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1. Introduction

Negative yes-no questions are the ques-
tions which include at least one negation
operator, such as ‘nai’ or ‘sen’ in Japanese.
From a logical point of view, positive ques-
tions and negative questions seem to be equal.
For example, when someone asks a question,
“Is he a student? Or, isn’t he a student?”, the
purpose of asking this question is to know
whether or not the person is a student. This
means that, logically, it does not make a dif-
ference whether either a positive question or a
negative question is uttered in this case, as
long as the speaker can achieve this aim.
However, in everyday conversation, a speaker
often intentionally chooses one question form
as more appropriate than the other depending
on the purpose of uttering the question or on
other contextual factors. In fact, the situa-
tions in which yes-no questions are uttered
need to be examined carefully, because most
positive questions and negative questions
cannot be used interchangeably.

Consider the following pair of questions.

(1) Konya benkyo shimasu ka?
tonight  study do Q
(Are you going to study tonight?)

(2) Konya benkyo shima sen ka?
tonight study do not Q
(You aren’t going to study tonight?)

Question (1) expresses the speaker’s intention

to know whether or not the hearer is going to
study tonight. The situation in which the
negative question (2) is used is more restricted
than that in (1). The speaker of (2) wants or
needs to know, for some reason, if the hearer
is not going to study tonight.

Another feature that should be noted
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about negative questions in Japanese is exem-
plified in the following question.

(3) Konya issho-ni benkyo shima sen ka?
tonight together study do not Q
(Won’t you study with me tonight?)

Although the difference of linguistic forms
between (2) and (3) is only the addition of
“issho-ni (with me)” in (3), the communicated
information of those questions is quite different.
Question (2) is interpreted as an inquiry
about the negative proposition mentioned,
while question (3) is understood as more like
the invitation to study together.

The aim of this study? is to explicitly
explain how the interpretations, or communi-
cated information, of Japanese negative ques-
tions are derived from their encoded linguistic
meanings. The previous studies concerning
the understanding of Japanese negative ques-
tions have tended to focus on categorizing
their different uses and describing their func-
tions in communication (Adachi 1999,
Hasunuma 1993, Inoue 1994, Inoue and
Hung 1996, Miyake 1994, Miyazaki 1998 and
2000, and Tanomura 1988 and 1991). I
would like to suggest that these questions,
specifically how a hearer interprets a negative
question in order to understand the speaker’s
intention behind it, deserve greater scrutiny
from a cognitive perspective. I adopt rele-
vance theory, a pragmatic theory developed
by Sperber and Wilson (1986/95), as the
framework of the analysis.

2. Relevance theory
This study aims to analyze the relation

between the linguistic forms of Japanese
negative questions and their interpretations.



Pragmatics, as well as semantics, must play a
crucial role to solve this. This study basically
takes the view that semantics is the theory of
sentence meanings and pragmatics is the
theory of how utterances are interpreted in
context.

Relevance theory is a pragmatic theory,
developed by Dan Sperber and Deirdre
Wilson (1986/95). Sperber and Wilson claim
that human cognition and communication is
relevance-oriented. People tend to pay atten-
tion to relevant information, by which they
obtain adequate cognitive effects for justifi-
able processing effort. Every utterance
addressed to someone communicates its rele-
vance. Therefore, among a range of possible
interpretations, the addressee is entitled to
search for the one that satisfies his/her expec-
tation of relevance. Any aspect of the process
to derive the intended interpretation may
involve inferences, which are governed by the
principle of relevance?. For instance, rele-
vance theory claims that, in identifying the
interpretation of an interrogative, not only its
semantic meaning but also pragmatic infer-
ences are always required and therefore, this
comprehension process involves the consider-
ations of relevance (Clark 1991 and Wilson
and Sperber 1988).

Relevance theory provides a clear distinc-
tion between what is explicitly expressed by
an utterance and what is implied by it, which
are called explicature and implicature, respec-
tively. Consider B’s utterance in (4).

