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ing often changes when they are negated” (Biel 2014: 340). For example, ‘may not’ 
is used in English for a negative command: “This additive may not be used in foods 
(prohibition)” (Biel 2014: 341). However, it is not as strong as 

 

Arabic 
modal 

Romanised 
Form 

Type of 
Modality  English Equivalent Syntax frq. 

n/m 

 lā yajūz prohibition it is not allowed 
negative particle+ 
verb, present tense  470 

1.930 

 lā  yumkin prohibition it is not allowed 
negative particle+ 
verb, present tense  66 

271.06 

 yaḥẓur prohibition prohibits/forbids/prevents verb, present tense 49 201.24 

 
yamnac 

/yumnac prohibition 
prohibits/forbids/prevents 
it is prohibited/forbidden verb, present tense 11 

45.17 

 lā yamnac prohibition does not prohibit/ prevent 
negative particle+ 
verb, present tense  4 

16.43 

 lā yaḥiq prohibition is not entitled to 
particle of negation + 
verb, present tense  6 

24.64 

 yajib calla prohibition must not 
verb, present tense + 
negative particle 2 

8.21 

Total         608 2,497 
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 (lā yajib, must 
not), or 
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  10  (yajib allā, must not) and can be vague.

8.  Translation of Arabic deontic obligation into English

In this section, the translation of deontic modality of obligation into English in the 
PEC will be analysed. Due to the massive amount of data, in this section, we will 
focus more on the most common deontic modals and their translation into English.

Table 4. Translation of Arabic modal expressions of obligation in PEC 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 

 wajba 40 164.28    
 must  22 92.372 
 shall 17 71.379 
 should  1 4.19 

 wajabat 1 4.11 shall 1 4.19 
 yajib 148 607.84    

 shall    84 352.69 
 must 46 193.14 
 should 5 20.99 
 are to, is required to, are held to 4 16.79 
 has to, has the duty to, the right to)  3 12.95 
 cannot  2 8.39 
 not translated (embedded in meaning)  2 8.39 

 tajib 4  must 3 12.95 
16.43 shall 1 4.19 

 yūjib 4 16.43    
 require, requiring 4 16.79 

 tacayna 1 4.11    
 shall 1 4.19 

 yatacayn 19 78.03    
 must 10  
 shall 7  
 is held to 1 4.19 
 should   

 yaḥiq 25 102.68    
 shall 17 71.379 
 has the right to, has the power to 3 12.95 
 may 2 8.39 
 must 1 4.19 
 might 1 4.19 
 are eligible to 1 4.19 

 yanbaghī 1 4.11    
 shall 1 4.19 

 yulzim 1 4.11    
 shall (have the obligation) 1 4.19 

 mā yalzam 6 24.64    
 may (take the necessary measures) 3 12.95 
 shall (take the necessary  measures) 3 12.95 

Total   248    249 1,045 
 

 



El-Faharaty, H. y Elewa, A. Estud. trad. 2020, 10: 107-136	 121

Translators have used an even wider variety of modals in translating the wide va-
riety of the modal expressions used in drafting the Arabic constitutions into English. 
However, as noted earlier, the MEC could be used for triangulation to account for 
variation in translation strategies. Table 4 above shows a list of such variation where 
modals, semi-modals and modal phrasemes are used. The most frequent modal verb 
of obligation 

 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 
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 (yajib, must/is incumbent upon) has been translated into ‘shall’ 
(84) and ‘must’ (46) (with the highest probability score of 352.69 and 193.14 per 
million respectively). This high frequency of the modal ‘shall’ as an equivalent of 
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Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 
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Total   248    249 1,045 
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 (yajib, must/is incumbent upon) is a clear evidence of the target language (TL) 
impact, e.g. exaggeration of TL features (Baker 1993) or gravitational pull hypothe-
sis (Halverson, 2007). It is noteworthy that ‘must’ was used in the case of procedural 
obligation as in the following example:

  

.

 

.

   

Any person who is arrested must be informed of the reasons for his arrest and 
his rights, and may not be incarcerated in front of the administrative authority 
except by an order of the competent judicial authority (Consitition of Syria)

Translators have also opted for other forms of modality such as the use of the 
semi-modals (are to, have to) (Palmer 1990ː 25), lexical verbs (is required), nouns 
(the duty) and (should):

  

.

 

.

   

Ministers and all State employees are to provide such testimony, documents 
and statements are asked of them. (Constitution of Bahrain)

  

.

 

.

   

Article 80 The duty of every citizen is to protect public property and the inter-
ests of the national community and to respect the property of others. (Constitu-
tion of Algeria)

  

.

 

.

   

Everyone should participate in the financing of public expenditure according 
to his ability to contribute. (Constitution of Algeria)

  

.

 

.

   

Should the request emanate from the House of Representatives, it should be 
signed by a third of its members. (Constitution of Yemen)

The variation of the translation in the examples given above account for the fact 
that the modal itself has different shades of meaning of necessity (Abdel-Fattah 
2005ː 38). However, when 
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Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Frq. n/m 

PEC  Frq. 
n/m 

 

lāzim, al-
lāzim, al-
lāzimah 90 

.  

