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Abstract: The study aims to explore question affix analysis in English and Standard 
Arabic within the minimalist framework of Chomsky (1995; 1998; 1999; 2000; 2001) and 
points out the differences and similarities between both languages in terms of feature 
strength, feature checking, I-raising to Q (i.e., raising of the head INFL to the head Comp) 
and other morpho-syntactic properties involved in the analysis of yes-no questions in these 
two languages. The paper also attempts to show how feature licensing takes place in the 
right checking domains in the derivation of yes-no questions. It points out that English 
resorts to Adjunction because of auxiliary inversion, while Standard Arabic resorts to 
Merge because auxiliary inversion does not exist in it, and that the question particles in 

Standard Arabic are viewed merely as morphological affixes placed sentence-initially to 
form yes-no questions. Furthermore, we argue that the interrogative particles in Standard 
Arabic have just one function, i.e. that of showing interrogativity, since they do not stand for 
any DP or PP or AP argument. Given this, we propose that the question particles in Standard 
Arabic are base-generated in the head C position of CP, since they never undergo any 
morpho-syntactic movement.  
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1. Introduction 
       The syntax of head movement (auxiliary inversion) has been the major concern 
of generative syntactians and has witnessed major developments in the last few 
years, especially in the era of minimalism. This paper attempts to study and analyze 
question affix analysis in the derivation of yes-no questions in English and Standard 
Arabic from a minimalist perspective. The objective is to show the differences and 
similarities  in the minimalist analysis of question affix Q in English and Standard 
Arabic within the minimalist framework of Chomsky (1995; 1998; 1999; 2000; 
2001). It also seeks to provide a unified account of question affix analysis in 
Standard Arabic and demonstrate to what extent the Arabic data interacts with 
Chomsky s minimalist treatment. 
       The study is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a theoretical background 
of the previous accounts on the topic under discussion. It reviews the analyses of the 
Arab grammarians and the transformational-generative syntacticians. Section 3 
presents Chomsky s (1995) minimalist treatment of the abstract question affix in 
English and reveals the way Chomsky departs from the earlier treatment versions of 
the Q-morpheme hypothesis reviewed in section two; Chomsky s analysis relies 
crucially on feature checking considerations. Chomsky extends his analysis of 
feature checking to involve the treatment of the abstract question affix Q, assumed 
to be present in the D-structure of an interrogative clause. This section also presents 
Radford s minimalist treatment of question affix in English. Section 4 explores 
question affix analysis in Standard Arabic and points out the differences between 
English and Arabic in terms of feature licensing, raising from the head INFL to the 
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head Comp, among other things. Following Chomsky s (1995) minimalist 
framework, we argue that the complementizer C of Standard Arabic interrogative 
clauses is strong and that it underlyingly contains an abstract question affix Q, which 
serves as a device to distinguish the D-structure of an Arabic interrogative from that 
of its declarative counterpart. This section demonstrates that the interrogative 
particles in Standard Arabic are merely morphological affixes which do not stand for 
any DP or PP or AP argument. Furthermore, we propose that the question particles 
?a and hal (which match the meaning of any English auxiliary verb occurring in the 
interrogative head C (i.e., Comp) of CP) are base-generated in the head C position of 
CP, since they never undergo any morph-syntactic raising, i.e., I-raising to Q. Given 
feature checking considerations, we present the justification why Standard Arabic 
resorts to the Merge operation (rather than Adjunction as the case in English) in the 
course of licensing features of a derived yes-no question. It also shows how features 
are checked and licensed in the Arabic derived yes-no questions.  
2. Theoretical Overview 
2. 1. The Grammatical Analysis of the Arab Grammarians 
        In the existing literature on Standard Arabic, it can be shown that the traditional and modern Arab 
grammarians addressed various grammatical aspects of the grammatical analysis of questions from the 
point of view of their traditionally taxonomic approach to grammar which was based on structural 
description. The traditional Arab grammarians dealt very briefly with issues involved in the syntactic 
analyses of yes-no questions in Standard Arabic. They also disagreed with each other on the syntactic 

treatment of both the question particles ?a and hal, on the one hand, and the question words, on the other. 
As there was no unified account on the subject, a lot of controversy was reflected in their analyses.  

        In what follows, however, we demonstrate some of their analyses and the way 
they looked at question particles. This can be as illustrated in (1).  

1a.     ?a- zayd-un               kataba         qiSSat-an ?       
          Q.prtc.Zaid-nom.     write-pst.     story-f-sg-acc-indef. 
                  'Is it Zaid who wrote a story?' 

    b.     ?a-kataba              zayd-un         qiSSat-an ?        
            Q.prtc.write.pst.   Zaid-nom.     story-f-sg-acc-indef. 
                   'Did Zaid write a story?' 

The traditional Arab grammarians (like Sibawayh (768)) argue that preposing the 
NP 'Zaid' in (1a) renders the sentence "ugly", i.e., pragmatically/stylistically less 
acceptable, while other grammarians regard it as perfectly right, since the speaker is 
inquiring about the NP 'Zaid', but if he is asking about the activity of writing, then 
preposing the verb in (1b) is more suitable. 
        On the other hand, many Arab grammarians (like Sibawayh (768), Ibn Malik 
(1203), Ibn Hisham (1211) and Ibn Aqil (1298)) and many modern Arab 
grammarians use the term uru:fu al-?istifh m

 

"particles of interrogation" to mean 
both the question particles and question words in such a way they confuse these 
different types of questions. In other words, their traditional approach to grammar 
could not account for the distinction between them. However, it can be observed that 
what the traditional Arab grammarians call arfu al-?istifh m

 

'the interrogative 
particle" is completely different from the interrogative word. In this context, we 
argue that the former (i.e., the interrogative particle)  has only one function in that it 






































