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Büring & Gunlogson (2000) report that inner negation polar questions (INPQs), a variety of polar
question where negation fronts with the auxiliary, are sensitive to the presence of contextual
evidence that already settles the question to a negative answer. I show that instead of settling
the question, the contextual evidence has to leave some indeterminacy about whether it does
settle the question, and that INPQs are questions about the contextual evidence. An account of
the relation between indeterminacy and questionability is developed building on von Fintel &
Gillies’s (2008) proposal for epistemic modals that they make available multiple propositions
that can be taken up by subsequent discourse moves. I argue that the indeterminate contextual
evidence INPQs are sensitive to likewise makes accessible multiple propositions and that INPQs
address these propositions. Together with a partition semantics for polar questions, this captures
the dependence between indeterminacy and questionability in INPQs and the fact that INPQs are
questions about the contextual evidence. This also provides an argument for treating INPQs as
normal polar questions rather than giving them a special semantics as in Romero & Han (2004).

1. Introduction

Inner negation polar questions (INPQ, Ladd 1981) are polar questions where the negation -n’t is
fronted with the auxiliary, and which license negative polarity items (NPI) (for differences be-
tween INPQs and other polar questions with and without negation see Section 2). Bob’s question
in (1) is an example.

(1) (Situation: Bob is visiting Kathleen and Jeff in Chicago while attending CLS.)
Bob: I’d like to take you guys out to dinner while I’m here – we’d have time to go some-

where around here before the evening session tonight, don’t you think?
Kathleen: I guess, but there’s not really any place to go to in Hyde Park.
Bob: Oh really, isn’t there any vegetarian restaurant around here?
Kathleen: No, about all we can get is hamburgers and souvlaki.
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(adapted from Ladd 1981:164)

All fronted negation polar questions betray an expectation of the questioner that the positive
answer is true (Romero & Han 2004), i.e. in (1) that there are vegetarian restaurants. I will call
this property bias (see Section 2.1). It has been observed in several places (Büring & Gunlogson
2000; Romero & Han 2004) that INPQs are possible only when there is a contradiction between
the bias and some information in the common ground. In (1), between Kathleen’s statement and
the bias of Bob’s INPQ. Without such contradictory information in the context, INPQs are odd,
as illustrated in (2).

(2) A: Where do you want to go for dinner tonight?
INPQ: # Isn’t there any vegetarian restaurant around here?
PPQ: Is there a vegetarian restaurant around here?

(adapted1 from Büring & Gunlogson 2000:10)

While positive polar questions (PPQ) are possible in such contexts INPQs are not. Büring &
Gunlogson (2000) describe the dependency of INPQs on this contradictory information in terms
the relation between the questioned proposition and contextual evidence as in (3) (see Section
2.3).

(3) Evidence Condition on INPQ2 ¬p?:
There is compelling contextual evidence against p. (Büring & Gunlogson 2000:10)

Put differently, an INPQ ?¬p is felicitous, if there is compelling contextual evidence for ¬p.
This finding is quite surprising: it suggests that INPQs are acceptable only when the issue they
address has already been settled. Normally, when an issue is settled, further questioning is odd.

The contradiction between contextual information and bias is also a cornerstone of Romero
& Han’s (2004) account of the pragmatics of INPQs. They argue that fronted negation polar
question, INPQs and others, are metaconversational questions that manage what should become
part of the common ground. Such metaconversational moves, they argue, are only licensed
when the consistency of the common ground is at stake, which in turn is the case when there
is a contradiction between some information in the context and the questioner’s beliefs. Their
account is built around the assumption that the metaconversational properties of fronted nega-
tion polar questions arise from an additional operator VERUM (after Höhle 1992). VERUM turns
these questions into questions about degrees of certainty about their underlying propositions
(see Section 5 for more detailed discussion). The seeming oddity of INPQs’ questioning an al-
ready settled issue is avoided by making them gatekeepers for what should be allowed into the
common ground in the first place.

This paper investigates the relation between INPQs and the contextual evidence more closely
and shows that INPQs are questions about the contextual evidence, and that the acceptabil-
ity of INPQs is sensitive to indeterminacy about the contextual evidence. When the contextual

1(2) and some other examples from Büring and Gunlogson are adapted because they use questions with no.
Such questions are acceptable in contexts without contradiction too (see Section 2.1). Only INPQs are strictly
subject to condition in (3) (see Reese 2007:Section 4.2.2).

