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Abstract

Even the most general and seemingly universal ideas have a unique representation in every single
language. In this paper, we analyze the Russian words da ‘yes’ and wem ‘no’, as well as their
English and German correlates. We show that these words behave differently from language to
language. As empirical basis, we took two Harry Potter books by J. K. Rowling (Harry Potter and
the Sorcerer's Stone and Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets) and their German and Russian
translations. Many of the cross-linguistic differences discussed in the paper go back to the
language specific properties of the discourse structure.

1 Introduction

It is well-known that even the most general and seemingly universal ideas have a unique representation in
every single language. In this paper, we analyze the Russian words da ‘yes’ and nem ‘no’, as well as their
English and German correlates. We will show that these words behave differently from language to
language even in their central readings. Let us start with an example.

In 2008 Barack Obama won the United States presidential election under the slogan “Yes, we can!”.
From the linguistic point of view, it is remarkable that this seemingly so simple a sentence cannot be
adequately translated into Russian, at least not in all possible contexts. The stumbling block here is the
word yes. In English, we can easily imagine a dialogue, such as — You cannot do it! — Yes, I can. Its literal
translation into Russian would be quite unacceptable. Cf. — Bur omoeo ne moowceme! — Jla, mozy. The
correct answer here is: — Hem, mozy. Incidentally, in German it is also not possible to use the word ja
‘yes’ in such cases. There is a special word doch (something like the combination nem oa in Russian).
Compare Doch, ich kann es.

Hence, Obama’s formula Yes, we can! cannot be translated into Russian by Ja, mst moocem. In certain
cases, the correct translation would be Hem, mut moocem. Compare passages like They say, we are not
ready, we cannot. Yes, we can! The literal translation Ham cogopunu, umo mel He 20mog8vi, 4mo Mvl He
mooicem. MHa, mor moaxcem would lack any coherence. However, if a refrain of this kind was translated
differently from context to context it would lose its slogan nature. The simplest way to avoid such
difficulties is to omit yes translating Yes, we can! by Mwvt moocem! But the yes at the beginning of the
sentence is very important. First, it makes the utterance dialogic, and second, it carries a strong positive
attitude. Hence, to simply omit yes is not possible.

What is important is not only the question whether or not the given words are equivalent in principle,
but as to how they really function in discourse. This question cannot be answered without using parallel
corpora. It is obvious that using as empirical data contexts from various Russian, English and German
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text sources which are not identical in content would obscure the results because many other factors play
a role in this case and it is not possible to take all of them into account. Also self-constructed sentences as
linguistic data have obvious restrictions. Thus parallel corpora seem to be the best starting point for our
cross-linguistic analysis. As an empirical basis, we took two Harry Potter books by J. K. Rowling (Harry
Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone and Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets) with their German and
Russian translations (for Russian we have two translations at our disposal — see below Russianl and
Russian2).” It turned out that, as expected, yes, ja and 0a, as well as no, nein and nem function mostly as
equivalents. On the other hand, in many cases these words do not coincide (about 20% for NO and about
30% for YES). Often nem ‘no’ is translated in a different way even though the respective English or
German phrase with no resp. nein is acceptable. We distinguish several cases of cross-linguistic non-
parallelism. Let us mention some of them.

2 Corpus Evidence

Some of these discrepancies are due to colloquial variants of YES and NO, existing in every language
(e.g. 0a ‘yes’ — aea ‘aha’— yey ‘uh-huh’, etc. in Russian). Cf. (1).

(1) English Nah, I'm all right, thanks, Ron.
German Né, komm schon zurecht, Ron.
Russianl /la nem, sce 6 nopsoxke, cnacu6o, Pon.
Russian2 He-a, sce nopmanwvho, cnacubouxu, Pomn.

Some other phrases contain different synonyms of YES and NO, and therefore they are not parallel. Cf.

Q).

(2) English “I'don 't think so,” said Snape, smiling coldly.
German ,, Das kommt nicht in Frage“, sagte Snape kalt ldchelnd.
Russianl — Hem, s max ne oymato, — ckazan CHIUN, X0100HO Y1blOAACY.
Russian2 — Huuezo nodoonozo, — 3asasun 3ieil, X0100HO Y1bl0AACH.

Non-parallel phrases are characteristic of the situation when YES and NO are optional in some of given
languages. Cf. (3).

(3) English “Harry Potter’s giving out signed photos!” “Neo, I'm not,” said Harry angrily, his fists
clenching.
German ,, Harry Potter verteilt Autogrammbkarten
ballte die Fiuste.
Russianl — Tym [appu Ilommep paszdaem pomocpaguu c asmoepagamu! — He pazoaro, — 310
cxazan Iappu, cocumas Kyaaxu.
Russian2 — Huuezo nodobnozo, — cepoumo ckazan I appu, Henpou38oabHO CoHCumMas KyaaKu.

