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IS 'MAY I ASK YOU A QUESTION?' A QUESTION?I

M.K.C. Uwaieh

lntroduction

fu a linguist, I have been fascinated for several years now by the pragmatics of
questions. I became specially interested in questions during a l inguistics seminar
here in Nigeria more than seven years ago. A colleague had, it seemed to me, been
having considerable difticulty distinguishing questions clearly from certain other
pragmalinguistic phenomena such as what he was call ing 'summons'; so, since I
found the intellectual challenge quite interesting, I decided then to clariff the issues
involved, within the scientific paradigm in modern linguistics known as performative
grammar.2

Now, my objective in this paper is to present an outl ine of my research
results in this intellectual f ield of the study of questions. I shall make my presenta-
tion essentially through my review of and reaction to Richard L. Den's (1987)
"Questioning and informationlibrary science".

1. Linguists are the experts on questions

In this section. I discuss the importance of Derr's (1987) article, but argue Lhat Den
was very much mistaken not to have taken into consideration the contribution of
linguistics to the subject of his study. I insist in effect that Derr's otherwise
interesting article will benefit considerably from what linguistics could offer for the
pragmatics of  quest ions.

I This is a rcvised, updated version of a paper rvhich was prepared and accepted for publication

inQuestioning Erchange ('Ibylor & Francis), but was unfortunatety not published before the journal's

sudden 'clemise'. The article is being presented here for the readership of hagntalics because of the
c0ntinued fundamcntal relevance of the issues raised thcre about the nature of questions for
pragmatic studies in particular and the crucial rolc of communication context specification for
linguistic analysis and description in general.

2 
Per\omntive granmnr - no relation whatsocver of thc so-called performative hypothesis - is

a context-sensitive andperfomtance approach to thc scientif ic characterisation of language, that takes
into account in the formulation of a model of language the specific (kinds of communication
contexts within which particular language textures are bona fde communicative constructs of
language users.
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Derr (1987) was clearly addressing intbrmationflibrary scientists. These,
according Io Dcrr, "generally have not attempted to clarify the concept of question";
they "use the term without offering an analysis or definit ion of it"; and their
"practices suggest that intbrmationlibrary scientists appear not to recognise
conceptual distinctions among the information-seeking expressions of users, and
show no consistent usage in designating these expressions." In the l ight of the above
indictmenl, Derr (1987) is in essence the report of Den's study of 300 information-
seeking expressions actually posed to intermediaries in information systems - a study
guided by the following three objectives: (i) the clarif ication of the question notion;
(i i) the difterentiation of questions from other types of information-seeking
expressions; and (i i i) the systematic classiflcation of questions. These three
preoccupations of Derr's wil l also guide my discussion in this paper implicit ly, except
that I shall consider the second and third objectives of Den's as peripheral and
ancil lary to the first, my real concern in this paper.

Notwithstanding the targeting of its readership in the information/library
science discipline specifically, Den (1987) should be compulsory reading for any
other discipline, l ike pragmatics, seriously concerned in one way or other with
questions. I personally consider the article a landmark for sentences description.
Whatever the shortcomings of his study, which I examine in the several main
sections of this paper, Derr has had the courage to tackle the definit ion of a
question; and'he is especially to be commended for his interesting scheme for
subclassifying questions into eight distinct and apparently non-overlapping types:

I
I I
I I I
IV
V
VI
VII
V I I I

Existence
Identity
hoperties
Relatiort
Nttmber
Locatiort
Time
Acliort

Dcles X exist?
What is X? Who is X'/
What are the features of X?
How is X related to Y?
How many Xs are there?
Where is X?
When is X?
What is X doins?

Very importantly, it should be intellectually fruitful to test with other serious studies,
in addition to the present, the validity of Den's (1987) tindings for language
communities besides that of English, from which his examples are drawn exclusively.
Den (1987) himself is, unfortunately, silent about the scope of application of this
theory of questions across language communities beyond that of English. However,
everything considered, Derr (1987) as a contribution to the pragmatics of questions
is decidedly important enough to merit some kind of useful rejoinder, such as this
paper hopes to be.

To begin with, then, one thing that I categorically do not l ike about the
article under discussion is that Den is apparently no respecter of l inguists. The
entire article, including the l ist of references, eloquently ignores any contribution
linguistics may have made towards the resolution of the issues that concern Derr.
The least expected of him in the context, I think, is that he be explicit enough about
his intentions l ike Noica (1987) and say that he has indeed seen what l inguists have
to offer on the subject, but that he is not particularly impressed.
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It is. of course, quite arguable that the type of 'questions' Derr (1987)
purports to be interested in could be a class of objects which only informationfli-
brary scientists are experts in. But what Derr himself clearly says about questions in
the paper under review here does not support that point. For example, according
to him,

Qucstions arc cxpressions which are designcd to make particular determinations regarding
objects in the world. [...] Questions are representcd linguistically by interrogative sentences.
Hencc, questions can be contrasl.cd with declaftrtive sentcnces which report detcrminations
that previously have bcen made about ccrtain objects in the world. [...]

A fundamental property of questions is that they posscss a distinct structurc. [...]

Now, 'questions' like these - which Den says are "expressions", that are "represented
linguisticallv by interrogative sentences", which "can be contrasted with declarative
sentences". and which "possess a distinct structure" - are precisely the kind of entit ies
that we linguists specialise in the study of. We - not informationlibrary scientists -

nre, as languoge scientists, the experts on these and other language-specific
phenomena. As such, Den certainly owes us linguists some explanation (if not an
apology) regarding why he seems to imply, by his omission error, that what we
linguists know about questions does not count (fbr informationlibrary science).

One might wish to excuse Derr's lapse on the grounds that his communication
was after all clearly intended for the benefit of information/library scientists. Except
that that contribution happens to be in an interdisciplinary journal (Questioning
Exchange i:2, 1987), where the goal is surely to educate all interested disciplines on
the subject matter of questions. So, I maintain thaL Derr's otherwise remarkable
article needs a rejoinder l ike mine to supplement his contributions with what
linguists could currently offer on the pragmatics of questions.

2. A sentence is a question because of its illocutionary force

Before taking up Den (1987) on specific aspects of his study of questions, let me
first in this section characterise questions generally. Accordingly, the term 'question'

could in principle be said to refer to two main classes of phenomena in general: It
may refer to (i) non-language entit ies, or to (i i) language entit ies.

Non-language entities referred to by 'question' include a type of doirtg of
something, an activity or process of some sort - as expressed with sentence example
(1) below.

(1) You may not question the Head of State on the issue of June 12,
1993 annulled elections in Nigeria.

'Questioning' and 'to question' are then two alternative ways of identifying this basic
activity which 'question' expresses here. Non-language entit ites which 'question'

refers to also include a kind of sometlting done; Here, a 'question' refers to a
particular type of communicative deed. as identifiable with sentence (2) below.

l
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(2) Please ask Chief Abiola a sensible question.

Among other possible tvpes of non-language enti t ies which are represented by the
term 'cluestion',  there is. for example, the common use of 'question' as a synonym
for  'p rob lem'  

or  ' i ssue ' ,  as  is  made ev ident  wi th  sentence (3)  be low.