  

 

 necessary 72  
 as may be necessary, to the extent 

necessary 5 
20.99 

 required, requirements, due 
attention 6 

25.19 

 as quickly as possible 1 4.19 
 requisite 1 4.19 
 in accordance with 1 4.19 
 should 1 4.19 
 (ignored) 3 12.95 

 Wājib 67 275.16    
    duty (56 only denote obligation) 63 264.52 
    obligation 4 16.79 

 
lāzim wa 
ḍarūri 1 

4.11 
   

 

    it is necessary 1 4.19 

 
min al-
ḍarūri 1 

4.11 
   

 

    it is essential 1 4.19 
Total   159 653.14   159 667.60 
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 (yajib, must/is incumbent upon) collocates with 
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attention 6 
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Total   159 653.14   159 667.60 
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 cala) (20 times), it denotes a stronger obligation. But ‘should’ used for the 
translation of 
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  (wajaba, past) denotes weaker obliga-
tion as it is used “for recommendations” (Manual for Drafting International La-
bor Office (ILO) instruments 2007). Also, the English Style Guide (2012: 35–36) 
requires EU drafters to use certain modals (e.g. shall, may) but not others (e.g. 
should), the latter being a less binding or weak form of obligation (Biel 2014: 341, 
Garzone 2013: 70).

Other lexical verbs denoting obligation are the imperfect (present) verb 
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(yaḥiq, is entitled to/has the right to) which collocates mostly with the preposition 
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 (li, to). Another lexical verb, conveying strong obligation is 
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 (yatacayn, is 
incumbent upon) and the past form of it 
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 (tacayna, be incumbent upon) and both 
forms of the verb collocate with the preposition 
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 (cala, on). Out of the 40 in-
stances, more than half of the examples containing these verbs are translated into 
‘shall’ (25) and the remaining examples are translated into ‘must’ (11). 10 of them 
are the translation of the verb 
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 (yatacayn, is incumbent upon) which conveys 
strong obligation in the Arabic text. A number of other forms such as ‘may’, ‘might’, 
‘is held to’ (see table 4 above) have been used in a very few examples as equivalents 
to the obligation verb 
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 (yaḥiq, is entitled to/has the right to). Examples of these 
two verbs are given below:

Congregations shall have the right to establish and maintain their own schools 
for the education of their own members provided that they comply with the 
general provisions of the law… (Constitution of Jordan)

The President of the Republic shall pass the laws approved by the People’s 
Assembly. He might also reject them through a justified decision within one 
month of these laws being received by the Presidency (Constitution of Mau-
ritania)

The law specifies the cases where a counsel for defense must represent an ac-
cused person (Constitution of UAE)

In case of flagrante delicto, the Council must be notified of the measures taken 
against the offending Member; where the Council is not in session, such noti-
fication should be made at the first subsequent session (Constitution of Qatar)

  
          

     
     

 
  

       
  .  
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Table 5. Translation of adjectives and nouns of obligation 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Frq. n/m 

PEC  Frq. 
n/m 

 

lāzim, al-
lāzim, al-
lāzimah 90 

.  

  

 

 necessary 72  
 as may be necessary, to the extent 

necessary 5 
20.99 

 required, requirements, due 
attention 6 

25.19 

 as quickly as possible 1 4.19 
 requisite 1 4.19 
 in accordance with 1 4.19 
 should 1 4.19 
 (ignored) 3 12.95 

 wājib 67 275.16    
    duty (56 only denote obligation) 63 264.52 
    obligation 4 16.79 

 
lāzim wa 
ḍarūri 1 

4.11 
   

 

    it is necessary 1 4.19 

 
min al-
ḍarūri 1 

4.11 
   

 

    it is essential 1 4.19 
Total   159 653.14   159 667.60 

 

 Table 5 gives the translation of a frequent category of modal expressions of ob-
ligation. The adjective 
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 (lāzim, necessary) and its definite forms 
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Word 

Romanised 
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 required, requirements, due 
attention 6 
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,(al-lāzim, def, masc and al-lāzimah, defin fem). The most common term used is 
‘necessary’ (72 out of 90), 16 out of the remaining 18 examples were translated into 
different terms and expressions: ‘as may be necessary’, ‘to the extent necessary’, ‘re-
quired’, etc... Whereas some of the translations carry a modal meaning of obligation 
(such as required, should), these are less frequent and not representative of modality. 
The rest of the translations convey the same meaning of uncertainty and vagueness 
of these terms in the source text:

Article 150: The federal authorities shall strive to issue the laws referred to in 
this Constitution as quickly as possible so as to replace the existing legislations 
and systems (Constitution of UAE)

The nominal form of the verb  1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 

 

 

  1 

  2 

 3. 