2Büring & Gunlogson use the term ‘INPQ’ to encompass both what I call INPQs and polar questions with
unfronted negation or negative quantifiers. Examples (4) and (5), Section 2.1, show that these are not dependent
on contextual evidence, meaning that (3) holds true only of what I call INPQs here.
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evidence settles the question, INPQs are unacceptable. INPQs can only be used when there is in-
determinacy about whether the contextual evidence does indeed settle the question. Building on
work by von Fintel & Gillies (2008) on epistemic modals, I argue that indeterminate contextual
evidence introduces multiple propositions into the context that can be taken up in replies. INPQs
are such replies and determine question partitions that differentiate the multiple propositions
that have been introduced by the indeterminate contextual evidence. In this system, the degree
to which the contextual evidence is indeterminate delimits the space of possible worlds that can
be partitioned by an INPQ. This simultaneously captures the dependency between indeterminacy
and the possibility of INPQs and the fact that INPQs are questions about the contextual evidence.
The account implements in a different way Romero & Han’s intuition that INPQs manage the
common ground. INPQs are keyed into indeterminacy about the contextual evidence and help
reduce it. The overall argument is that important aspects of the pragmatics of INPQs can be
captured by examining their relation to the contextual evidence more closely and treating them
as normal polar questions semantically. However, I will argue that the account here does not
provide an answer for why INPQs are inherently biased. Section 5 discusses how these findings
relate to the VERUM-account of INPQs.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a more detailed
discussion of the properties of INPQs and the differences between them, other kinds of negative
polar questions and PPQs. Section 3 presents new observations relating to the sensitivity of
INPQs to contextual indeterminacy. Section 4 presents a way of formally capturing the effect
of indeterminacy on the context, building on work by von Fintel & Gillies (2008) on epistemic
modals. Section 5 discusses how the proposal here relates to the account of NPQs in Romero &
Han (2004).

Finally, a terminological remark: I will use the term NPQ to refer to any kind of polar question
containing any form of negation, although only not, n’t and no will be used in examples here. I
will refer to NPQs with fronted negation (INPQs and outer negation polar questions (ONPQ), see
Section 2.2) collectively as fronted negation NPQs. Other NPQs will be referred to collectively
as unfronted negation NPQs or UNPQs. The usage of ‘INPQ’ here differs from that in Büring &
Gunlogson (2000), who use the term to refer to fronted negation NPQs that license NPIs (INPQs
in the sense used here), as well as UNPQs.

2. Negation in polar questions: the bigger picture and more detail

This section lays out in more detail the relevant data about INPQs and shows how they differ
from both PPQs and other kinds of NPQs. Most of the data (except Section 2.4) are taken from
the literature and appear here only to provide a clear demarcation between INPQs and other
polar questions. No exhaustive discussion or classification is attempted. Section 2.1 illustrates
the special status of fronted negation polar question as opposed to polar questions with other
forms of negation. Section 2.2 discusses Ladd’s ambiguity, setting INPQs apart from ONPQs.
Section 2.3 presents Büring and Gunlogson’s observations about INPQs and contextual evidence
in more detail. Section 2.4 shows that INPQs are tied to inquiring about the contextual evidence
the presence of which they are sensitive to.
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2.1. The effect of the position of negation in polar questions

The central property that sets fronted negation polar questions apart from other polar questions
with negation is that the former always betray an expectation by the speaker that the positive
proposition underlying the question is true (see Romero & Han 2004:610). I will call this prop-
erty bias. Other polar questions can acquire bias (see e.g. Reese 2007:Chapter 5), but can also
lack it. This difference between fronted negation NPQs and ones where not isn’t fronted is illus-
trated in (4).

(4) Scenario: The speaker is organizing a party and she is in charge of supplying all the non-
alcoholic beverages for teetotalers. The speaker is going through a list of people that are
invited. She has no previous belief or expectation about their drinking habits.

A: Jane and Mary do not drink.

S: OK. What about John? Does he not drink (either)?

S′: # OK. What about John? Doesn’t he drink (either)?

(Romero & Han 2004:610)

In a context where the questioner has no prior expectations about the answer, the fronted nega-
tion polar question (S′) is odd, whereas the question with unfronted not (S) is acceptable. A
similar observation holds for questions containing the negative quantifier no.

(5) S hates both Pat and Jane and their friends. The prospect of an excursion without them
pleases S. S does not have any previous belief about whether any one of them is coming
or not.

A: Pat is not coming.

S1 : Great! Is no one else coming (either)? That would be the best!!!