(3) Tir be, or not to be, that is the question.

When the term 'qucst ion'does ref 'er
entit ies are invariably units of language we
may be:

to language entit ies proper, then those
call 'sentences' - an example of which

(4) How well did Socrates really defend himself '/

These kinds of  'quest ions'are whal  Den (1987) character ised and discussed. As
language objects, they tall squarely within the purview of the preoccupations of
l inguistics. Hencefilrth in this paper, I am concernecl with the study of this language-
units brand of questiclns when I use the term 'question(s)'; and it is my objective in
this article to present a sample of what l inguistics currently has to otfer on the
matter of the elucidation of their naturc, based on a number of f indings of my
research.

Given that a question is not only a language entity generally but also a
sentence especially, any definit ion of the phenomenon purports automatically to
characterise the peculiar kind of language eiements that are necessarily members
of the particular category of sentences. Specifically, then, a question sentence (i.e.,
a question. tor short) is hereby defined as a sentence whereby the language
communicator communicates his desire to be informed about something. According
to this detlnit ion, a sentence construct is a qucstion simply because the construct is
recognised somehow to have a cluestion i l locuticlnary status, which is the status of
expressing its producer's i l locutive intent to be intormed about something. Thus, in
the usual parlance of contemporary Speech Act Theory,3 one is saying in ettbct by
this definit ion that a question is a sentence construct which has the i l locutionary
force of seeking information about something - a question illocutionary force l-.eing
thereby no more and no less than the language communicator"'s information-seeking
intent rvhich is communicated with the pertinent sentence construct.

The notion of infclrmation' here, which is central to my definit ion of
questions, deserves furthe r clarif ication immediately, tbr a better appreciation of my
subsequent discussion about the nature of questions. Questions, as language entit ies
that they are, are governed by the same overall conditions which govern language
itself. Now, whatever else it may be, language is essentially a communication tool:
We use language to communiate the realit ies of our consciousness to one another.
Since the essence of communication is the transmission of information, the realit ies
(i.e., preoccuputions) commwicated with questions as well as with other language

3l  prefer  thc (morc)  correct  appel lat ion "Language Acts"  insteadof "SpeechActs" ,  s ince speech
is (a kind oQ language, but language is not neccssarily spcech. Yct I will use "Speech Act Theory"
because it is the estahlished name frtr the tradirion I am referrinu to.
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units constitute irt. lbnnution. 'Ihus. 
any reality communicated with a sentence

construct is information. Consider sentence example (a) again, tor i l lustration.

( 1 ) How well  did Socrates real ly defend himself ' /

The communicator 's purported cle.sire here to know (trom the communicatee) how
well  Socrates real ly defended himself,  which is communicated with sentence (4)
above, consti tutes information. So, too. does the former communicatee's purported
claint.  in his new role as communici i tor, that Socrates virtual ly committed suicide
with his so-cal led 'defence'.  which is communicated with sentence example (5)
below.

(5)  Sccrates v i r tua l lv  cornmi t ted su ic ide wi th  h is  so-ca l led 'defence

As regards this lattcr i l lustrat ion. I l rc . t t( l te of affairs expressed with sentence (5)
above, that Socrates virtuai ly committed suicide with his so-cal led 'defence',

consti tutes the kind of irqformatiort earl ier sought with the question construct
sentence example (a) by i ts producer when he communicated, as information, his
desire to know how well  Socrates real ly def-ended himself.

Another notion that deserves further elaboration here for the proper
understanding of the nature of questions as I see i t  is that cl f  'seeking' - when i t  is
said. according to my dcfinit ion of cluestions. that a question is an ' information-

seekirtg'  sentence construct. T'hc qLlcst i()n construct is said to be inherently
' information-seeking' here in the specif ic sense that i ts producer does communicate
thereby thc intcnt that he seeks information (from the communicatee) about
somethinu; a sentence construct is rtot information-seeking, and is therefore not a
question. when i ts producer does ,ror communicate thereby the intent that he seeks
intbrmation (frclm the communicatee) abclut something. For a sentence construct
to be intormation-seekin,{,  and hence become a question, i t  is therefore suff icient
that i ts producer does c:ontmwticctte thereby the intent that he seeks information
about something: i t  is /rol necessary. fbr example, that the language communicator
should also be sirtccre about sceking the information purportedly sought with his
sentence construct, because such a definit ion krad on 'questions' is t tot essential for
determinin,q whether the language communicator has indeerl commtuicuted an
intctrmation-sceking intent with his sentence construct. Similarly, and in clrder to
drive home the point just made about questions, tor a sentence construct l ike
sentence example (6) bekrw to qual i fy as an assert ion i t  is suff icient that the
producer communicltes an assert ion with i t ;  i t  is defini lely not also necessary, for
instance, that the sentenc:e producer concerned should also bel ieve the claim
communicuted with his sentence construct; in fact, i t  is not even necessary that the
state of affzr irs beins cctmmunicated to be the case be true at al l .

(6) I t  is rainins cats and dogs r ight now at the University of Benin main
cirmpLls

Thus. tactrtrs such as that of the language communicator's sincerity in seeking the
information purportedly sought with his sentence construct should really concern
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fel ici ty condit ions for the pragmatics of questions, but cannot reasonably be made
essentiei l  characterist ics for the nature of ouestions.

3. Al l  questions are necessari ly information-seeking

Although I have detined questions in this paper essential ly by the int<lrmation-
seeking illocutionary force of the sentence constructs concerned, it is in fact not
agreed by all scholars in the domain of study that all questions are fundamentally
information-seeking expressions as I claim. Derr 's (1987) art icle i tself  under review
here is inexpl icably si lent about whether or not there are questions which are not
informirt ion-seeking; and that is the issue I wish to address in this section. For Den
(1987), 

'questions' 
are those sentences rvhich tradit ional grammar cal ls ' interroga-

t ives',  and they are recognisable by what he cal ls their "dist inct structure".a Derr
describes this their "dist inct structure" in his l9U7 art icle under review as fol lows:

Qucstions consist clf two parts: (i) subject. a term or terms referring to an object about
which some type <lf <letermination is being sought; and (ii) query, an cxpression that
ident i f ics the part icular  determinat ion u 'h ich is  being sought.