 4 

 

Ojo nota 18 

  1 

   2 

  3 

  4 

 (wajaba, must/it is incumbent on): 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 

 

 

  1 

  2 

 3. 

 4 

 

Ojo nota 18 

  1 

   2 

  3 

  4 

 (wājib, 
duty/obligation) occurred (67) times in the corpus. A closer look at the KWIC in 
parallel concordance lines, the meaning of 

 1 
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 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 
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  2 

 3. 

 4 

 

Ojo nota 18 

  1 

   2 

  3 

  4 

 (wājib) carries a modal meaning 
of obligation when it collocates with the preposition 

 1 
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 6 
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  2 

 3. 

 4 

 

Ojo nota 18 

  1 

   2 

  3 

  4 

 (calā ((31 cases). It was 
translated into two nouns: ‘duty’ (63), 56 of which collocate left with the verb ‘to 
be’ or the modal verb ‘shall’ and collocate right with ‘incumbent upon’. The other 
seven instances are denoting obligation when they collocate with the adjective 
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 6 
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 3. 

 4 

 

Ojo nota 18 

  1 

   2 

  3 

  4 
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(muqadas, sacred). The noun 

 1 
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 5 

 6 
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 3. 

 4 

 

Ojo nota 18 

  1 

   2 

  3 

  4 

 (wājib) has also been translated into the noun 
‘obligation’ (4). For illustration, refer to the following examples:

 

 

Work is the duty of every citizen, is required by personal dignity and is dictated 
by the public good. (Constitution of Bahrain)

 

 

Observing public order, and respecting public morals is a duty incumbent upon 
all residents of the Sultanate (Constitution of Oman)

 

 

Payment of taxes, fees and public costs shall be a duty in accordance with the 
law (Constitution of Syria)

 

 

Fundamental instruction [enseignement] is a right of the child and an obliga-
tion of the family and of the State. (Constitution of Morocco)

It collocates with the adjective ‘sacred’ as in 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 
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Ojo nota 18 

  1 
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  3 

  4 

 (wājib muqadas, sacred 
duty) (see concordance lines in figure 1 below) when it occurs in the context of na-
tional duty, for example:

 

 

Defense of the country is a sacred duty

 

 

Compulsory military service shall be sacred duty
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Figure 1: Parallel concordance lines of the noun 
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the collocate 
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When 
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 wājib (duty/obligation) forms part of an idafa19 construct, it does not 
carry a deontic modal of obligation as in this example:

 

 

.

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

Natural resources, facilities, institutions and public utilities shall be publicly 
owned, and the State shall invest and oversee their management for the benefit 
of all people, and the citizens’ duty is to protect them. (Constitution of Syria)

8.1.  Translation of deontic modals of prohibition

The most frequent deontic modal of prohibition 
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 lā yajūz, may not/it is not 
allowed), the direct equivalent of which in English is either ‘shall not’ or ‘may not’ 
has been translated into many different ways (see table 6 below) but the top three 
categories are the negated proposition initiated by ‘no’/ ‘none’ plus (‘shall’, ‘may’, 
or ‘can’); ‘shall not’, ‘shall only be’ and ‘cshall be prohibited’. It has also been trans-
lated to less frequent modal verbs and expressions such as ‘cannot’, ‘it is not permis-
sible’, ‘may only be’, ‘neither … nor’ ‘may/shall …’, ‘under no circumstances may 
…’, ‘can only’, ‘it is forbidden’, ‘it is not allowed’, ‘it is impermissible’, and very 

19	� “Arabic distinguishes simple idafa constructions which are similar to the simple ‘s’-possessive structures in 
English such as 
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 / the University of Leeds where the head noun (the annexation-head) (Dickins 2013: 
59) is 
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 / University and the modifier (annexe) (Watson 1993: 173) is 
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 / Leeds, and compound idafa con-
structions, involving recursion, such as 

 1 
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 6 
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  4  / the students of the University of Leeds” (El-Farahaty, 
2017: online) (For more information on this structure, refer to Ryding 2005)
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rarely ‘must not’ which, according to Bázlik & Ambrus (cf. Krapivkina 2017: 310), 
is the same equivalent of ‘shall not’.

Table 6. Translation of the modal expressions of prohibition in the PEC 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 

 lā yajūz 470 1.930    
 no…shall, no/none…may, no…can  161 245.17 
 may not 145 214.16 
 shall not, shall only be, shall be prohibited 91 134.40 
 cannot 23 33.97 
 it is not permissible 17 25.10 
 may only be 11 16.24 
 neither … nor may/shall … 7 10.33 
 under no circumstances may … 5 7.38 
 can only  5 7.38 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 
 it is not allowed 1 1.47 
 it is impermissible 1 1.47 
 must not 1 1.47 

 lā  yumkin 66 271.06    
 no... shall/ may , no ... Can, no... is 

admissible 16 
23.63 

 may not 15 22.15 
 cannot  13 19.200 
 may only, shall only, can only, only … can  13 19.200 
 shall not  7 10.33 
 not translation 2 2.95 

