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Abstract

The present study investigates the problems and difficulties that
students face when they translate English alternative questions into
Arabic. Therefore, a sample of three sentences was taken from well-
known English grammar books and distributed to fifteen M.A. students
in the English translation department to be translated using Newmark’s
method of semantic and communicative translation.

The study hypothesizes that the student is not fully aware of how the
alternative questions are formed and translated into Arabic. Therefore,
this study aims at examining the students’awareness of those questions
through translation and focusing on the problems that obstruct the
process of translation. The study also concludes that the majority of
those problems result from the lack of knowledge of the alternative
questions in Arabic which is caused by not enough attention paid to this
subject in both languages.

Keywords: alternative questions, difficulties, translation

1. Introduction:
English questions are classified into three major classes based on
the type of answer they expect. Thus, if they expect an affirmation or

* M.A Student /Dept. of Translation /college of Art/ University of Mosul
** Prof. / Dept. of Translation /college of Art / University of Mosul
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disaffirmation reply they are called yes-no questions such as, Do you
like tea? And if they expect information as a reply, they are called wh-
questions such as, What is your favorite drink? Whereas, if they expect
one answer out of two or more replies or alternatives presented in the
same question, then they are called alternative questions such as, Do
you like coffee or tea? (Quirk et.al, 1985:806).

Among all three types, this study tackles the third type of question
which is the alternative question. In which, the speaker presents two (or
more) options in his question and asks the addressee to choose his
answer from (ibid). It also deals with the challenges and difficulties that
occur when translating such types of questions from English into
Arabic.

1.2 The Aims of the Study:
This study aims at the following:
1- Explaining what is meant by alternative questions and how they are
formed in both English and Arabic.
3- Assessing the translation of M.A. students of the alternative
questions.
2- Investigating the challenges that obstruct the process of translating
alternative questions.
1.3 Hypotheses:
1. Alternative questions can be found in both English and Arabic.
2. English alternative questions are structurally different from the
Arabic ones.
3. Translators face difficulties in translating English alternative
questions into Arabic.
1.4 The Problem of the Study

The students face difficulties in understanding and translating
alternative questions from English into Arabic.
1.5 The Model of the study

This study adopts Quirk et.al (1985) and Atyaa (2007) as a
grammatical model. It also adopts Newmark’s semantic and
communicative method as a translation model.
1.6 Procedures and Data Collection:
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The procedure that is adopted in this study is handing the M.A. students
three sentences taken from different English grammar books such as
those of Aziz, Eastwood, and Quirk et.al. The sentences depict
alternative questions. Accordingly, the students were asked to translate
those alternative questions from English into Arabic by following
Newmark’s semantic and communicative method of translation also
taking into consideration the grammatical rules of the target language.

1.7 The Value of the Study:

This study holds benefits to the students of translation. It focuses on
the problems and difficulties in translation, especiallty, those related to
understanding and translating English alternative questions which is not
a word-for-word translation into Arabic. Therefore, this study is
Important as it finds a way to overcome such problems and improves
the quality of translation.

2. Alternative Questions in English

As mentioned before, alternative questions are considered as one of
the three major types of English interrogatives or questions. It is the
third type which is used in order to ask the listener to specify his
answer out of two (or more) alternative answers given in the question.
It presupposes the truth of only one of the two propositions. Thus, such
types of questions cannot be answered by using the words ‘yes’ or ‘no’
(Quirk et. al, 1985:823). For example,

1. A: Do you travel by bus or train?

B: Bus

Structurally speaking, alternative questions are similar to yes-no
questions; they both begin with an operator followed by a subject.
However, alternative questions use the coordinator particle ‘or’ to
connect the alternatives.

In addition to the main difference between yes-no questions and
alternative questions which is using the word ‘or’, another important
difference is using intonation. Yes-no questions use a final rising
intonation, whereas alternative questions use a separate falling
intonation for each alternative (ibid). For example,

2. A: Shall we go by BUS or TAXI? (alternative question)

B: By BUS.

3. A: Shall we go by bus or TAXI? (Yes/no question)

40



The Challenges of Translating English Alternative Questions into Arabic
Marwa Mwafeq Basheer& Halla Khaled Najim

B: Let’s take a TAXI.