‘

,Nein, tu ich nicht”, sagte Harry wiitend und

These cases of non-parallelism are rather trivial. However, there are some fundamental grammatical
differences between the words for YES and especially for NO in different languages. We will mention
two of them.

The Russian nem ‘no’ can be used in contexts like 5 moowce nem ‘Neither am/do 1’; A zannamun, a on
nem ‘1 paid, and he did not’; Ilouemy 6v1 u nem ‘Why not’; Pazymeemcs, nem ‘Of course, not’; 4 dymaio,

2 We used the Regensburg Parallel Corpus (ParaSol). Our search strategy included three iterations: we looked separately for
yes/no, for ja/nein, and for da/nem. From this perspective, it is not so important for our aims that the original text is an English
novel. We are aware of the fact that translations will not necessarily reflect pure native language intuitions. But if the translator
uses a word different from the word used in the original text (a word that is not a standard equivalent), this provides even stronger
evidence for the idea that there are relevant cross-linguistic differences in this field.



uymo nem ‘I think not’ etc. English no and German nein are not used in these phrases, they are replaced
with not, neither and respectively nicht. So, it is a special reading of the Russian word nem which
corresponds neither to the English no, nor to the German nein. Cf. (4-6).

(4) English “Definitely not,” said George, sniggering.
German ,, Ganz bestimmt nicht“, sagte George wiehernd.
Russianl — Hy xoueuno sice, nem, — 006agun, xuxuras, [{ocopodic.
Russian2 — Hu 6 xoem ciyyae, — xuwyno yxmolavhyacs ocopoic.

(5) English Scabbers has been fighting, not us.
German Krdtze hat gekdmpft, nicht wir.
Russianl Crxabb6epc opancs, mol Hem.
Russian2 Omo Cmpynux Opaacs, a He MmbL.

(6) English “Of course not,” said Hermione briskly.
German ,, Natiirlich nicht*, sagte Hermine energisch.
Russianl — Koneuno, nem! — oorcugunace pmuona.
Russian2 — Pazymeemcs, Hem! — dcueo omossanace I epmuona.

The second constructive discrepancy is connected with the structure of disjunctive questions in
different languages. Every language develops special means of expression in this domain, e.g. all possible
kinds of tag questions in English. Cf. (7-11).

(7) English You haven'’t been fighting, have you?
German Ihr habt euch nicht geschlagen, oder?
Russianl Bet ne opanuco, hem?

Russian2 Bet ne opanuce, hem?

(8) English Harry didn’t know whether to laugh or not.
German Harry wufSte nicht recht, ob er lachen sollte.
Russianl I'appu ne 3uan, cmesamocs unu nem.

Russian2 Ho I'appu ne nonuman, cmeamscs emy uiu Hem.

(9) English You do want to investigate Malfoy, don’t you?
German Ihr wollt doch Malfoy aushorchen, oder?
Russianl Bst xomume donpocumo Mangos unu nem?
Russian2 Bet xomume donpocums Mangos unu nem?

(10)  English I mean, it’d just go right through you, wouldn’t it?
German Ich meine, es wiirde einfach durchfliegen, oder?
Russianl Kuuea éedv npocmo npotioem cxgozv mebsi, pazee Hem?
Russian? ...q xouy ckazamo, ot 8e0b npouten ck8o3b meobs, NPAGUILHO?

(11)  English You won 't tease him, will you?
German Aber ihr zieht ihn doch damit jetzt nicht auf, oder?
Russianl Bei orce ne 6yoeme opasnums e2o, 6e0b Hem?
Russian2 Bei ne 6ydeme e2o opaznumes? Hem?

As the examples show, also in Russian wem is not a mandatory part of disjunctive questions, cf., for
instance, example (10) where npasunsno ‘right’ is used as a question tag.



Now let us briefly mention some other interesting cases of cross-linguistic contrast on the YES/NO-
domain. Yes is used in English, when one asks someone to repeat a phrase. In German we would rather
say Wie bitte? ‘= Pardon?’, Was? ‘What?’ — and in Russian 4A? ‘~<Eh?’, ‘=<What?’,Ymo? ‘What?’, Kax?
‘How?’. YES and NO words also behave differently as end-particles in the languages in question (cf.
Levontina, 2000; JIeonTuna, 2000). Compare (12).