 yaḥẓur 49 201.24      
 shall be (prohibited, forbidden, shall not, 

no… shall,  25 
36.92 

 is prohibited, forbidden 18 26.58 
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

 yamnac 11 45.17      
 may (prohibit), may not 6 8.86 
 shall (prohibit) 3 4.43 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 

 la yamnac 4 16.43  
 no ... shall  3 4.43 
 no … may  1 1.47 

 yajib allā 2 8.21      
 shall not 2 2.95 

 lā yaḥiq 6 24.64      
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

Total   608    608 2,552 
 

 Examples of this category are given below:
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No Chamber member may be prosecuted or arrested, during the session, for 
committing a crime, unless authorised by the Chamber, except in case he is 
caught in the act (Constitution of Lebanon)

 

 

.

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

No cancellation or amendment shall be made to any provision contained herein 
save with another provision issued by the Interim Transitional National Coun-
cil (Constitution of Libya)

 

 

.

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . and no member of the assembly might support more than one candidate (Con-
stitution of Syria)

 

 

.

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

A new dissolution cannot proceed during the twelve (12) months following 
these elections. (Constitution of Mauritania)

Translation of 

 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 

 lā yajūz 470 1.930    
 no…shall, no/none…may, no…can  161 245.17 
 may not 145 214.16 
 shall not, shall only be, shall be prohibited 91 134.40 
 Cannot 23 33.97 
 it is not permissible 17 25.10 
 may only be 11 16.24 
 neither … nor may/shall … 7 10.33 
 under no circumstances may … 5 7.38 
 can only  5 7.38 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 
 it is not allowed 1 1.47 
 it is impermissible 1 1.47 
 must not 1 1.47 

 lā  yumkin 66 271.06    
 no... Shall/ may , no ... Can, no... is 

admissible 16 
23.63 

 may not 15 22.15 
 cannot  13 19.200 
 may only, shall only, can only, only … can  13 19.200 
 shall not  7 10.33 
 not translation 2 2.95 

 yaḥẓur 49 201.24      
 shall be (prohibited, forbidden, shall not, 

no… shall,  25 
36.92 

 is prohibited, forbidden 18 26.58 
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

 yamnac 11 45.17      
 may (prohibit), may not 6 8.86 
 shall (prohibit) 3 4.43 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 

 la yamnac 4 16.43  
 no ... shall  3 4.43 
 no … may  1 1.47 

 yajib allā 2 8.21      
 shall not 2 2.95 

 lā yaḥiq 6 24.64      
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

Total   608    608 2,552 
 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 

 

 (lā yajūz, may not/it is not allowed) in the above exam-
ples vary; in 16 and 17 it is a conditional prohibition, i.e. “the prohibition to per-
form only in specific circumstances” (Matulewska 2010: 83), but it is translated 
into a negative proposition plus the modal verb (‘may’ in example 16 and ‘shall’ 
in example 17) plus the passive. In example 19, it is translated into ‘cannot’ which 
functions to instruct through law “what cannot take place” (Trosborg 1997: 48). 
Example 17 is translated into a negative proposition plus the modal verb “might”, 
a modal verb that is not common in the PEC, it just occurred few times in the 
“Constitution of Syria”.

The lexical verb of strong prohibition 

 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 

 lā yajūz 470 1.930    
 no…shall, no/none…may, no…can  161 245.17 
 may not 145 214.16 
 shall not, shall only be, shall be prohibited 91 134.40 
 Cannot 23 33.97 
 it is not permissible 17 25.10 
 may only be 11 16.24 
 neither … nor may/shall … 7 10.33 
 under no circumstances may … 5 7.38 
 can only  5 7.38 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 
 it is not allowed 1 1.47 
 it is impermissible 1 1.47 
 must not 1 1.47 

 lā  yumkin 66 271.06    
 no... Shall/ may , no ... Can, no... is 

admissible 16 
23.63 

 may not 15 22.15 
 cannot  13 19.200 
 may only, shall only, can only, only … can  13 19.200 
 shall not  7 10.33 
 not translation 2 2.95 

 yaḥẓur 49 201.24      
 shall be (prohibited, forbidden, shall not, 

no… shall,  25 
36.92 

 is prohibited, forbidden 18 26.58 
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

 yamnac 11 45.17      
 may (prohibit), may not 6 8.86 
 shall (prohibit) 3 4.43 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 

 la yamnac 4 16.43  
 no ... shall  3 4.43 
 no … may  1 1.47 

 yajib allā 2 8.21      
 shall not 2 2.95 

 lā yaḥiq 6 24.64      
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

Total   608    608 2,552 
 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 

 

 (yaḥẓur, forbids/ prohibits/prevents) 
is translated in different ways throughout the corpus: positive ‘shall’ collocated with 
the lexical verbs of prohibition ‘shall be prohibited’, and ‘shall be forbidden’, ‘shall 
not’ or negative command ‘no… shall’, as well as other less frequent forms such 
as the declarative ‘is prohibited’, ‘it is not permissible’, ‘may not’ and ‘no… may’. 
Examples of these include:

First: Any entity or program that adopts, incites, facilitates, glorifies, promotes, 
or justifies racism or terrorism or accusations of being an infidel (takfir) or eth-
nic cleansing, especially the Saddamist Ba’ath in Iraq and its symbols, under 
any name whatsoever, shall be prohibited (Constitution of Iraq)
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Article 34 The accused is innocent until proved guilty in a Court of Law which 
shall guarantee him the necessary sureties to exercise his right of defense. The 
accused shall not be bodily or mentally injured (Constitution of Kuwait)

 

 

.