Furthermore, alternative questions are subdivided into two types.
The first type is the one that is similar to yes-no questions (i.e. has a
subject-verb inversion) and the second type is similar to wh-questions
(i.e. uses wh-word) (Quirk et. al, 1985:824). Consider the two following
examples,

4. Are you reading or writing now?
5. What do you like best Summer or Winter?

Not to forget that some scholars consider alternative questions as a
subtype of yes-no questions, not a main type. For example, Jespersen
(1954:480) states that English questions are divided into two types:
nexus (yes/no questions) and x-questions (wh-questions). In which,
nexus questions are subdivided into disjunctive (alternative) questions
and tag questions. The former gives the listener alternatives to choose
from and ends with a falling intonation on the final alternative, while
the latter asks for confirmation. (ibid)

3. Alternative Questions in Arabic

Arabic questions are divided into two main types; the first type is
verification (or yes/no ) questions whereas, the second type is
information (or wh-questions). Therefore, alternative questions are not
considered as a main independent type by themselves but as a subtype
of verification questions or information questions. The function of
alternative questions is to ask the listener to choose his answer out of
two (or more) alternative answers presented in the question. Therefore,
they are not answered by ‘na’am or ‘la’ (Atyaa, 2007:21).

Alternative questions are formed by using the only question particle
‘hamza’ and the coordinator connected particle ‘am/a)’” which combines
the two alternatives. Thus, it is incorrect to use other question particles
such as ‘hal’ to ask such questions as in,

6. Slaialisad i (Do you study grammar or literature?)

7. Skl al 1sad Guoxi &% (Do you study grammar or literature?)

It is important to mention that the particle ‘am’ in the alternative
questions is considered to be a coordinator and a connecter for it
coordinates two ideas and connects two similar alternatives. What is
meant by similar is semantically and grammatically similar as,

8. Ll al 1983 uyxii (Do you study grammar or literature?)
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Both are semantically related (i.e. both are subjects) and also
grammatically related (i.e. both are nouns, singular, and in a accusative
case) (ibid:21-22).

Nevertheless, there are some questions in which ‘hal’ and ‘am’ are used
together. However, these questions are not considered alternative
questions because they are not asked to be answered. In addition, the
role of the particle ‘am’ there is not to connect similar alternatives
because those alternatives are not similar and they represent a full
sentence (Aziz, 1989: 259). For example a verse from the Glorious
Quran, . ) g ) )

9. (*Hsilly Eallal) g g5 A 3l Saeailly o) G A 8)  Al- Raad:16

say: Are the blind equal with those who see? Or the depths of darkness
equal with light? (Ali,2001:591)

Here, the particle ‘am’ does not connect two alternatives, thus it is not
considered as a connected nor coordinator, but rather as a disconnected
in a question that is not alternative (ibid).

4. Data Analysis:

Concerning the grammatical model, this study adopts Quirk’s (1985) as
an English model and Atyaa (2007) as an Arabic model. As for the
translation model, the study adopts Newmark's (1982/1988) method of
translation, specifically semantic and communicative translation. The
reason these two methods meet the need of translating the alternative
questions regarding the meaning and form and suit the process of
analyses. However, the main concern of this study is making sure that
the students are following the grammatical rules of the target language
when they translate the English alternative questions whether they are
using the semantic or the communicative method.

SL. Text (1)

“Are you sending a card or a letter?”
(Eastwood, 1994:26)

TL. Texts
Sl ol A8y Ju yi Ja 1

fallu of il Jus i Ja 2
falla o il Jus 3 Ja 3
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fllas of &8y Ju i Ja 4
Sl ol A8lay Jus i 2 5
2l of 48y Ju i a6

mua?emujd“)si 7
€20l of A8y Jus i a8
20l of 48ay Ju i Ja 9
falluy of A8y Ju 53 da 110
ey ol A8y e 5 da 11
falluy of A8y Ju 5 da 112
fallu ol 48Uay s 55 da 113
Sl of A8y e i s 114

20l o 48Uy Juu yi Ja

Discussion:

Text (1) “Are you sending a card or a letter?” is an alternative
question that starts with the auxiliary ‘are’ and contains the word ‘or’
that combines two alternatives or choices. The question also ends with a
question mark.

Concerning assessing the translation of this question, it is noticed
that the translation of subjects (1-6, 8-15) is incorrect for using the
question particle ‘hal’ to form an alternative question that is
grammatically wrong. According to the Arabic grammar rules, the
particle ‘hal’ is not used in the alternative questions but only in the
verification questions.

However, the translation may be considered as a semantic
translation when it comes to following the meaning of the source text
which is asking someone to select one thing out of two. Also, the form
of the source is presented by a question.

Nevertheless, the translation of subjects (7) is correct for
following the TL. grammar rules and using the question particle
‘hamza’ to ask an alternative question. Also, the rendition can be
considered as an example of a semantic translation for following the
source text meaning and form.

SL. Text (2)
“Shall we go by bus or train?”
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(Quirk et.al, 1985:82)

‘ TL. Texts
¢ Uadll o) (aldl caadin Ja
¢l ol bl alein da

¢ jUadlly o Alalally il |

¢ Ul af Al ) Lle iy Ja
¢ Uil ol el candi Ja

Uil o) ABal Caa il

¢ il of alalls Caali Ja

¢ ladll o) Galall ddassl 50 Candis Ja 9

¢ otadl) of dalad) Jais Ja 11

¢ Uadlly o Alalall cadi Ja 12

¢ jUaally of Adalall cadi o 13

Od N A W~

Discussion:

Text (2) represented by “Shall we go by bus or train?” is an
alternative question that starts with the auxiliary ‘shall’ and contains the
word ‘or’ that combines two alternatives.