(4) A:How about going to the movie tonight ?
B: I’'m tired.

In B’s utterance, the explicature may be
expressed as in (5) and the implicature as in (6).

(5) Bisvery tired tonight.
(6) B doesnotwant to go to the movie tonight.

What is crucial to distinguish between these
two is this: Explicature is derived by fleshing
out a decoded semantic representation, while
implicature is inferred from the fleshed-out
semantic representation on the basis of avail-
able contextual information (Carston 1998).
In the case of the above example, (6) is
inferred from (5) together with the contextual
information, such as (7).

(7) Someone who is very tired usually does
not want to go out at night.

One of the notions that relevance theorists
have recently put importance on is metarep-
resentation, which is a representation of a
representation (Noh 1998, Sperber 1994 and
2000, and Wilson 1999). Metarepresentational
ability is considered as an essential ability to
make a successful communication. In the cir-
cumstance where Mary says, “I’'m happy”, the
hearer may entertain the thoughts like below.

(8) Mary said, “I'm happy”.
(9) Mary thinks that she is happy.
(10) Mary intends me to believe that she is

happy.

These thoughts cannot be entertained with-
out metarepresentational ability (Sperber
1994). Metarepresentation is employed in
various aspects of communication and cogni-
tion. This study will suggest that this concept
is crucial to understand the meanings of some
negative questions. In fact, the semantics of
interrogatives is an instance of metarepresen-
tation of another thought (Wilson and
Sperber 1988).
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3. Two types of negative questions

Japanese negative sentences can be divided
into two according to their structural differ-
ence ( Johnson 1994).

(11) Kyoo wa gakko e ika nai.
today T school to go not
(I don’t go to school today.)

(12) Kyoo wa gakko e iku n ja nai.
today T school to go N be not
(It is not that I go to school today.)

‘Nai’ in (11) simply makes the predicate “iku
(to go)” negative, while ‘nai’ in (12) affects
the entire sentence. In accordance with this
division, negative questions can be divided
into two, ‘nai (sen)’ questions and ‘ja nai’
questions. They are examined separately in
the following sections.

4. ‘Nai (sen)’ questions

This study suggests that ‘nai (sen)’ ques-
tions need to be divided into two kinds,
proposition-negated questions and non-
proposition-negated questions.

4. 1 Proposition-negated ‘nai’ questions

Proposition-negated questions can be fur-
ther divided into two, neutral questions and
non-neutral questions. Neutral questions are
the ones which do not communicate the
speakers’ prior assumptions about the propo-
sitions asked, while non-neutral questions
communicate the speakers’ prior assump-
tions.

Proposition-negated questions are uttered
in order to create one of the following three
cognitive effects, proposed by Sperber and
Wilson (1986/95); 1) to yield a further
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assumption, 2) to strengthen an existing
assumption, and 3) to eliminate an existing
assumption.

Neutral questions are uttered in order to
gain the first of the three cognitive effects.
Consider the example below. Suppose that A
has a thought that if it does not rain, she will
hang the wash outside. B is reading a news-

paper.

(13) A: (to B) Kyoo, ame fura nai?
today rain fall not
(It isn’t going to rain today, is it ?)

Like the speaker of the positive question in
section one, what A wants to know is whether
or not it rains today. The reason why A utters
the negative question, not its positive coun-
terpart, is that the negative thought is more
relevant to her in the given context. More
specifically, the speaker has assumption (14-
a) at the time of the utterance, and if (14-b) is
provided as an answer, she will be able to
draw the further assumption (14-c).

(14) a. If it does not rain, I will hang the wash
outside.
b. It is not going to rain.

c. I will hang the wash outside.

The above ‘nai’ question is uttered to try to
yield a further assumption by combining the
speaker’s existing information and the newly
given information. A neutral question like
the above does not indicates the speaker’s
expectation of a particular answer, “yes” or
“no”, since the speaker has not had the prior
assumption about the proposition ques-
tioned.