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

No individual, organisation, entity, or group shall be allowed to create military 
or quasi-military squadrons, groups or organisations (Constitution of Egypt)

Slavery and slave trade in every form is prohibited. No person shall be held in 
slavery or servitude (Constitution of Sudan)

 

 

.

 . 

 . 

 . 

 . 

Laws may not contain any provisions that provide immunity to any adminis-
trative decision or action or against judicial review (Constitution of Palestine)

The examples given above show the use of strong prohibition in Arabic in cases 
where the topics deal with the judiciary, slavery, terrorism but the translation itself 
varies where ‘shall’ was used in most of the cases but in few cases ‘may not’ was also 
used. Although it is used to account for prohibition (Biel 2014), it is not as strong as 
the use of ‘shall not’” which is used as an equivalent of the same verb in the rest of 
the examples discussing similar topics. ‘May not’ can also be ambiguous “in spite 
of the fact that the positive form of ‘may’ has a different meaning from ‘must’ and 
‘shall’, the negative form is the same. The negative form is used to express prohi-
bition, something that is forbidden, and that is why this form should normally be 
avoided. Therefore may+not is used in the sense of limiting the rights or the powers 
of a provision” (O’Shea 2015: online).

 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 

 lā yajūz 470 1.930    
 no…shall, no/none…may, no…can  161 245.17 
 may not 145 214.16 
 shall not, shall only be, shall be prohibited 91 134.40 
 Cannot 23 33.97 
 it is not permissible 17 25.10 
 may only be 11 16.24 
 neither … nor may/shall … 7 10.33 
 under no circumstances may … 5 7.38 
 can only  5 7.38 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 
 it is not allowed 1 1.47 
 it is impermissible 1 1.47 
 must not 1 1.47 

 lā  yumkin 66 271.06    
 no... Shall/ may , no ... Can, no... is 

admissible 16 
23.63 

 may not 15 22.15 
 cannot  13 19.200 
 may only, shall only, can only, only … can  13 19.200 
 shall not  7 10.33 
 not translation 2 2.95 

 yaḥẓur 49 201.24      
 shall be (prohibited, forbidden, shall not, 

no… shall,  25 
36.92 

 is prohibited, forbidden 18 26.58 
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

 yamnac 11 45.17      
 may (prohibit), may not 6 8.86 
 shall (prohibit) 3 4.43 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 

 la yamnac 4 16.43  
 no ... shall  3 4.43 
 no … may  1 1.47 

 yajib allā 2 8.21      
 shall not 2 2.95 

 lā yaḥiq 6 24.64      
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

Total   608    608 2,552 
 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 

 

 (yamnac, prohibits/forbids/prevents) or the passive form, as well as its nega-
tive form 

 

Arabic 
Word 

Romanised 
Form Freq. n/m 

PEC  Freq. 
n/m 

 lā yajūz 470 1.930    
 no…shall, no/none…may, no…can  161 245.17 
 may not 145 214.16 
 shall not, shall only be, shall be prohibited 91 134.40 
 Cannot 23 33.97 
 it is not permissible 17 25.10 
 may only be 11 16.24 
 neither … nor may/shall … 7 10.33 
 under no circumstances may … 5 7.38 
 can only  5 7.38 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 
 it is not allowed 1 1.47 
 it is impermissible 1 1.47 
 must not 1 1.47 

 lā  yumkin 66 271.06    
 no... Shall/ may , no ... Can, no... is 

admissible 16 
23.63 

 may not 15 22.15 
 cannot  13 19.200 
 may only, shall only, can only, only … can  13 19.200 
 shall not  7 10.33 
 not translation 2 2.95 

 yaḥẓur 49 201.24      
 shall be (prohibited, forbidden, shall not, 

no… shall,  25 
36.92 

 is prohibited, forbidden 18 26.58 
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

 yamnac 11 45.17      
 may (prohibit), may not 6 8.86 
 shall (prohibit) 3 4.43 
 it is forbidden 2 2.95 

 la yamnac 4 16.43  
 no ... shall  3 4.43 
 no … may  1 1.47 

 yajib allā 2 8.21      
 shall not 2 2.95 

 lā yaḥiq 6 24.64      
 shall not 3 4.43 
 may not, no … may 2 2.95 
 no… shall 1 1.47 

Total   608    608 2,552 
 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 

 

 (lā yamnac, does not forbid/ prohibit/ prevent) are the second fre-
quent positive modal of prohibition (15). The three forms have been translated into 
‘may + prohibit/be forbidden)’, ‘shall + prohibit/be forbidden’, and ‘it is forbidden’ 
‘no… shall’, and no … may’. Examples 26 and 27 have the same modal verb of 
prohibition in the passive form, but they are translated differently into ‘may not’ (26) 
and into the declarative passive structure (it is forbidden) (27).