I shall show in this section that, following Derr's insight presented above, and mine
in particular as outl ined in the preceding section, every question qua question is
necessarily information-seeking. The point of emphasising here that all questions are
necessarily information-seeking is that I wiish to highlight how we should apply this
definition criterion igorously in order to clistinguish clearly between genuine
questions. which do ltnve the inherent information-seeking characteristics of
questions but may be sometimes erroneouslv considered to be non-information-
seeking because of incidental features l ike the sincerity of the questioner, and

o 
D"r', (1987) usage of 'structure'here rJeserves some commcnt immediately. Den clearly

believes that the bipartite componenL) (of 'subject' and'query') he attributes to every 'question' (or
' interrogative') sentence is rcaliscd in an individual languagc like English (from which he draws all
his examplcs) in some distinctive syntactic pattern. Although I crit icisc this structure-determined
categorisation framework in some detail latcr in the fifth and sixth sections cspecially of this paper,
i t  is  worth ment ioning herc br ief ly  that  applv ing str ic t ly  the structural  cr i ter ion of  Der 's  (1987)
categorisation method, one cannot rcasonablv account for sentenccs ii and ii i below beingrequests -

rather than questions too like sentence i - according to his classification scheme, which I present
later  in detai l  in  sect ion 5 of  th is paper.

i. Question
ii. Request
ii i. Request

- How docs X compare with Y'/
- May I have information on X?
-  M a v l d o X ?

ln a structurc-bascd approach to sentence description like that of Derr (1987) and thosc of all
mainstream linguistic studies from Ancicnt Indian and Greek grammatical descriptions to
Ttansformational generative grammar, a question-intent, and therefore a question category, is
attributed to a sentcnce because of its stntcture (i.e., components construction pattern); in a context-
based approach to sentencc dcscription like performative grammar's, thc question-intent, and
therefore the question category, attributcd to a scntencc is deducible from the contextual indices for
the given language communicat ion act ,  and the sentence's s l ructurc i tsc l f  is  onl  one possib le but
non-obl igatory wav for  mani fest ing the communicator 's  quest ion intent  in the communicat ion
context.
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pseudo-questions. which look very much like questions by their structure but on
close scrutiny arc in tact tound to lack the intbrmation-seeking i l locutionary torce
of questions.

For Hans vatt der iv,leij Q 9U7) in his "Assumptions of information-seeking
questions". some sentences of the structurally recognisable interrogative sentences
Den (1987) refers to exclusively as'questions' are not information-seeking. Thus, varr
der Meij l ists among such questions which he considers to be non-intbrmation-
seeking the following: Leading questions, politeness questions, rhetorical questions,
knorvn-answer questions, and crit icism or objection questions. All so-called non-
information-seeking questions arguably have the following trait in common, that
when the questioner poses his question, he, for one reason or the other, does nol
really need to have the information purportedly solicited by his question. And the
dift 'erent reasons for the questioner not needing to have the information ostensibly
required by his question are presumably what also characterise respectively the
different types of the so-called non-infbrmation-seeking questions. For example, an
objection/crit icism type of supposedly non-information-seeking question is ostensibly
concerned essentially with seeking some counterpoint (in argument), rather than
wrth having any intormation as such; a known-answer type of supposed non-
information-seeking question is fundamentally preoccupied with. say, confirming that
the answer to the question provided by the communicatee is the same as that
already knclwn to the communicator. not with gaining the information per se

:l:ttnr.U 
by the communicatee's answer in his new role as communicator; and so

Thke, for i i lustration of the above presentation, a knclwn-answer question
exemplar, such as sentence (7) below is interpretable to be if posed in an
appropriate classroom situation by a competent teacher with the pertinent question
il locutionary force to her English l iterature class students, say.

(7) Who is the author of Homlet?

According to t,r/n der Meij 's (1987) position on the matter under cliscussion, sentence
(7) as presented above is not information-seeking.

But, as Derr (1987) has satisfactori ly demonstrated, the sentence obviously
has the structure typical of questions according to his hypothesis: The teacher in the
communication context of our imagination has ostensibly designed it to comprise:
(i) a suhjeu, a particular object (Hamlet, here) about which some determination is
being sought; and (i i) a query, an expression (here, 'Who is the author of (it)?),
which specifies the particular kind of determination being sought. We are dealing
in effect with the second category tvpe of questions, according to Den's (1987)
questions classiflcation scheme I presented earlier in section 1 of this paper - that
of ldettitl' or the 'WhoAVhat is X'l' type. As the particular determination being
sought with her sentence construct by the teacher in our i l lustration - namely, the
identity of the author of Hamlct - does constitute (a piece ol in.formatiott, it follows
clearly that our sentence example here, even though a known-answer type since the
competent teacher of the sentence exzrrnple 7 in question knows the answer to her
question (and therefore by implication of vart der Meij 's (1987) hypothesis is

t
t
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supposedly a non-information-seeking type of question), rs in actual fact informatiort-
seekirtg.

Furthermore, I  myself would explain the matter under cl iscussion here in my
sentence classif icat ion scheme as tol lows. When the teacher-questioner produced
sentence example (7), her communicated intent for thc communication context I
have described would be r ightly said to be a desire to be intormed about something
(i .e.,  who the author of Hamlet is).  The related datum that the teacher already
knows what she is purportedly seeking to know (and theretore admittedly does not
need to know per se) must be clearly dist inguished here from the incontrovert ible
fact that she lns erpressed her desire to be itfonned. Whether her question-sentence
is information-seeking is in etfect determined by what she is up to rvith i t  (here, the
expression of her desire to be intorrned about something) - i .e.,  by i ts communica-
tor 's communicated intent, or by the sentence's i l locutionary fbrce according tct
Austinian terminology - and rui l  by her gocld faith or any other extraneous
consideration relat ive to her langullge act. In short,  the teacher's knowing the
answer to her question is surely a tel ici ty condit icln of her questioning language act
that has here clearly rtot made i t  impossible for her to communicate at the same
time that she desires to know the information she already knows - which is al l  that
is needed for her question scntence construct to be recognised as ' intormation-

seeking'.
Or, to t log the point a l i t t le morc. using a mundane analogy this t irne, i f  a

person holding a knit 'e with the left  hand is nonetheless at the same t ime fbund
engaged in the activi t ies aimed at discovering with the r ight hand that si lme knife,
we may indeed make various inferences (sorne of them presumably not very
charitable) about the character or mental state of that person; but we have to admit
that he is lookirry for tlrc knife, no matter what conclusions our inferences amount
to regarding his personali t ,v. Thus. we see from this brief analogy that a known-
answer question (a suppilsed example of non-information-seeking questions) does
nol lclse i ts informzrt ion-seeking character merelv because i t  is the case that the
questione.r alreadv knows the answer i l f  thc cluestion purportedly sought by hcr/his
quesuon. -

Rer ison ing a long the same l ines as abovc.  we can eas i lv  ar r ive a t  the genera l
conc lus ion t l ra t  the lack o f  any rea l  need to  have some in format ion purpor ted ly
sought with one's sentence c:onstruct (which characterises al l  so-cal led non-
information-seeking 'questions') does tnt bv i tself  remove an information-seeking

t  I t  is ,  of  coursc,  obviou!  that  thc compctcnt  teachcr o l 'mv sentcncc cxample (7)  nray be ver l '
accuratc lv said to be (rndirect lv . ;  sccking informat ion u ' i th hcr  se ntcncc construct  abctul  whether her
.stutlents concentad do know'who the author ctf Huntlat is; but I do not use this obvious cscape hatch
(of  at t r ibut ing th is part icular  informat ion-sccking intent ion obl igator i ly  to lhe teacher of  the
sentencc cxample 7) for making my point. In l inc t ' ith my 'lost' knifc i l lustration, I do claim in fact
that even if the tcacher of my scntcnce cxample 7 or anv other similar communicator (who knowing
the answcr to the qucstion vct poses it) had no other justif ication than that o[ purporting to seek
informat ion for  producinq a quest i t )n-construct ,  thcn that  language construct  would surc ly st i l l  be
informat ion-secking s implv bccause thc communicatr l r  had imposed an informat ion-seeking
i l locut ionarv forcc on thc lanquaqe act .