Non-neutral questions, which communi-



cate the speakers’ prior assumptions, are
uttered in order to create either effect 2) or
effect 3). If the questioner manifestly expects
the answer to strengthen an existing assump-
tion, the questioner’s assumption that the
addressee may derive is the same as the
thought metarepresented in the question.
Consider the underlined question below.

(15) A: Hitori desu ka?

alone be Q
(No one else is here?)
B: Ee.
yes
(Right.)

A: Kokoe wa daremo ko nai n desu ka?
here T anyonecome notN be Q
(Doesn’t anyone come here?)
B: Ee.
yes
(No.)

(Sasazawa 1997:437)

A has had the assumption that B almost
always stays home alone and intends to
strengthen it by asking this question.

If the questioner manifestly expects the
answer to eliminate an existing assumption,
the questioner’s assumption that the
addressee derives has the opposite polarity to
the thought metarepresented in the question.
Consider the underlined question below.

(16) <A just got home and finds that his

brother is working at home.>

A: Nani yo. Niichan, mada ika naino?
what sf brother yet gonot N
(What?!. Haven’t you left yet?)

B: Aa.
yes
(Not yet.)

A: Itte yo.

go sf

(Please go.) (Yamada 1983:111)
A has had the assumption that his brother
had or should have left already and intends to
eliminate this assumption by asking the ques-
tion. The negative questions which are asked
for this purpose strongly imply the speaker’s
existing assumptions.

What should be noted here is that, what-
ever assumptions are derived, these assump-
tions are not expressed explicitly by non-neu-
tral ‘nai’ questions, or in other words, they
are implicatures in relevance-theoretic terms.

4.2 Non-proposition-negated ‘nai’
questions
The distinction between proposition-
negated questions and non-proposition-
negated questions corresponds to the two uses
of the negation operator, that is, according to
Wilson (1999), negation and denial. Non-
proposition-negated questions are specialized
in that they are negative in form but not
interpreted as expressing negative meanings.
Consider the following non-proposition-
negated question.

(17) A: Doo, kokoa demo noma nai?

well cocoa drink not
(Well, won’t you have cocoa?)
B: Ee.  Nomi tai wa, totemo.

yes drinkwantsf very much
(Yes. I want to, indeed.)
(Murakami 1987:234)

This question is understood as an offer to
have cocoa. Previous studies analyzed the
‘nai’ in these questions as part of the dis-
course marker ‘nai ka’, which does not have
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negative meaning (Inoue 1994 and Tanomura
1988). The present analysis argues against
this view and claims that this ‘nai’ is the
negation operator, which is the typical use of
denial. The structure of the example question
may be expressed in (18).

(18) [[Kokoa demo nomu] nai ] ?

This structure indicates that the assumption
communicated by the question, which is
“kokoa demo nomu (you have cocoa)”, is the
target of the denial use of the negation operator
‘nai’ This question is asking if the desirable
thought, “kokoa demo nomu”, should be
rejected. In other words, the assumption is

an explicature in relevance-theoretic terms.
5. ‘Ja nai’ questions

5.1 Interpretations of ‘ja nai’ questions
‘Ja nai’ questions are divided into three
groups in terms of their interpretations?.

Group 1:
(19) <The speaker finds that the hearer is not
studying.>
Benkyo shiteru n ja nai no?
study doing N be not N
(You aren’t studying?)

Group 2:
(20) A: Ano ko heya de nani shiteru no?
that girl room in what doing N
(What is she doing in her room?)
B: Benkyo shiteru n janai?
study doing N benot
(She is studying, isn’t she?)
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Group 3:
(21) <Father enters his daughter’s room and
she is studying.>
[Surprisingly] Benkyo shiteru (n) ja nai.
study doing N benot
(You are studying!)