 

The law shall prohibit monopoly and unfair competition practices (Constitu-
tion of Algeria)
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Membership of the government and of the Assembly of the People’s Repre-
sentatives may not be combine. (Constitution of Tunisia)

 

It is forbidden in the domains of Defense and of National Security (Constitu-
tion of Mauritania) 

9.  Deontic modals in the monolingual corpus

The classification of modals is based on Biel’s (2014) analysis of the EN Acquis 
(regulations and directives). However, more modals such as ‘will’, ‘will not’, have 
been searched in this corpus and have been added in the table below (this corpus 
also included more instances of ‘shall’). It occurred 4,825 times in the corpus (with a 
probability score20 of 7, 126.44 per million) in both positive, (4,054) to convey obli-
gation, and negative forms (642), ‘shall’ plus negative (129), to convey prohibition. 
‘Must’ is the third most frequent obligation modal (1,697/ 2,506.43 per million) in 
both the positive (1,625) and its negative form (72). ‘Might’ (50/ 37.84 per million) 
occurs mostly in its positive form (48) and (2) instances only in the negative form, 
while ‘Should’ occurs (133/ 196.438 per million) in the positive form only.

One can also notice that there is a wide gap between the frequencies of some 
items in the two corpora, but the difference between the observed frequency and 
their expected values21 can be compared using Loglikelihood (LL)22 statistical test 
as shown in Table 7 below.

Table 7. The deontic modals of obligation in PEC and MEC
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486  

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

shall 4,919  4,825 2510.77 0.000  
must 204 1,697 289.32 0.000  
is to/are to 44 562 146.81 0.000  
should 112 133 41.78 0.000  
have/has the right to 241 95 299.19 0.000  
is/are entitled to 23 49 1.07 0.300  
ought to 1 31 12.81 0.000  
need to 3 23 3.51 0.061  
have to/has to 7 7 3.51 0.061  
Total 635 2597 81.88 0.000 

20	� The probability score or expected value is attained by normalising the observed values (the actual occurrence 
of the hits) of two different sets of numbers. By normalising the output counts, we can see how probable that 
X would occur in any text irrespective of the data size. The formula for calculating normalised counts is as 
follows: (number of occurrences of the hit/length of text) x 1m). 

21	 See the footnote above.
22	� Loglikelihood statistical test is used to spot the most significant items in the two corpora regardless of their 

unequal size. In other words, it can show how significant the result is. 
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In the above table, the greater the difference between the frequencies and the expected 
values, the less likely it is due to chance. Therefore, one can notice that most significant 
modals in both corpora are ‘shall’, ‘has/have the right to’, and ‘must’ respectively. The 
modal “shall” occurs 130 times only as a direct equivalent to the Arabic obligation verbs, 
but overall it occurred more than it does in the MEC, when it was a translation of consti-
tutive verbs (see section 7, Discussion of modal frequency in the Arabic Corpus).

The same applies to the modal verb ‘must’ which occurs 204 times in PEC and 
1,625 times in MEC. The Arabic Corpus uses more constitutive verbs than the verb 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 1 

 2 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486 

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

shall not 244 586 3.62 0.057  
no … shall 62 130 3.23 0.072  
may not 221 158 170.01 0.000  
no … may 62 48 43.69 0.000  
must not 8 72 13.50 0.000  
Cannot 63 71 25.91 0.000  
should not 4 16 0.45 0.501  
might not 3 2 2.48 0.115  
Total 667 1083 113.33 0.000 

 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 

  9 

 10 

 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486  

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

Shall 4,919  4,825 2510.77 0.000  
Must 204 1,697 289.32 0.000  
is to/are to 44 562 146.81 0.000  
should 112 133 41.78 0.000  
have/has the right to 241 95 299.19 0.000  
is/are entitled to 23 49 1.07 0.300  
ought to 1 31 12.81 0.000  
need to 3 23 3.51 0.061  
have to/has to 7 7 3.51 0.061  
Total 635 2597 81.88 0.000 

 (yajib, must) denoting procedural obligation. This confirms what Biel (2014: 343) 
found about the avoidance of musi ‘must’ in the Polish law. According to Biel (ibid.), 
this may be “due to its very strong imposition of obligation, which may be perceived as 
too emotional and personal, and hence less impartial”. An example of the constitutive 
verbs is the imperfect verb 
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Modal PEC 
N: 243,486 