Is 'll[a1, I ask vott u question?' a question 97

i l locutionary force (which charac:terises questiclns inherently).o Therefore, we can

draw the more general conclusion from the above discussion regarding the nature

of questions - given Derr 's (1987) and my insights in the matter - that every question

qua question is necessari ly an information-seeking expression.

That a question sentence ( i .e..  a question) necessari lv has an information-

seeking i l locutionary fbrce should be quite obvious, I  think. So, i t  is instruct ive for

a better understanding of the character of questions to attempt to ascertain why

scholars like ycrr der Meij (1987) are tempted to deny this fairly obvious fact. I have

identi f ied so far rwo possible reasons for the error, apart from that of confusing

defining rvith incidental characterist ics of questions already discussed above.

One possible reason cctuld be that the expressions such scholars are cal l ing
'questions' are not real ly questions at al l  ( in that they lack the characterist ic

i l locutionary force clf  questions) but are confused with true questions because they

do have the kincl of stntcture the scholars general ly assoc:iate with questions. The

English greeting formula presented as sentence example (B) below clearly tal ls into

this cateqory of pseudo-questions - that is. the category of rtort-questions.

How do vou do?

There is with this expression as generally used in the English-speaking community
I am tamiliar with no information-seeking intent as such communicated by the
communicator: anil i ts proper translation into another language would presumably
need an (approximately) equivalent non-intirrmation-seeking expression of that
target language. if '  the two corresponding cultures are largely isomorphic in this
respect. My argument in this paragraph is thus that it is pragmatically perverse to
even regard as questions sentence constructs l ike my sentence example 8 above
which clearly do lack anv cluestioning (i.e., information-seeking) i l locutionary force
to start with, no matter how well thev might resemble genuine questions structurally.

Another possible reason why sorne scholars might erroneously deny the
obvious fact that every question qua question must have a questioning (i...,
information-seeking) i l locutionary force inherently is that a particular sentence
construct might be'i l locttt it,ely ambigltoLts' - that is, in spite of its having the kind of
structure considered tct he typrcal of questions, it may not be a question, or it may
be a question, depending on what exactly the communicator's actually communica-
ted i l locutionary intent is correctly recognised to be in the communication situation.
A good example of this i l locutively ambiguous category of expressions is sentence
example (9) below, addressed by a close friend, szly, to a communicatee-hero who
has just had an zrccident.

(9) Are you alright?

6 My statcment herc rhat the lack of any rcal need to havc stlme inforntation purportcdly sought

with one's sentencrc construcl (which apparcntly characterises all so-called 'non-information-sceking

questions') docs nr)t by itsclf removc an information-sceking intent (which characterises qucstions

inherently) obviously cannot reasonably imply that anv sentence which is labclled a 'non-informalion-

seeking question' must automaticallv bc information-sccking. As I argue in this section, some of

these so-callecl 'questions' are not rcally qucstions, and thcrefore should understandably not be

information-sccking.

(ft)
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The commurr icator  cou ld  have actua l ly  communicated the in tent  that  he seeks to
know rvhether his fr iend hzts come out of the accident without any (serious) injury,
in which cetse the sentence construct example (9) is a question; or he could in real i ty
have communicated the intent that he is hoping his fr iend is not hurt (seriously) in
the accident, in which case the sentence construct example (9) is not a question.
Accordingly, my argument here is that a scholar like van der Meij (1987) who
believes there are non-information-seeking questions could be mistaken and led to
deny the inherent intbrmation-seeking character of questions because of the non-
question (and therefore of course non-information-seeking) interpretat ion possible
for an i l locutively ambiguous construct l ike sentence example (9) above which does
have the kincl of structure tradit ional ly associated with E,ngl ish interrogatives.

The main arguments in this section hopeful ly advance convincingly .y
principal thesis in this section about the importance of dist inguishing clearly between
genuine questions and pseudo-questions through a r igorous application of my
proposed pragmatic definit ion tor questions. Fol lowing this procedure, we note, for
instance, that al l  so-cal led 'non-information-seeking questions' do rtot have the said
pragmatic str l tus: While the greeting formula sentence example 8 above (an
exemplar of the so-cal led 'non-inf irrmation-seeking questions') is rrr.r t  a question
because on close scrutiny i t  is found to lack a questioning ( i .e.,  inforrnation-seeking)
i l locutionary force, a rhetorical question (another exemplar of so-cal led 'non-

information-seeking questions') may bc a question indeed - when i t  is actual ly
recognised correctly in communication contcxt to have an infbrmation-seeking
i l locuticlnary force - even though i ts producer does not real ly expect/ intend that the
purported information-seeking desire communicated with his construct should be
fulf i l led by the communicatee. More importantly. we also see in this section how the
tnformation-seeking defining character of questions is not eroded/removed by a non-
defining characterist ic l ike the lack of need for the infclrmation purportedly sought
with a sentence construct by a languaqe communicator.

4. A question sentence can also be a request sentence

It is in the nature of language as a communication tool that sentence constructs may
be 'illoctttiv,elv douhle-banelled' - by which I mean that the communicator may
sometimes impose two i l locutionary fbrces simultaneouslv on the same sentence
construct. When this happens, i t  is possible for the same sentence tcl  be, simulta-
neously, botl t  t t  question-sentence (or question) and a request-sentence (or request)
-  which is  the pr imary concern o f  my d iscuss ion in  th is  sect ion. '

/  In rcstr ic t ing my discussion of  i l locut ion c loublc-barrc l l ing in th is sect ion to quest ions and
requcsts only, I dcfinitely do not thereby imply that only question and requcst i l locutionary forces
are double-trarrcllcd. On the contrary, it is my hvpothcsis in performative grammar that i l locution
double-barrell ing applies to all i l locutionary categories of sentences. Howcver, I am specifically
concerned in this section of mv discussion with demonstrating that Den's (1987) study was wrong
to posit that sentcnrcs correctly labelled as 'qucstions' cannot also at thc same time be request
sentences; and I make this demonstration accordingly, with mv 'i l locutionary double-barrell ing'
doctrinc, by ar_euing that thc language communicltor mav somctimes impose rwo il locutionary forccs
(here,  of  request  and quest ion speci f ical lv)  s imul tancously on the same sentence construct .
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Den (1987) describes requests l ike this:

(a) they are expressions in which something is being asked; and (b) the asking is /or
something or  to do something.

He treats requests as quite a different sentence construct category from that of what

he calls 'commands' (presumably traditional grammar's ' imperatives'), which his
study i l lustrates8 but does not actually define. Apparently, Den fails to see that his
definition fur requests quoted above also fits perfectly not only sentence example
(10) below, which competent users of English would readily accept as a possible
request exemplar. but also sentence (11), an example of what Den (1987) refers to
as 'commands ' ,

(10) Please tel l  me who ki l led Jul ius Caesar.
(11) Tel l  me who ki l led Jul ius Caesar.