(12)  English Another Weasley, eh?
German Noch ein Weasley, nicht wahr?
Russianl Ewe ooun Bucau, oa?
Russian2 Ouepeonou Yacau, max?

Nein is often used in German to express astonishment, which is less typical of English and hardly
possible in Russian. Cf. (13).

(13)  English “Uh-oh,” said Ron, jabbing at the Invisibility Booster.
German ,, O nein “, sagte Ron und hdmmerte auf den Knopf fiir den Unsichtbarkeits-Servoantrieb ein.
Russianl — 4, uepm! — Pon cnosa mxnyn nanivyem 8 KHONKY He8UOUMOCHU.
Russian2 — Ou, — ckazan Ponu, xeamasce 3a ucuesameo.

It is obvious that in this field there is a lot of cases requiring futher detailed research.

3  Some Reasons for the Observed Cross-Linguistic Differences

In this paper it is not feasible to analyze all relevant cross-linguistic differences and their semantic
foundations in detail. Howeverm we wish to discuss a number of them.

One difference between the three languages under consideration is quite evident. We have already
mentioned it in connection with the Obama example. These languages express the idea of disagreement in
basically different ways. The YES-NO-system is binomial in English and Russian (da/ves and nem/no),
and trinomial in German: besides ja and nein, there is a word doch.?

Interestingly, the affirmative and negative words are distributed differently in English and Russian. The
English yes can (differently from the Russian da ‘yes’) be used not only for confirmation, but also for
denial. Cf. the example we began with (Yes, we can). Hence, the Russian equivalent of German doch
would be nem ‘no’, and the English one would be yes.

Let us consider a very apt example. In “Winnie the Pooh”, Piglet insisted that the inscription on his
broken door plate Trespassers W bore the name of his grandfather. The English text goes on like this:

(14)  English Christopher Robin said you couldn’t be called Trespassers W, and Piglet said yes, you
could, because his grandfather was.

Compare the Russian version by Boris Zakhoder (15).

(15)  Russian Kpucmogep Pobun cxazan, umo He modcem Ovims makozo umenu — Illocmoponnum B., a
Ilamayox omeemu, 4mo Hem, MOINCEN, HEM, MONCEN, NOMOMY YMO 0eOYUIKY Jice MAK 36anu!

Naturally enough, the German translation reads:

(16)  German Christopher Robin sagte, man konne nicht Betreten V heiflen, und Ferkel sagte, doch,
das konne man, sein Grofsvater habe ja so geheifsen.

* In this regard, French is similar to German: The French word si is used within the YES-NO-system in the same way as the
German doch.



The analysis of our data shows that in contexts of this type yes systematically correlates with nem, no
with da. Compare the following examples.

(17)  English “No, sir, nor with me, sir,” said Mr Borgin, with a deep bow.
German ,, Nein, Sir, bei mir auch nicht*, sagte Mr Borgin mit einer tiefen Verbeugung.
Russianl — /la, cop, u He 0ns mens, cop, — noomaepoun mucmep boposcun ¢ enyboxum nokioHom.
Russian2 — Pazymeemcsa, cop, u He s modce, — C 21YOOKUM HNOKIOHOM HOOMBEPOU Mucmep
Bopoorcun.

(18)  English “Ne, ” said Harry, getting into bed.
German ,, Nein “, sagte Harry und stieg ins Bett.
Russianl — /la, — omeéemun I appu, 3a6upasace 8 nocmenb

Russian2 — He 6onum, — coenacunca Iappu, 3abupasce ¢ nocmens.

(19)  English “This is a girls’ bathroom,” she said, eyeing Ron and Harry suspiciously. “ They re not
girls.” “No,” Hermione agreed. “I just wanted to show them how er — nice it is in here.”
German ,, Das ist ein Mddchenklo ', sagte sie und musterte Ron und Harry miftrauisch. , Das sind
keine Mddchen. " ,,Nein", stimmte ihr Hermine zu, ,,ich wollte ihnen nur zeigen, wie — dhm — nett du
es hier hast. “
Russianl — Omom myanem 05 0egouek, — ckazaia ona, nodospumenvuo o2iaovieas Pona u I'appu. —
A onu — He 0eoyKu. — IMo MoOUHO, — coenacunacy IPMUOHA. — A MoaAbKo XOmena um noKazamo, Kax
30ect MUo.
Russian2 — Dmo myanem 01 0egouex, — 3as6uid oHa, ¢ NOOO3PEHUEM BO33PUBUUUC HA MATLYUKOG. —
A onu ne oegouku. — He degouku, — coenacunacv I'epmuona. — A npocmo npugena ux 832nsnymo, Kax
Mym... UHMEPECHO.