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

shall not 244 586 3.62 0.057  
no … shall 62 130 3.23 0.072  
may not 221 158 170.01 0.000  
no … may 62 48 43.69 0.000  
must not 8 72 13.50 0.000  
Cannot 63 71 25.91 0.000  
should not 4 16 0.45 0.501  
might not 3 2 2.48 0.115  
Total 667 1083 113.33 0.000 
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 8 
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 10 

 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486  

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

Shall 4,919  4,825 2510.77 0.000  
Must 204 1,697 289.32 0.000  
is to/are to 44 562 146.81 0.000  
should 112 133 41.78 0.000  
have/has the right to 241 95 299.19 0.000  
is/are entitled to 23 49 1.07 0.300  
ought to 1 31 12.81 0.000  
need to 3 23 3.51 0.061  
have to/has to 7 7 3.51 0.061  
Total 635 2597 81.88 0.000 

 (is) that has been translated into “must”.
It proved hard to compare the deontic modals of prohibition in the translated PEC 

(refer to table 6 above) to their counterparts in the non-translated MEC (table 8 below) 
due to the wide variety of modals and phrases used in the PEC, most of which were 
found by manual parallel search in the concordance lines. What can be concluded 
from this comparison is that ‘shall plus negative’ and ‘may plus negative’ are the top 
frequent prohibition modals used in the PEC and in the MEC despite the difference in 
corpora size. Also other prohibition modals such as ‘must not’ happened only once in 
the PEC compared to 72 times in the MEC in spite of the plain language guidance on 
using ‘must not’ as a negation of ‘must’ and ‘shall not’ as a negation of ‘shall’.

The PEC has used many structures and phrases to express what can happen or not 
under certain circumstances/conditions using words such as ‘only’ with the positive 
modal (only … can; can … only; shall … only; may … only). Other phrases and 
verbs in the passive form denoting strong prohibition have been used, such as (under 
no circumstances; is prohibited/forbidden). Likewise, more diverse modal verbs and 
semi-modals have been over-represented in the PEC but they were not necessarily 
equally represented in the MEC.

Table 8. Modals of prohibition in PEC and MEC 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486 

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

shall not 244 586 3.62 0.057  
no … shall 62 130 3.23 0.072  
may not 221 158 170.01 0.000  
no … may 62 48 43.69 0.000  
must not 8 72 13.50 0.000  
cannot 63 71 25.91 0.000  
should not 4 16 0.45 0.501  
might not 3 2 2.48 0.115  
Total 667 1083 113.33 0.000 

 

 
In Table 8, the p-value23 that is close to (0) shows that the difference is more sta-

tistically significant; while the values closer to (1) indicate that the difference is due 

23	 The probability that the observed values are not the result of chance. 



El-Faharaty, H. y Elewa, A. Estud. trad. 2020, 10: 107-136	 131

to chance. Accordingly, ‘might not’, ‘no… shall’, ‘shall not’ and ‘should not’ are less 
significant than ‘may not’, ‘no... may’, ‘must not’ and ‘cannot’ in the PEC and MEC.

10.  Conclusion

In this paper, deontic modality of obligation in The Leeds Annotated Parallel Corpus 
of Arabic-English Constitutions (PEC) and in The Monolingual Corpus of English 
Constitutions (MEC) have been discussed. Regarding the first research question, the 
paper introduced a detailed classification of the deontic modality of obligation and 
prohibition in the corpus of Arabic constitutions. This classification can be used in the 
analysis of modal expressions in other legislative documents and international docu-
ments. It could also be used to compare between the list of modal expressions used in 
classical Islamic documents and modern legal documents the analysis showed that the 
deontic modal expressions of obligation and prohibition are varied and are expressed 
through lexical verbs, adjectives, nouns, prepositions, particles, and phrasemes.

Translation of these expressions from Arabic into English, as raised in the se-
cond research question, follow the source text variations and it does not necessarily 
strictly follow the conventions of deontic modality of obligation in English. Variety 
in translating Arabic obligation modals into English confirms similar findings on 
research done on Italian-English and English-Thai legislative translation, Seracini 
(2015) and Satthachai and Kenny (2019), respectively.

Lexical verbs frequently express deontic modality of obligation in the imperfect 
tense in the Arabic Corpus, and these are translated mostly into ‘shall’ in the PEC. In 
legal drafting, consistency of the grammatical structures is paramount for maintain-
ing clarity of legal texts. However, in spite of the frequent use of imperfect verbs, 
the legal drafter departs from the use of the imperfect verb to express obligation 
by the past form of the verb 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 1 

 2 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486 

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

shall not 244 586 3.62 0.057  
no … shall 62 130 3.23 0.072  
may not 221 158 170.01 0.000  
no … may 62 48 43.69 0.000  
must not 8 72 13.50 0.000  
Cannot 63 71 25.91 0.000  
should not 4 16 0.45 0.501  
might not 3 2 2.48 0.115  
Total 667 1083 113.33 0.000 