In assessing the translation of the questions, it is noticed that
although the translation of subjects (1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8-15) may sound as a
semantic translation for following the source text meaning, it is an
incorrect translation for not following the target language grammar rules
that do not allow using the particle ‘hal’ in asking alternative questions.

Nevertheless, the translation of subjects (3 and 7) is correct for
following the TL. grammar rules by using the question particle ‘hamza’
in order to ask an alternative question. Also, the question can be
considered as a semantic translation for following the source textual
meaning and form. As for the communicative translation, none of the
questions were translated communicatively.

SL. Text (3)
Have they gone to the show or to the library?
(Aziz,1989:252)
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TL. Texts

Sl I ol ia jeall ()83 o
Sl I ol iajaadl ()3 o
Sl I ol ia el () snd o
SIC) ) o el ) ) saad o
Sl Al ia jeall ) ) sad Ja
Sl I ol oa jeall () s83 o
Sl ) ol el (1) 503
Sl I ol ia jeall ()83 o
Sl ol el (11503
Sl ol el 1 )53
Sl ol ia jeall ) ) sad o
Sl ol el 11503
Sl ) ol oa el () sl
Sl ) ol Gm el ()53 Ja
Sl Il Ga el (1) 503 o

p—
S O 0 JNN B WN

—
hn B~ W ==

Discussion:

Text (3) represented by “Have they gone to the show or to the
library?” is an alternative question that starts with the auxiliary ‘Have’
and contains the word ‘or’ that combines the two alternatives (i.e. show
and library)

In assessing the translation of the questions, it is noticed that

although the translation of subjects (1, 2, 3, 4,5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14,
15) may seem like a semantic translation for following the source text
meaning, yet it is an incorrect translation for not following the target
language grammar rules that do not allow using the particle ‘hal’ in
asking alternative questions.
Nevertheless, the translation of subjects (7 and 13) is correct for
following the TL. grammar rules by using the question particle ‘hamza’
in order to ask an alternative question. Also, the question can be
considered as a semantic translation for following the source textual
meaning and form. As for the communicative translation, none of the
questions were translated communicatively.
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5. Conclusion:

This study concludes that translating alternative questions from
English into Arabic is challenging for the student of translation. Those
challenges are represented by the lack of knowledge of the Arabic
alternative questions specifically the tools that are used to form such
questions, the majority of the students used the question particle (hal)
and the particle (am/al) to express an alternative question which is not
correct according to the Arabic grammar rules. First, the particle (hal) is
not used in the alternative questions instead, the question particle
(hamaz) is used in such questions. Second, combining (hal) with (am) in
a guestion means this question is not an alternative question since (am)
here does not coordinate two similar alternatives but separates them
thus, it is called disconnected (am). As a result, the whole meaning of
the question was changed from being an alternative that gives the
addressee choices to choose from into something else. However, a few
students succeeded by using hamza to ask an alternative question. The
reason for those challenges is the lack of knowledge of the Arabic
alternative questions and the exact way of using the Arabic particles.
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L ) ) G rlns V) o )] i Y] Ao (5 ol

" aad alls iy " Fga 890
galdial)
dan i ade Ol (e a8 N Gl grall g OIS Sl Al ol ada gl
e Aliaiall (af) 53 gl Jlaniady Abadl A1) ddda g a5y A5 (5 sl algiins)
by Al e 8 ke (a5 dan (o A A0 Cae 55 Ay A pall ARl ) A pudasil) 451l
o Ll e Lsad e Lgnysiaty (5 alai¥) spaill acl il 45 ae (i€ (o 33530
a5 Ay sl e Taie) Ay pel) ) gt 55 (s jad A i) ol b il O3
Adial gill 5 AdYall dea il 8 (1982&1988)
Lgtian 5 A0iS 5 Aol) AL A8 1y 0 e Gl Ul (o Al 5l o3 om i
S5 ALY (e sl gy ORI Al e SLEAN ) Clng g U 2y pel 510 )
oda Alle (ol Aul Hall oha i | 5odl s das il dlee (yia et il S S o
M Camall Slaia M A€ & gaia gall 1agn 2SN QL A8 jaa ade g GOSN
Ozl | A< P 3 4 Lol als  WY) £ agal ol Ca

sy (il gra AL ALY L alifal) cbals)

Jua gall Aaala / 1Y) A0S /Aan i) pnid / piaale AdUa ”
Jua gall Aaala / I ) A0S JAan i) aid / i)
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