The first group is analyzed as proposition-
negated questions. That is, the negation
operator negates the propositional content of
the question. As briefly mentioned in section
three, the difference between this kind of ‘ja
nai’ questions and ‘nai (sen)’ questions is
that the negation operator of the ‘ja nai’
questions has a wider scope of negation than
that of ‘nai (sen)’ questions. The second
group is analyzed as non-proposition-negated
questions. The structure of the ‘ja nai’ ques-
tion in (20) can be expressed in (22).

(22) [[ Benkyo shiteru ] njanai ] ?

The target of the negation operator is the
proposition that metarepresents the speaker’s
weak assumption. The question is roughly
paraphrased as asking if the speaker’s
assumption should be rejected. In the case of
(20), the question communicates something
like “T assume she is studying and I’'m asking
you if my assumption should be rejected”.
These questions are sometimes used in order
to simply present the speaker’s assumption.
The third group is analyzed as rhetorical
questions. The sentence structure of these
questions is identical to that of the second
group, in other words, the negation operator
does not negate the propositional content, in
Wilson’s term (Wilson 1999). The target of
the negation operator in a rhetorical ‘ja nai’
question is the speaker’s strong assumption.
Since the speaker of this question knows the



Table 1. Three types of ja nai’ questions

The target of the negation operator The answer is relevant to.....
Group 1 thé propositional content the speaker
Group 2 the speaker’s (weak) assumption the speaker
Group 3 the speaker’s (strong) assumption the hearer

answer, the answer is regarded as relevant to
the hearer. Therefore, the question is not
necessary to be answered. _

This analysis indicates that there are two
factors by which these three different inter-
pretations are derived from one linguistic
form, “~ ja nai ?”; the one is the difference of
the nature of the materials that are the target
of the negation operators, and the other is
whether the answer is regarded as relevant to
the questioner or to the addressee (Table 1).

This analysis has demonstrated that the
different interpretations of the above three
groups, or even those of the questions in one
group, are determined not semantically but
pragmatically.

5.2. ‘Ja nai’ questions and ‘darou’
questions

‘Ja nai’ questions in group 2 and 3 above
are frequently used similarly to ‘darou’ ques-
tions in adequate contexts (Adachi 1999,
Chun 1994, Hasunuma 1993, Miyake 1994,
and Miyazaki 1998 and 2000). The following
question illustrates this.

(23) <To a taxi driver>
Asoko-ni yuubin-kyoku ga mieru {ja nai /deshou}?
there postoffice S see benot/aux
(You can see a post office over there, can’t you?)
(Hasunuma 1993: 47)

They, however, cannot always be used inter-
changeably.

(24) A: Kimi, asu-no koogi niwa shusseki-suru
you tomorrow’s lectureto  attend
{*janai ka /darou}?
benot A/ aux
(You'll attend the tomorrow’s lecture, won't you?)
B: Aa. Kanarazu shusseki-suru yo.
yes - surely attend sf
(Yes. I’ll surely attend it.)
(Adachi 1999:146)

The present study suggests that even though
‘ja nai’ questions and ‘darou’ questions can
be sometimes used for the same purposes,
their meanings are not the same.

‘Darou’ expresses the speaker’s attitude
toward the proposition preceding it, which is
that the proposition is a description of a pos-
sible state of affairs. This study claims that
the proposition of a ‘darou’ question
metarepresents the hearer’s thought.
Therefore, what the speaker intends to com-
municate by the ‘[P] + darou’ question is
roughly paraphrased as the speaker regards
that the hearer entertains the thought [P] as a
possible state of affairs and s/he asks the hearer
if it is true in the actual world.

If the speaker of a ‘darou’ question does
not know the answer, it functions as confirm-
ing the speaker’s assumption about the hear-
er’s thought. Such a question is sometimes
used similarly to a non-proposition-negated
‘ja nai’ question, illustrated by (25).