 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 

  9 

 10 

 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486  

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

Shall 4,919  4,825 2510.77 0.000  
Must 204 1,697 289.32 0.000  
is to/are to 44 562 146.81 0.000  
should 112 133 41.78 0.000  
have/has the right to 241 95 299.19 0.000  
is/are entitled to 23 49 1.07 0.300  
ought to 1 31 12.81 0.000  
need to 3 23 3.51 0.061  
have to/has to 7 7 3.51 0.061  
Total 635 2597 81.88 0.000 

 (wajaba, must) (40) which carries no mood. The 
analysis revealed that the deontic modal verbs of obligation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 1 

 2 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486 

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

shall not 244 586 3.62 0.057  
no … shall 62 130 3.23 0.072  
may not 221 158 170.01 0.000  
no … may 62 48 43.69 0.000  
must not 8 72 13.50 0.000  
Cannot 63 71 25.91 0.000  
should not 4 16 0.45 0.501  
might not 3 2 2.48 0.115  
Total 667 1083 113.33 0.000 

 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8 

  9 

 10 

 

 

Modal PEC 
N: 243,486  

MEC 
N: 677,056 

LL P. 

Shall 4,919  4,825 2510.77 0.000  
Must 204 1,697 289.32 0.000  
is to/are to 44 562 146.81 0.000  
should 112 133 41.78 0.000  
have/has the right to 241 95 299.19 0.000  
is/are entitled to 23 49 1.07 0.300  
ought to 1 31 12.81 0.000  
need to 3 23 3.51 0.061  
have to/has to 7 7 3.51 0.061  
Total 635 2597 81.88 0.000 

 (yanbaghi, should) 
seldom occurred in the whole corpus. This may be attributed to its weaker imposition 
of obligation. Other phrasemes such as 
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 (min al-wājib, it is obligatory) did 
not occur in the Arabic Corpus at all. Legal drafters have used indeterminate adjec-
tives such as 
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 (lāzim, necessary), the use which conveys legal indeterminacy and 
leaves the legal texts open and negotiable for legal manoeuvres and legal assess-
ment. Adjectives and nouns denoting obligation were translated into a variety of 
ways, ‘should’ and passive verb, ‘required’, among other phrasemes. Whereas these 
expressions carry a modal meaning of obligation (e.g. when the noun collocates with 
the preposition 
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 (calā, on) or with the adjective 
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 (muqadas, sacred) transla-
tions of most of these terms convey the same meaning of uncertainty and vagueness 
expressed in the source text.

The strong direct negative form of the verb 
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 (yajib, must) did not occur in the 
Arabic Corpus. It is often replaced by 
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 (lā yajūz, may not/it is not allowed), one 
of the most frequent modals of prohibition which denotes more than one meaning, 
forcible prohibition and lack of permissibility. Deontic modal verb of obligation 
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(yajib, must) was translated into English as ‘shall and ‘must’, the latter was used to 
denote forcible procedural obligation where the former is used in abstract general 
obligation. Translation of prohibition in the PEC was varied using a wide range of 
‘shall’ in negative structures and almost no mention of ‘must not’. Lexical verbs ex-
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pressing strong prohibition such as 
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 (yaḥẓur, forbids/ prohibits/prevents) were 
translated into strong prohibition in English but in some cases into ‘may not’ which 
conveys weaker prohibition.

In comparing the frequency of the modal expressions in the PEC and MEC, to 
answer the third question, we found that ‘shall’ is a most common modal verb in the 
drafting of monolingual constitutions and an equivalent of constitutive verbs in the 
Arabic Corpus despite the difference in the size of both corpora. This can be attribu-
ted to TL impact, exaggeration of TL features, i.e. translators are known to opt for 
more formal variants. Translation of deontic modals of prohibition varies in the PEC 
in comparison to the MEC, but both have used the most common modals of prohibi-
tion: ‘shall not’, ‘may not’ and ‘no … shall’. ‘Must not’ was represented in the MEC 
and almost not existent in the PEC.

In spite of the variation of the modal auxiliaries in Arabic, and the variation of 
their translation into English, the common modals used in the MEC have been used 
in most of the cases. However, there was some variation in translating the same 
modal in Arabic (into English). This variation may be context-dependent, but also 
depends on the Constitution under discussion and the style used in each Constitution 
(something beyond the scope of this study)

By the publication of this corpus and this research, we hope this analysis would be 
helpful for translators and drafters alike. The qualitative analysis of both the Arabic 
Corpus and the parallel translations showed that many articles (topics) have recurred 
in almost all the constitutions, some of them used the same wording. Nevertheless, 
the translation of these articles varied from one Constitution to another due to lack 
of one general unified guidelines and lack of coordination between governments and 
translators. The current study has only focused on the translation of deontic modals 
of obligation and prohibition due to the limited capacity in this paper; a possible fu-
ture endeavour will be to analyse the deontic modals of permission. Another possible 
useful study will be investigating the deontic modals of obligation and permission 
from English into Arabic. It would also be useful to compare the modal expressions 
and their translation in the current and older versions of the constitutions.
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