Rather surprisingly, Den (1987) seems to preclude the existence of the type of
request exemplified by sentence (10) above - recognising only requests types that
could be exemplif ied with sentence (12) below.

(12) Can you tell me who kil led Julius Caesar'l

According to mv own hypothesis in this domain of Speech Act studies, the
language communicator targets with his communication during a language
performance different kinds of his relationship with the communicatee; one of such
relationships is that of power status; and Tiaditional Grammar's 'imperatives', which
I call 'commands' like Den (1987), provide a good illustration of this power status
factor. I define a command zls a sentence construct whereby the language
communicator communicates to the communicatee the intent that something be
doen. Thus, Derr's (1987) definit ion of 'requests' I quoted earlier is roughly suitable
for all commands, according to my understanding. Now, the power status factor
mentioned in this paragraph applies io commands as follows. Relative to the
communicatee, the language communicator f inds himself obligatorily in a kind of
power play with respect to the command sentences (i.e., commands) - such that
when he communicates to the communicatee with his sentence construct that
something be done he has to specify also somehow his power status with regard to
the asking. Power status degrees of relationship in language performance between
communicator and communicatee probably constitute something of a continuum,
ranging possibly from abject subordination at one extreme to autocratic domination
at the other extreme; however. with specific reference to commands, it is correct,
I think, and convenient for our purpose here, to classifo all the power status shades
imaginable into two principal command types: (i) orders and (ii) requests. An'order',
as I define it, is in eftect a demartd of some sort: The communicator communicates
somehow that he compels the communicatee to do something he is asking to be

o Den's (1937) own exemplars of the tl iffercnt kinds o[scntcnces in his sentences classification
scheme is prescnted in hte next sccticln of this paper.

I
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done. A 'request ' ,  as I dcf ine i t ,  lacks this compulsion factor in the asking, and, in
th is  spec i f ic  sense,  may be sa id  to  be 'sof t  command' -  in  oppos i t ion to  an order  ( i .e . ,
a  demand)  as ear l ie r  def lned,  which is  cor responding ly  a 'hard command' .  To
i l lustrate the above, sentence example 10 earl ier presented would be a good
example of a request as I define i t  i f  by the use of 'please' in the sentence'/  the
language c:ommunicator 's communicated i l locutive intent wrth the construct is
prec ise ly  that  h is  ask ing for  someth ing to  be done ( i .e . ,  to  be to ld  who k i l led Ju l ius
Caesar)  lacks compuls ion.  S imi lar ly .  sentence example (1  1)  would  be a good
exemplar of r lrders as I define them if  by the absence of 

'please' 
(or of some other

s imi lar  dominance-reduc ing dev ice)  in  the sentence the language communicator 's
communicated i l locutive intent with the constrr.rct is precisely that in his asking for
someth ing to  be done he is  making a demand -  i .e . ,  that  he is  compel l ing the
communicatee to do the thinq.

(10)  P lease te l l  me who k i l led Ju l ius  Caesar .
(11 )  Te l l  me  who  k i l l ed  Ju l i us  Caesa r .

Complaining about the theoretic confusion concerning questions found within
the ranks of his peers in infbrmation/l ibrary science, Den (1987) says:

Pcrhaps as a result of the lack of svstematic classif icat ion of thc conccpt of qucstion,
authors sometimcs use 'qucstions' and 'requests'  interchangcably to rcfcr prcsumably to a
homogencous class of information-seeking cxpressions [. . . ] .

The fact of the matter, as I shal l  argue f irst of al l  in this section, is that requests
may sometimes be couched in the structural pattern associated tradit ional ly with
questions; and that when they are so couched i t  seems reasonable to refer to such
sentences either as questions (constructs used for requests), or as requests
(presented in the structural pattern tradit ional ly associated with questions) - which
would explain, even i f  i t  cloes not ful ly just i fv,r0 thc use of 'questions' anci ' requests'

'  
Ar  I  shal l  emphasise later  in thc last  scct ion of  th is paper,  st ructural  cr i tcr ia,  such as the

presencc or  abscnce of  the languagc uni t 'p lcase'  in scntcnce examplcs (10) and (11) or  the syntact ic
pattern of scntcncc (12), constitute onlv ntarginal (i.e., insufficient) antl corroborativc hclp for
ascerta in ing tho requis i te i l locut ive intcnt  of  the language communicator  undcr ly ing his sentence
construct :  Contextual  indice-s arc thc ul t imatc cr i tcr ia f r r r  establ ishing that  intent .  What th is last
point  impl ics in speci f ic  tcrms wi th respepct  to the scntence examplcs of  my i l lustrat ion in th is
section is, for examplc, that is quitc possible lor a sentencc of English in ivhich 'please' as a language
unit occurs to bc an order (i.e., a hard command), whilc a scntence construct that lacks 'plcase' or
any other expl ic i t  dominance-rcducing language uni t  could vct  const i tute a request  ( i .e. ,  a sof t
command) - depending on what contcxtual indices do rcveal the communicator's exact communica-
ted il locutive intent to bc, irrespective of what his languagc units per .rc seem tcl show that intent
to be. This same rcasoning about the ovcrriding rolc of context vis-d-r' is languagc tcxture applies of
course also to svntactic patterrn: Thus, dcpcnding on thc context, sentence examplc 12 may in fact
not be a rcquest but an ordcr, irrcspective of its structure.

10 l-t," usage is not fully justii ied because it is imprccise: Communication contcxt, not sentence
structurc,  is  thc ul t imatc basis fur  detcrminin{  a communicator 's  communicatcd i l locut ionary force,
and thcrcforc f()r cstablishing the ilkrcution cat(]sory ol that scntonce - as I cxplain in some dctail
in  the last  secl ion of  th is papcr.  The precise usaqc for  thc two senlence i l locut ion catcgor ics of
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interchangeably by information,4ibrary scientists or by any other scholars for the
same sentences or types of sentence constructs. Thus, the non-compulsion command
il locutionary intent expressible rvith sentence (10) below for example could equally
well  be expressed with sentence (12), rvhich is the only tvpe of request sentence
recognised by Den ' (1987)  in  h is  s tudy.

(10) Please tel l  me who ki l led Jul ius Caesar?
(12) Can you tel l  me who ki l led Jul ius Caesar ' l

So presented, sentence (12) could (loosely speaking) be said to have been designed
like a question construct but then used as a request sentence, given the appropriate
request i l locutionary tirrce imposed on it by the c:ommunicator. The constructionn
pattern here fur sentence 

-l2. 
associated urdin:rri ly with English interrogatives, is

apparently a device with exerctly the same objective as the 'please' in sentence
example (10) -  that  of  s ignal l ing a request ( i .e. ,  non-compulsion) typ.  of  command
illocutionarv force. Fnrm this discussion especially, we can now see clearly how the
information/l ibrarv scientists whose usage Derr (19U7) indicts would be quite correct
(although somewhat imprecise in their usaee) to call sentence example (12) above,
for instance. either a question (construct used as a request) or a request (construc-
ted l ike a quest ion).

