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The Mechanism of the Ambiguity of
Negative Interrogatives

Kohari, Hiroki*
Abstract

A Japanese negative interrogative (ex. "Isn’t it interesting? ") may have two
interpretations: one is used in the situation where a speaker addresses a listener who
shows a bored feeling on the face (i.e. simple type), and the other is used in the
situation where a speaker seeks agreement or sympathy from the listener when
"interested" in something (i.e. instructive type). In this article, | clarify the
mechanism of such ambiguous interpretations of negative interrogatives.

Two principles play important roles in clarifying the mechanism of the
ambiguity of negative interrogatives. One principle is about the basic structure of
the communication. The basic structure of the communication consists of two parts,
namely the "situation to communicate" and the "act to communicate. " The other
principle is about the relationships among the concepts of "affirmation, negation,
and interrogation.” In handling the concept of negation, two analyses are necessary;
one is affirming a "negative situation,” and the other is negating an "affirmative
situation."

Based on such principles, the ambiguity of a negative interrogative is explained.
In one type of interpretation (simple type), the speaker asks the listener whether
he/she affirms a "negative situation™ while in the other type of interpretation, the
speaker asks the listener whether he/she denies an "affirmative situation.” In other
words, the "situations to communicate" in these two interpretations are different
from each other. For example, the “situation to communicate” is "being interested”
in the former, while "being not interested” in the latter. Moreover, the instruction
type of negation interrogatives has functions such as seeking agreement or
extending an invitation, and indicates the bias towards affirmation. These functions
are explained by the mechanism of quesi-double negation, which makes an
interrogation after denying an affirmation.

Keywords: negative interrogative, communication,
affirmation/interrogation/negation, bias
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