As these examples show, the Russian word nwem shows profound differences from its English and
German equivalents; cf. (JoOposonsckmit & Jlesontuna, 2009). These differences can be described in
terms of scope; cf. (borycnasckuii 1996). Broadly, we can consider the English words yes and no to be
oriented, above all, towards the inner scope, i.e. towards the propositional content of the utterance. On the
contrary, the Russian words oa ‘yes’ and nem ‘no’ are rather oriented towards the outer scope, i.e. they
express agreement or disagreement with what has been said or even meant in previous utterances. This
issue is connected not only with the meanings of these very words, but also with the dialogue strategies
favoured by given languages. In English, we can say You cannot do it — Of course, I can. However, in
Russian the dialogue: But amoco ne mooceme — Koneuno, mocy would sound incoherent. This example
shows that not only the semantics of yes or da ‘yes’ is decisive, but, above all, the fact that a Russian
speaker has to explicitly mark that he or she disagrees with the interlocutor by using words such as nem
‘no’ or a vot i ‘= and still’, esche kak ‘= and still’ etc. To put it another way, the dialogue strategy of
expressing disagreement is lexicalized in Russian. Compare also examples (14-19) above.

4 Does the Russian nem have special additional readings?

If the problem consisted only of examples, such as those discussed here, it could easily be solved by a
simple rule of syntactic nature. However, there are many other instances of non-coincidence between the
usage of nem ‘no’ and its English and German equivalents. Such examples may look not quite convincing
in every single case, but, in sum, they prove that here we are dealing with fundamental semantic
differences.

One interesting group of contexts where we find clear differences between English and German, on the
one hand, and Russian, on the other, consists of sentences which contain, so to speak, “reactions to the



unexpressed”. Compare examples (20-22) where authentic Russian sentences are presented with their
literal translations which we produced as a linguistic experiment.

(20)  Russian Hem, a umo mul 1e3euib co c@oumu cogemamu!
German *Nein, was kommst du mit deinen Ratschldgen!
English *No, what do you come with your recommendations?

(21)  Russian Hem, a éam xaxoe deno!
German * Nein, was geht Sie das an!
English *No, is it your business?

(22)  Russian — But onozoanu. U 10odxa y sac cauuwikom kopomxa. — Hem, a 106xa-mo 30eco npuuem?
German ,, Sie kommen zu spdt! Und Ihr Rock ist definitiv zu kurz.* ,, *Nein, was hat denn mein Rock
damit zu tun? **

English “You come too late. And your skirt is definitely too short.” “*Ne, what’s wrong about my
skirt?”

Here is a very apt example from N.V. Gogol’s “Dead Souls”, taken from the Russian-English parallel
corpus developed as a component of the Russian National Corpus (RNC):

(23)  Russian — H3eunumenvheli cxooumo 8 kaxoe-Huby0b Henpucmotinoe mecmo, yem K nemy. — Hem,
A Ccnpocun He 0isl KAKux-iubo, a NOMmMomMy MOAbKO, 4O UHMEPeCyloch NO3HAHUEM 6CSKO20 Pood
mecm, —omeeuan Ha 9mo Huuuxos.

English “A man had far better go to hell than to Plushkin’s.” “Quite so,” responded Chichikov, “my
only reason for asking you is that it interests me to become acquainted with any and every sort of
locality.”

EERNTS

The translation of nem ‘no’ by quite so is not an accidental translator decision, but a reflection of
systematic cross-linguistic differences in the semantic organisation of the YES-NO-domain. It is not
possible to use no in English if the speaker basically agrees with the interlocutor. The Russian wem ‘no’
here denotes the denial of the unexpressed idea that Chichikov tries to derive benefit from visiting
Plushkin. Thus we are dealing here with a “reaction to the unexpressed”.

A further non-trivial example (24) that we encountered in the “Dead Souls” refers to a situation in
which the speakers use wem ‘no’ as an indicator of their own, not mentioned so far, hesitation or
vacillation.

(24)  Russian [Tucemo Hauunazocy oueHv pewiumenvHo, umenno max: «Hem, s Oonoicna xk mebe
nucambs!»

English Beginning abruptly with the words “I MUST write to you!” the letter went on to say that
<..>

In this case, neither the English no nor the German nein may be used.

Paradoxically, the Russian negation nem ‘no’ is often used in dialogue to express the full agreement
with the interlocutor. The most suitable explanation goes like this: The speaker agrees with the
interlocutor so eagerly that he/she wants to immediately take the initiative. This negation-word can be
used in Russian colloquial speech with the function of turn-taking. Here are some examples of this special
reading of nem (the same as in (20-22), Russian sentences were observed in real dialogues and then
translated into German and English).