Among the sentence examples he str.rdied, Den (1987) l isted the following,
wh ich  I  number  (13)  and (14) .

(13)  May I  have mater ia l  on s team f i t t ing and bo i ler  work?
(14) Ma,v- I  renew lrt lercom magazine for another week?

Den classif ies them, and al l  other identical construction types presumably, as
reqLtesls. But this classif icat ion of Dcrr 's is only part ial ly correct, in that i t  ref lects
ort ly one of the possible interpretat ions of the constructs'  i lk lcut ionary torce. The
communicatee concerned in the above examples ct l  Den's could well  reply ( in his

new role as communicator) "Yes" ( i .e.,  "Yes,, I  inform you t lnt you may have

material on steam fitting and boiler work"/'Yes, I inform yott lhal vou may renew
Intercom magazine for anclther week") in response to the communicator 's sentence
(13) or (14) as the case may be; and then. also in response, proceed to give the
material required according to sentence example (13) assuming thereby from
contextual indices that the communicatur of sentence (13) was not only seeking to
know whether he might have the material concerned but also requesting to actual ly
have it if the answer was 'Yes') or to process the rertewal of the magazine mentioned
in sentence example (14) (assuming thereby from contextual indices avai lable that
the communicator of sentence (14) was not only seeking to know whether he might
renew the httercom magazine in question but also requesting to actually renew it if
the answer was 'Yes'). According to the plattsible illocutionary forces interpretation
above utt ibutable to sentence constructs (13) and (14), given the aff irmative reply

'quest ions'and'reque:sts 'under d iscussion hcrc should designatc a g iven sentence,  i r respect ive of
its structure, catcgoricallv as 'qucstion' clr/and 'rcquest' dcpcnding strictly on the communicatclr's
communicalcd i l locut ionarv intcnt(s) ,  as dcducib lc f rom i ts  communicat i ( )n contcxt .

I
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and respective action in response to those constructs, it is clear that by this
particular interpretation (which I certainly do rtot claim to be the only alternative
besides Derr's own in such circumstances) those two given sentences must be
regarded here as botlr questions and requests ttt the same time. And I suggest that
it is especially such illocutively douhle-banelled expressiorts which may quite coffectly
be designated interchangeably as'quest ions'or ' requests ' -  by the informat ionl ibrary
scientists whose usage Derr (1987) indicts, or by anybody else for that matter.

5. Any information-seeking sentence may be a question

In this section and the next of this paper, I am concerned with targetting, in
difterent ways, the fundamentalweakness of Derr's (1987) classification principle for
questions - that it is srructttre-based. While the next section wil l emphasise that
several different contextually deducible i l locutionary torces can be expressed by the
same langua-Ee structure. this section shows how several different sentence structures
may convey the same contextually deducible i l locutionary force; and argues that it
is, praematically speaking, unreasonable to refuse that such il locutively identical
sentences be designated with a common name in recognition of their common
illocution category.

Another result of the supposed theoretic confusion regarding the status of
questions, which Den (1987) was complaining about, is "the practice" among
information/l ibrary scientists "of assuming that one term applies to all information-
seeking expressions of users". The substance of Den's contention may be convenient-
ly illustrated with Den's own exemplars for the different kinds of expressions in his
sentences classification scheme, as presented below (where'X'in all the expressions
designates any object about which information is being sought):

Questiort
Rerpest
Request
Stutement
Statemert
Contmand
Thutcated
expressiott

How does X compare with
May I have information on
May I do X?
I need information on X.
I want information on X.
Find intormation on X.

X.

Y?
X?

According to Den, onlv his first expression exemplar above constitutes a question;
and, tor him, it is irtcorrect therefore to use the term 'question' for any other
expression token on the list. The basis for his position is that he believes only the
first expression exemplar has the "distinct structure" he defines questions by.tt My
own position is that Den's usage of the term 'question' is unnecessaily restictive, as
I arsue hereafter.

tt 
S"" the first and third scctions of this papcr tbr my presentation of Derr's (19S7) definition

of  'qucst ion ' .
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Irrespective of purely structural considerations, what exactly is designated by
'questions' may depend essentially on who is using the term, when. For example,
teachers would normally, and we would all think quite correctly, designate as
'questions' during an examination the followingcommand-type r"ni.n..r iy Den's
categorisation or imperatives by more popular traditional typification.

(15) Discuss the merits or otherwise of the assertion that African citizenry
may only respect dictatorial regimes.

(16) Outline the historically significant facts about the invention and
subsequent development of the kana syllabary.

(17) Study the data below carefully; then, present the relevant principle(s)
highlighted therein with a suitable annotated diagram, or diagrams.

From Den'.r own disclosures on the matter,, it is obvious that informationlibrary
scientists on their part do, l ike teachers, frequently use the term 'questions'

technically in their line of work to refer to any information-seeking expressions -
whether they happen to be of the restricted group of sentences Derr recognises as
questions or those others he would call requests, commands, statements, and
truncated expressions. As we can see from this discussion, then, the context of usage
itself may render the term 'questions' perfectly acceptable for any intormation-
seeking expression.

Secondly, Den (1987) himself is rather confusing in his usage of the term
'structure'; and once this confusion in his usage is straightened out, one can easily
see how it is reasonable for the informationlibrary scientists Der (1987) is
complaining about to designate any information-seeking sentence of users as a
'question'. By one interpretation, Den (1987) uses 'structure' to refer to two related
parts of the kind of sentence wherein those parts designate two related, specific
types of realities as explained hereafter: The 'subject' part of the sentence designates
"an object about which some type of determination is being sought", and the related
'qnery' part designates "the particular determination which is being sought".l2
Following strictly this interpretation of 'structure', Derr's (1987) examples of
'question', 'request', 'command', and'statement'presented in this section should a//
actually be questions because each of them has a 'subject' part ('X', in the examples,
designating an object about which some type of determination is being sought), and
the related 'qr.r"ry' part (an accompanying expression in each of the examples,
designating the particular determination that is being sought, specitically in each
case information about 'X'). By this first interpretation of Derr's 'structure' the
information/library scientists whose usage Derr (1987) indicts are in fact right, by
Den's own definition of 'questions' in terms of their "distinct structure", to call the
several information-seeking expressions just mentioned'questions'.

