although the translation of the answers (1-15) may seem semantically correct, however, it is
grammatically incorrect translation for using the word ‘la’ as an equivalence to the English word ‘no’ to
show disagreement. Arabic negative question uses the word ‘na’am’ to express disagreement or negativity.

SL. Text (2)
“Aren’t those books mine?” Yes, they are.
(Yule, 2006:46)
TL (Texts)
S Ll an € Sle S Sl ol
GIXS Ll an € S o2 Canll
gl ans € sl ells
A gl a8 i€ el
Ll and € Sl o2 Canll
Sl agil an €3 Sl o2 Canl
JETPPPNEE P IR
Al s a0 S Gl Can
Ll an €S 028
JPCLR A U 6 JEIW
S il s € She Sl 028 Call
RGP UL Jg U N
REIKIY P PR TR K PRU S PV NCI

—_—
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Ll aai € Sl o2a cundll 14
S e i sl ada Ja 15
Discussion:

Text (2) ‘Aren’t those books mine? Yes, they are’ is a negative yes/no question that starts with the
auxiliary ‘are’ combined with a contracted negation particle ‘not” and ends with a question mark. The text
also contains a positive answer that starts with the word ‘yes’.

In assessing the translations of questions (1, 2, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, and 14), it is noticed that the
translation is grammatically correct for maintaining the same source structure and following the target
language rules of the negative questions by using the question particles ‘hamza and hal’ followed by a
negation particle. Additionally, those questions are translated semantically for following the same meaning
of the source question.

However, the translation of questions (3, 4, 7, 12, and 15) is incorrect for neglecting the negation
particle ‘not’ and changing the orientation of the question from being negative into positive which in turn
changes the meaning of the question.

As for translating the second part of the question represented by a positive answer, it can be noticed that
translating answers (1-12, 14, and 15) is semantically correct but grammatically incorrect for using
‘na’am’ to show disaffirmation instead of ‘bala’ which is used in the negative questions.

However, the translation of answer (13) is correct grammatically and semantically for delivering the
same positive answer and using ‘bala’ to show affirmation following the Arabic grammar rules.

SL. Text (3)
“Isn’t the doctor in?” No, he is not.

(Gunlogson, 2003:21)

TL Texts
RREQR P Wt 75 FURN [ ST A 5 " |
Asase el YV Dmpecukll b 2
Vil da 3
Asase nl a OIS Ca5a 50 cundall Gl 4
L Gad Y 9139 50 cadall uill 5
SIS el g DS JaN 8 k) Gl 6
Al Y S SJal A gsall aal gl 7
Jalall Gl Y SR 8 anall Gl 8
SIS el SIS Al b k) Gl 9
Y edalall L 3sa ge canlall Gl 10
Y Skl Jan Al 11
Jalall g el Y SR 8 anlall a0 YT 12
AEPEP PR REI N | EPEPUREIY A A o
L Gl ) Y Sl adall Gl 14
S 91y g 50 skl Ja 15
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Discussion:

Text (3) ‘Isn’t the doctor in? No, he is not is consisted of two parts, the first part is a negative yes/no
question that starts with an auxiliary connected with a negative contracted particle ‘not’. Whereas, the
second part is a negative answer that starts with the word ‘no’.

In assessing the translation, one can observe that the translation of questions (4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12,
13, and 14) is grammatically correct for following the target language rule of forming the negative
questions which is using the question particle ‘hamza’ followed by a negation particle. Also, the
translation of the mentioned questions adopts the semantic method for following the meaning and form of
the source text.

However, the translation of questions (1, 2, 3, 7, and 15) is incorrect for changing the questions from
being negative to positive which in turn changes the meaning that is proposed by the source text.

Regarding the translation of the second part of the question which is the answer, one can notice that the
translation is semantically correct but grammatically incorrect. Semantically, the translators followed the
source text meaning and formed the word ‘la’ as an equivalent to the English word ‘no’.

Nevertheless, the word ‘la’ is grammatically incorrect because Arabic negative questions use the word
‘na’am’ to show disaffirmation instead of the word ‘la’.

SL. Text (4)
“Can’t you help me?” Yes, I can.
(Alexander, 1988:220)
TL. Texts
bl € ac e gplaid V|
(Sl an € o e KAl Ja
@LL.\ e § Saelua iyl
il ani € iac e liSay V]
b an € gaclie sk
kvl aad § aclis of apkaios Vi
LSSl and € e L Gl Ja
S (b § e Lue iy Vi
3 el s s
akind aei € Saclie SlSa VI
_@LSJ e § S lua aodaind ol
lise b aadaind Y Al € iaelue abaiasi YT
kil (G S iaele S YT 13
(S ol f el e V1 14
kvl ani € reliue ki 0815
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_— =
N = O

Discussion:

Text (4) ‘Can’t you help me? Yes, I can’ is consisted of a negative yes/no question which is formed by
using the modal ‘can’ followed by a contracted ‘not’. The text also contains a positive answer to the same
question by using the word ‘yes’.
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In assessing the translation of questions (1, 4, 6, 8, 10-14), it is observed that they are semantically
correct for following the same meaning of the source text and also grammatically correct for keeping the
same source structure of the negative questions by using a question particle followed by a negation
particle.

Regarding translation questions (2, 3, 5, 7, 9, and 15), it is noticed that the translators failed in their
rendering for not following the same meaning of the source text and neglecting to translate the negation
particle ‘not’ which in turn affects the meaning.

As for the translation of the answers, it is observed that answers ( 1-7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, and 15) are
semantically correct for following the meaning of the source by providing a positive answer to the
questions, yet they are considered as a failed translation for not following the Arabic grammar rules that
do not use the word ‘na’am’ as a positive answer in the negative questions. However, the translation of
answers (8 and 13) is semantically and grammatically correct for providing a positive answer as the source
text and also following the Arabic grammar rules that use the word ‘bala’ as a positive answer to the
negative questions.

4. Conclusion:

The student’s lack of knowledge about the structural differences between English and Arabic yes/no
questions causes a misunderstanding and mistranslation of those questions. Thus, students used the same
grammatical rules of the source language and applied them to the target language. This study concludes
that translating negative yes/no questions from English into Arabic is problematic for students of
translation. Those problems are caused by the misunderstanding of the English and Arabic negative
questions. In addition, some participants did not translate the negation particle in the negative questions
and changed the form of the question from being negative into positive which in turn changes the meaning
of the question. Furthermore, all participants (except for three students) failed in translating the positive
answers of the negative questions and wrongly used the word ‘na’am’ as an equivalent to the English word
‘yes’. Also as for translating the negative answers, no one succeeded in his translation because they used
the word ‘la’ as an equivalent to the English word ‘no’ which is incorrect when it comes to the Arabic
negative questions.
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