
Question and negation 

‘Wh’-questions 

We may now consider the wh-words of English as a special set of pro-

forms diametrically opposed to the others in having the general meaning 

‘It has not been known what this item refers to and so it needs to be stated 

in full’. This informal statement will account for the use of wh-forms in 

questions: 

By such means, we can ask for the identification of the subject, object, 

complement or an adverbial o f a sentence: 

They (i) make him (ii) the chairman (iii) every year (iv) 

Who makes him the chairman every year? 

Whom do they make the chairman every year? 

What do they make him every year? 

When do they make him the chairman? 

 

 

‘Yes-no’ questions 

Besides wh-questions, which elicit information on particular parts of a 

sentence, there are questions which seek a yes or no response in relation 

to the validity of (normally) an entire predication: 

Is the girl now a student? 

Did John search the room? 

Had he given the girl an apple? 

Such questions normally open with an operator which is then followed 

by the subject and the predication.  

 

Negation and non-assertion 



Negative sentences involve the operator, requiring the insertion of not (or 

the affixal contraction (-n't) between the operator and the predication: 

The girl isn’t a student. 

John did not search the room. 

He hadn’t given the girl an apple. 

We need to see a further similarity between questions and negations. 

Let us call a sentence the sentence below as assertion:  

He offered her some chocolates. 

 Now, a sentence can be nan-assertive in one of two ways: by being 

negative or by being a question. We do not therefore have two independent 

systems (positive: negative) and (declarative: interrogative), but rather an 

interrelated system in which assertion involves both ‘positive’ and 

‘declarative’ while non-assertion has a subsystem either ‘negative’ or 

‘interrogative’. The relationship may be diagrammed thus: 
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