But, since Den (1987) does classify these expressions dffirentll' (i.e., with only
one of the examples as a question type), it must follow that he is using some other
interpretation of 'structure' besides the one just discussed in the last paragraph. By
this interpretation number two of 'structure', the term appears to refer to a

12 
See Dro', (1937) definition of the "distinct structure" of questions as quoted in section 3 of

this papcr.

r_
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particular kind of patteru o,f setfience orgunisation: Here, 'questions' expressions for
Den are "designecl" such that they are " interrogative sentences". l3 Fol lowing this
second interpretat ion, only sentences with the construction pattern tradit ional ly
associated with so-cal led' interrogatives'can be questions according to Derr. Al igning
this second interpretat ion rvith the f irst ( i .e.,  giving Derr benefi t  of the doubt by
assuming, charitably, that the two possible interpretat ions are not mutual ly
exclusive),,  an interrogative sentence is a question or has the status of a question (by
designating "an object zrbout which some type of determination is being sought" and
also designating "the part icular determination which is being sought") because of i ts
construction pattern; in other words. a sentence's underlying i l locutive intent, and
thereft lre i l locution category, is determined by the sentence's construction pattern;
or st i l l .  a sentence's oonstruction pattern brings about that i t  conveys such an
i l locutionary intent of the communicator, and is therefore classif ied as such an
i l locution category - accordingto Den. But the reasoning just oul ined is easi ly shclwn
to be false. using the fol lowing two sentence examples ctf  Den's:

(18) How does X compare with Y'l
(19) May I have information on X'l

In spite of the fact that the second sentence above, sentence (19), has the
construction pattern we would normally associate with English interrogatives
traditionally, just l ike sentence (18), Den nevertheless classifies it ( i.e., sentence 19
above) as a reqLte.rr. not a question, ostensibly because of its presumed kind of
communiczrtive function; which logically implies that ilktcutive intent does take
precedertce over setttetrce stnrcfttre for the determirtittg a sentettce's illoctttion category,
rtot t,ice versa. And if this conclusion is right, then informationlibrary scientists who
name 'questions' several sentences differing in construction pattern but having the
same information-seeking i l locutionary force must be correct in their usage, contrary
to Den's position on the issue.

6. Every question is only determinable as such in context

I propose in this section that assuredly the most serious technical lapse, by my
estimertion. in Den's ( 1987) article under discussion is the lack of any implicit or
explicit reterence to the overriding role of contextr4 in the cletermination of what
constitutes or does not constitute a question. This lapse should be of special interest
to pragmatists, because the greatest f law in current Pragmatics according to my

'- '  
See Derr's gencral clcfinition lbr questions as quoted in section I of this papcr.

t t  By '1.u**unicat ion) context ' throughout th is papcr I  am refcrr ing of  course to the part icular

circuntstanccs (of which thc location for thc communication is only one factor) that govern how a
given scntcncc construct is produced by a language communicator to transmit inlbrmation to a
communicatce. My model of communication context (comprising seven principal factors, called
'var iables ' )  is  prescnted in Uwaj th (1993, 1994a, 1994b).
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understanding is the general culture of silence regarding the crucial role of context
in the analvsis and description of sentence constructs.r)

Consider,  for  i l lustr i r t ion,  sentence example (20) below.

(20) May I ask you a question'/

Is 'May I  ask you a quest ion?'  a quest ion? That depends on the communiczt t ion
context of the sentence's actual construction, I would reply. Derr (1987), using his
structure-based approach, would sav categorically that it is rtot a question - judging
by his expl ic i t  statements about the i l locut ion status of  sentence examples (13) and
(14) alreacly presented in th is paper.

(13) May I have material on stearn fitt ing and boiler work'?
(14) May I renew Intercom magazine for another week?

Den (1987) would call these two and other similar constructions requesls - which, as
we have seen in this paper, he cclnsiders to be difterent not only from questions but
also even from commands. But, as we saw in the fourth section of this paper, any
of these two sentences could in fact be botlt a question and a request, depending on
the communicator's communicated i l locutive intent(s) deducible in the context of
communication. Much more obviously, and it is simply amazing that Den (1987) did
not seem to consider this possibil i ty at all, each of the sentences could be exclusively
a question, and not in anv way a request. Or, thirdly, each of the sentences might
be only a request. and not in any' wav a question - in line with Den's preferred
analysis they are not. Which exactly is the case is determinable ult imately only with
reference to the actuii l  context of communicaticln, and not by an appeal to the
overall structure of the construct in question. These same, above-mentioned
il locutionary l irrce possibil i t ies in context for sentence constructs (13) and (14) are
also applicable to sentence construct (20) as I shall now proceed to demonstrate.

Consider, then, for instance, a situation whereby the communicatee's
response to sentence exzimple (20) is to produce in turn sentence example (21) as
communicator.

(20) May I ask you a cluestion'/
(21 )  

'No'  is  mv answer.

Clearly. one plattsible reason (i.e., arguably not the only one imaginable) tbr the
production of sentence (21) above would be that the communicated i l locutionary
intent of sentence (20). as deducible from its communication context, was in tact
purely a desire to be informed about something (i.e., as a desire to know rvhether
he. the communicator of sentence (20), is allowed to ersk the communicatee a

1 <'- '  
For a striking and tcll ing il lustration of this in pragmatics-oricnted studics, see Berckntans'

(1988) review of the descriptivc adequary of the Speech Acts Theory-based so-callcd Pcrformative
Hypothesis component of Generativc Grammar. The overwhclming evaluation handicap hcre, as I
see it, is preciscly that of addressing thc w'rong rssuc.r bv appealing to so-c:alled 'svntactic' critcria (ofr

sentence pattern or verb tvpc, etc.), instead of d$'ising propcr corler/-sensitive lcsts.

r-
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question), nol as a request to do something (t .e.,not as a request for the communi-

catee to al low him the communicator of sentence (20) to ask a question); and
sentence (20) would in that case accordingly be a questiott .  However, the same

sentence (20) would be classif iable dif t 'erently with respect to i l locutionary intent,

depending again on the part icular communication context involved. Thus, consider

a situation whereby the response of the communicatee to sentence (20) happened

instead to be something like sentence example (22),, in his new role as communica-

tor himself.

(20) May I ask you a question'l
(22) Yes, go ahead.

Here, a plausible (hence again, not the only imaginable) contextually deducible
il locutive intent of the communicator of sentence (20), which gave rise to the
bipartite sentence (22), would in fact be that he is not only seeking thereby to know
whether he may ask the communicatee a question but also requesting to be allowed
to do so (i.e., to be allowed to actuallv do the asking of the said question) in the
case that the communicatee's answer to his question should be in the afflrmative.
In this given possible communication situation, sentence (20) would be correctly
classified as an illocutively double-barrelled construct - here, both question and
request. And the same sentence (20) would be classified as only a request given a
communication situation whereby the communicatee's response of sentence example
(23) (now as communicator himself in turn) was produced because the contextually
deducible communicated i l locutive intent of the communicator of sentence (20) was
in tact recognised to be simply a desire to be allowed to ask a question.

(20) May I ask you a question?
(23) Go ahead, please.

My primary argument being made with the i l lustraticlns and discussion above
in this section is not the obviously spurious claim that this or that i l locutive intent
interpretation for sentence (20) must tollow necessarily because of this or that
sentence-construct-response of the communicatee's. but rather to demonstrate that
the several differenr i l locutive intent interpretations I have suggested are indeed
plattsible explanations for the communicatee's dfferent sentences-responses (2i),
(22), and (23) to the same sentence example (20) - irrespective of this sentence's
structure. As to which exactly of these several i l locutionary intents is correct for
sentence construct (20) that depends on what the particular communication context
of sentence (20)'s prclduction reveals the communicator's specitlc communicated
illocutive intent to be. According to my position here, then, Derr's (1987) structure-
based approach to the characterisation of questions is lamentably faulty precisely
because it would designate sentence (20) above unconditionally as a 'question'.

because of its structure - for the dift 'erent communication contexts possible noted
above, and notwithstanding the different possible i l locutionary forces involved
according to those contexts. In fact, contrary to what his analyses and classifications
would seem to suggest, Derr's (1987) so-called 'truncated expression' which I number
(24) below would not rate as a sentence at all without an appropriate context to
match, and hence would not qualify as a possible candidate for categorisation as a



Is 'Mat' I ask you a question?' a question rc7

statement, a command, a question, a request, or whatever other type of sentence
one's categorisation framework permits.