(25) Mother: Kasa o motte nai {deshou / n ja nai}?
umbrella 0 have not aux-probably N be not
(You don’t have an umbrella, do you?)
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Daughter: Un.
yes
(No.) (Yoshimoto 1989:212)

If the speaker of a “darou’ question knows
the answer, it functions as making the hearer
entertain the thought and it is sometimes
used similarly to a rhetorical ‘ja nai’ ques-
tion, illustrated by (26).

(26) Asoko ni yuubin-kyoku ga aru
there post office S be
{deshou / janai}?
aux-probably be not
(There is a post office, isn’t it ?)
(adapted from Hasumuma 1993: 47)

However, ‘darou’ questions and ‘ja nai’
questions are not interchangeably used when
whose thought the question metarepresents is
a crucial issue in the given context. More
specifically, a ‘ja nai” question should be used

to talk about the speaker’s thought, since it
metarepresents the speaker’s thought. In con-
trast, a ‘darou’ question should be used to
talk about the hearer’s opinion, since it
metarepresents the hearer’s thought.
Compare the following exchanges.

(27) A: Mado o akete mo ii deshou?
window O open all right aux-probably
(It’s all right to open the window, isn’t it?)

B:Ii desuyo. Doo Zo.
allright be sf please sf
(Sure. Go ahead.)

(Adachi 1999:97)
(28) A: Mado o akete mo  ii njanai?
window O open all right N be not

(It’s all right to open the window; I guess.)

B: 221 desu yo. / Soo desu ne.
allright be sf so be sf
(22Sure. /I think so, too.)

(Adachi 1999:97)

|
| Proposition-negated Q |

1
| Non-proposition -negated Q |

@ Neutral Q

-Kyoo, ame fura nai ?
-Amai mono suki ja nai?

@ to strengthen an existing

assumption

-Koko e wa daremo ko nain
desu ka?

-Yappari kare ga nusunda n no?
janaino?

® to eliminate an existing
assumption

-Niichan, mada ika nai no?
-Ee! Kare ga nusunda n ja nai

(O metarepresentaion metarepresentaion

of a desirable thought of the speaker’s

-Kokoa demo noma nai? assumption

I
1 , u

® askxng about the speaker’s ® rhetorical Q
assumption -Denwa ga natteru ja nai
-Hare te kuru n ja nai? 8 J )

Figure 1. Distribution of negative questions
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Adachi (1999) claims that the ‘darou’ ques-
tion in (27) is calling for the hearer’s permis-
sion, while the ‘ja nai’ question in (28) is
interpreted as the speaker’s suggestion about
the future action. The contrastive interpreta-
tions above correspond to the thoughts that
these questions metarepresent.

6. Conclusion

Figure 1 provides the generalizations based
on the present discussion.

This study demonstrates that one negative
question form, namely a ‘nai (sen)’ question
form or a ‘ja nai’ question form, has a single
decoded meaning (semantic representation).
What makes their communicated information
different is the next stage of interpreting an
utterance. It is either the development of the
decoded meaning through contextual infer-
ences (explicatures) or the derivation of the
interpretation from contextual inferences
based on the fleshed out decoded meaning
(implicatures).

Figure 2 shows the process of understand-
ing an utterance. (The numbers in figure 2
correspond to the numbers in figure 1.)

Figure 2 illustrates that the communicated
information of group @ and ® is implicature
and that of group @, ® and ® is explicature.

The point is that, in either case, what makes
the interpretations various is not the semantic
meaning of the question but contextual infor-
mation which is employed in deriving infer-
ences.

Notes

1)  See Hirose (2002) for detailed analysis of Japanese

negative questions and ‘darou’ questions.

2) This principle, which is proposed as the
Communicative principle of relevance, is defined

as follows:

Communicative principle of relevance
Every act of ostensive communication com-
municates a presumption of its own optimal
relevance. (Sperber and Wilson 1995: 260)

As far as I know, this division was first proposed by
Tanomura (1988). Since then, it has been widely
accepted among the studies of ‘ja nai’ questions.
Tanomura (1988) and Matsui-Yamamori (1996)
provide the detailed analyses of these questions.
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