(25)  Russian — Jlasaii nanuwem cmamoio emecme! — Hem, s mooice yace 06 amom oymar.



German — Schreiben wir einen Artikel zusammen! — *Nein, ich habe auch dran gedacht.
English — Let us write a paper together. — *No, me too, I also thought about that.

(26)  Russian — Msi doasicnuvl nozeonums I[leme. — Hem, npasuivho. A mo on onozoaem.
German — Wir miissen noch Peter anrufen. — *Nein, richtig. Sonst kommt er zu spdit.
English — We have to give a ring to Pete. — *No, right. Otherwise he will be too late.

Combinations such as unem, npasda ‘no, right’; mem, mouno ‘no, exactly’; nem, xomeuno ‘no, of
course’; and even wem, da ‘no, yes’ (cf. Hem, 0a, a coenacen ‘No, yes, | agree’) are very typical of
Russian discourse, whereas combinations like German nein, stimmt ‘no, right’; nein, ja ‘no, yes’ or
English no, sure; no, yes would violate the usage norms of English and German. Obviously, the reason
for this is that no or nein has no phatic function, whereas this function is typical of the Russian nem.

In all instances of this kind, the Russian word xwem ‘no’ interacts with the speaker’s ideas about the
situation as a whole, rather than with the proposition. In other words, what is negated is not some already
mentioned issues, but “the unexpressed”. Saying, e.g., Hem, amo yoic cauwkom! ‘No, it is too much!’, we
do not give a negative answer to some question (nobody has asked us anything), but express our rejection
of the discussed situation. In a similar way, utterances such as Hem, met npedcmasw cebe! ‘No, imagine!’
sound in many situations more natural than Ts npedcmass cefe! ‘Imagine!’.* The speaker quasi objects
to the very possibility that he or she meets with no sympathy from the addressee. So, here we are
obviously dealing with a special, phatic reading of nem.

In our analysis of parallel corpora, we regard cases when the translator adds a word which is absent in
the original text as being very significant. Obviously, good translators make use of such modifications
only if they feel that the target-language utterance in question would sound not natural enough or show
some lack of coherence without this additional word. Cf. (27-29).

(27)  English Harry backed away. “I’'m fine, thanks,” he said.
German Harry wich zuriick . ,, Geht mir gut, danke *, sagte er.
Russianl I'appu omnpanyn. — Hem-nem, — ckazan oH, — 6ce 8 nopsoke.
Russian2 I'appu nonamuacs. — Co muoti 6ce 8 nopsaoke, cnacubo, — omeemu oH.

(28)  English “He’s in Gryffindor,” said Harry quickly.
German ,, Er ist ein Gryffindor*, sagte Harry rasch.
Russianl — Hem, on uz «I pugpgpunoopay, — nocnewun pazybedums ezo I appu.
Russian2 — On u3 «I pughgpunoopa», — b6vicmpo cxazan I'appu.

(29)  English I don’t believe it!
German Ist doch nicht zu fassen!
Russianl Hem, svi nooymatime!
Russian2 He mozy 6 amo nosepumuw!

There is one more reading of the Russian nem ‘no’ that has no exact correlates in English and German,
namely its use in imperative sentences. These cross-linguistic differences are especially obvious in the
situation of repeated inducement; cf. (Jleoutuna, 1999). In case of an explicit refusal, the repeated
demand often begins with nem, and it is normally inadmissible. Cf. the following example from the
German-Russian parallel corpus (RNC).

4 Utterances such as No, it is too much! or No, imagine! are possible in English, but the function of no is here different from the
function of nem in the corresponding Russian sentences. No bears a stress and is interpreted here as the expression of
astonishment and not as a phatic signal.



(30) German ,, Kommen Sie mit! “ wiederholte K. jetzt schdrfer, als habe er endlich den Gerichtsdiener
auf einer Unwahrheit ertappt.
Russian — Hem notioemme! — yoice pesue ckazan K., cnoeno nakoney yauuun crysjcumens 80 AdiCU.
literally ‘No, come with me!” said K. again, more sharply, as if he finally caught the officer in a lie.’
(Franz Kafka. Der ProzeB)

For more detail see (o6poBonnckuii & JIeBOHTHHA, B TIEUaTH).

5 Conclusion

Many of the cross-linguistic differences discussed above relate to the specific properties of the discourse
structure. Thus, the Russian discourse is characterized by a hypertrophied coherence, addressing various
levels of content, and focusing on interpersonal relationships between interlocutors, which they steadily
profile in the course of conversation.
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