(24) The use of ultrasonography in the measurement of the axial length of
the eve.

It is also definitely ,tot my intention in this paper to defend the thesis that
sentence structure is completely irrelevant for the i l locutionary theory of sentences
constructs. No, my position within the performative grammar paradigm in the
matter is that sentential constructs by themselves (i.e., by their structure) are,
generally speaking, an insufficient guide tor discovering the communicator's
communicated illocutive intent; that, instead of sentence structure, communicatictrt
context is the ubsolute gtide as to the cornmtuicator's commwicated illoctttive irilent.
Thus, a sentence's make-up per se is, in my estimation, only a rouglt index towards
a specific type of illocutive intent; the construct is necessaily supplemented with,
even ov,enidden by, contextual indices - such as body posture, a telling cough, the
topic of conversation, ambient events l ike handshakes or toasts, an accompanying
frown or smile or blush or sneer, the size of spatial gap between the communicator
and communicatee, etc. - which invariably go to direct and focalise the intelligent
gLtesses (that all the communicatee's decodings of the communicator's language
performance ultimately are, anyway) regarding the language communicator's exact
communicated i l locutive intent.r6 Ultimately, the case for a context-based approach
to the i l locutionary categorisation of sentences rests on this basic fact, that whereas
a language communicator does not necessarily intend the illocutionary force which
his sentence construct alone would have us believe he intends, the contextual indices
of that language act necessarily do stipulate what i l locutive intent he has imposed
on his communication, whatever the structure of his sentence construct.

Given the central thesis above highlighted and discussed in this paper, it
seems to me, at this point in time of my understanding of the issues involved, that
the correct approach for the i l locution-level categorisation of sentences is nol to
assert dogmatically that such or such types of sentence patterns are such or such
il locution types, but that with such or such an i l locutive intent, as deducible from the
actual contextual indices of the language communication act, then such or such
structures are likely to reflect it for this or that given language. In short, the language
communicator's illocutive intent communicated is the crrterion for the illocutionary
classification of his sentence construct; and the actual particular communication
context of that sentence construct, ttot iIs structure by itself, is the ultimate basis for
ascertaining the language communicator's communicated i l locutive intent for his
sentence construcl .

'o Since the communicatee's decoclings of the communicator's language performanc e are gtresses
(howbeit intell igcnt) of the communicator's communicated intent, it goes without saying that the
communicatee could sti l l be nistaken about the communicator's exact i l locutivc intent despite all
the available contextual clues of a qiven communication.
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7. Conclusirtn

As ind ic :a ted at  the beginn ing of  th is  expos i t ion.  th is  paper  has been concerned wi th
present ing the resu l ts  o f  my research f ind ings in  the domain o f  the prasmat ics  o f
quest ions,  through a rev icw c l f  and rcact ion to  Derc 's  (1987)  ar t ic le  on quest ions.
The f ind ings I  have d iscussed in  th is  paper  may be summar ised as fc l lk lws,  in  l ine
wi th  the heading for  cach of  the s i r  major  sect ions o f  the paper .

F i rs t .  rvhen quest ions i i re  taken to  be k inguaue ent i t ies ,  as  Den (1987)
cons iders  thcnr .  thcn thcy fa l l  square lv  wi th in  thc  purv iew of  l ingu is t ics '  preoccupa-
t ions:  and anv other  d isc ip l ine that  exarn ines the i r  nature cannot  reasonably  a f ford
to  ignore thc  c :ont r ibr - r t ions o f  l ingLr is ts '  invest igut ions in  thc  dc lmain.  Second,  the
i l l< tcut ive in tent  which character ises quest ic lns  rs  that  o f  seck ing to  be in formed
about  someth ing;  i t  shouid  bc o f  immense in tcrest  tbr  subsequent  rvork  on the
pragmat ics  o f  quest ions to  e luc idate the re la t ion between (a t  least  some)  non-
languagc ent i t ies  a lso ca l led 'quest ions '  and these in t i r r rnat ion-seek ing language
enti t ies under scrut inv here. 

' fhird, 
there are, applying nry definit ion concerned

r igon lus lv .  no qucst ions qua c l r . rcs t ions which are not  in format ion-seek in_u:  When
apparent  quest ions do prove to  bc non- in format ion-seek ing,  i t  is  e i ther  because ( i )

non-defining. ir tciderttol cha,rtrctcr istrcs oi questions ( l ike the language communica-
trtr 's lack ol '  sinceri ty in seeking informaticln) are being errc)neously used to argue
that  gcnuine quest ions (which urc  o thcrwise in  f 'ac t  in format ion-seek ing)  are
supp<rsedly non-intormution-seeking; or because ( i i )  the structure tradit ional ly
associated with questi i lns. nol any question i l locutionary force at al l ,  is being used
erroneous ly  to  parade , ron-quest ion sentences -  o f  i l l c lcut ive ly  ambiguous const ructs
or  o therwise -  as 'quest ions '  ( that  are supposedly  non- in format ion-seek ing) .  Four th ,
sentences mav he i lk rcut ive lv  double- t rar re l led,  rvhen the language communicator
imposes two i lkrcutionary forces simultaneously on the same sentence; ernd, in that
case,  a  sentence cc l r rect ly  des ignated a 'que s t ion ' rnay somet imes a lso qu i te  cor rcc t ly
be cal led a 'request ' .  Fif th, the seconcl pclstulate above that the i l locutionary
churacter  o f  quest ions scntenccs is  that  o f  seek ing in tbrmat ion takes precedence
over purelv structural conside rat ions for defining ur determining questions - such
that  severa l  s t ructura l ly  d iss imi lar  sentenccs are a l l  necessar i ly  quest ions i f  thev are
a l l  in format ion-seek ing.  S ix th ,  cont r r r ry  Io  Der 's  (19u7)  and the t rad i t iona l  pos i t ion
in  the mi l t ter ,  comrnuniur t ion c( ) i l te .y t .  not  sentence s t ructure,  is  the u l t i rnate  bas is
f i l r  detcrmining a sente nce's c'omnlunicated i l locr.rt ivc intent, and therefore for i ts
poss ib le  c lass i f ica t ion as a  quest ion.

Iv{v overal l  object ive in this paper has been to demonstrate with the study of
questions thc importance of pcrfurr lat ive grammar's fundamental pclstulate about
the cruc iz i l  ro le  o f  communicat ion context  in  l ingu is t ic  analys is  and descr ip t ion.  I
wc lu ld  be p leascd to  recc ivc  rcact ions rvh ich pn lv idc  o ther  ins ights  zrbout  quest ions.
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