S2 : # Great! Isn’t Jane coming (either)3? That would be the best!!!

(Romero & Han 2004:613, adapted)

Again, a UNPQ, here with no, can be unbiased and coherent, while a fronted negation NPQ is
incoherent.

Examples (4) and (5) show that two different factors determine the choice of question form:
One determines the choice between NPQ and PPQ, a second determines the choice between
using a biased, fronted negation NPQ vs an unbiased UNPQ. Bolinger (1978) and, following
him, van Rooij & Šafářová (2003) and Romero & Han (2004) suggest that the choice between
a PPQ ?p and an NPQ ?¬p is determined by which proposition is more useful given the current
goals of the conversation. Romero & Han (2004) call this the intent of a question. I assume that
something along these lines is correct. The second factor at work in (4)-(5) determines whether
a biased or an unbiased NPQ is used (see discussion of Romero & Han (2004) in Section 5).

Taken together, these observations argue against deriving the special properties of fronted
negation NPQs only by appeal to the pragmatics of querying a negative proposition (e.g. van
Rooij & Šafářová 2003; Reese 2006).

3Most speakers don’t find either acceptable in INPQs (see Hartung 2006, 2007).
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2.2. Ladd’s ambiguity

Ladd (1981) observes that fronted negation polar questions are ambiguous between two read-
ings which he calls inner negation and outer negation readings, hence inner negation polar
question and outer negation polar question (ONPQ). This paper is only concerned with the
INPQ one, but I take some time here to illustrate both readings, to show that they are different,
and how in an individual case one can tell which reading one is looking at.

Ladd (1981) observes that the two readings of fronted negation polar questions can be dis-
ambiguated by polarity items (PI). NPIs disambiguate them towards the INPQ-reading, positive
polarity items (PPI) disambiguate them towards outer negation-reading. The major differences
are illustrated in (1), repeated here, vs (6). I give both examples with a as well as a PI to show
that the two readings are independently available, and that the PIs merely disambiguate and
don’t themselves give rise to the two readings.

(1) (Situation: Bob is visiting Kathleen and Jeff in Chicago while attending CLS.)
Bob: I’d like to take you guys out to dinner while I’m here – we’d have time to go some-

where around here before the evening session tonight, don’t you think?
Kathleen: I guess, but there’s not really any place to go to in Hyde Park.
Bob: Oh really, isn’t there (a/ any) vegetarian restaurant around here?
Kathleen: No, about all we can get is hamburgers and souvlaki.

(adapted from Ladd 1981:164)

Any disambiguates the question towards an INPQ-reading. I give the example with a, Ladd’s
original, as well as any to show that INPQ-readings are not dependent on the presence of polarity
items. The INPQ probes Kathleen’s statement as to whether it includes any and all vegetarian
restaurants that there might be. Bob’s question is about the negative proposition underlying the
question: there isn’t any vegetarian restaurant. The addressee of an INPQ is usually committed
to this negative proposition, and INPQs signal the questioner’s expectation that the positive
proposition underlying the question is true (bias).

An ONPQ-reading can be brought out by a different continuation or the PPI some:

(6) (Situation: Bob is visiting Kathleen and Jeff in Chicago while attending CLS.)
Bob: I’d like to take you guys out to dinner while I’m here – we’d have time to go some-

where around here before the evening session tonight, don’t you think?
Kathleen: I guess, but there’s not really any place to go to in Hyde Park.
Bob: Oh really, isn’t there (a/some) vegetarian restaurant around here? I thought I saw

one on the way from the train.
Kathleen: Well, there is THAT place, but they are not very good.

The relation between Bob’s ONPQ and Kathleen’s assertion is different here from the INPQ

example above. Instead of checking the scope of Kathleen’s claim, Bob objects to it. Bob is
asking whether there is a restaurant, not whether there isn’t. His question is about a positive
proposition. This difference in which proposition is questioned has another effect: while INPQs
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question a proposition that the addressee is in some sense responsible for (the contextual evi-
dence), ONPQs put up for question a proposition that the questioner is committed to. Similar to
the INPQ in (1), the ONPQ betrays Bob’s belief that this positive proposition is true.

Further differences between INPQs and ONPQs will be shown in the discussion of contextual
evidence in the next section. Throughout this paper, I will use PIs to disambiguate fronted
negation NPQs. No attempt will be made to account for Ladd’s ambiguity here.

2.3. Contextual evidence

Section 1 introduced Büring & Gunlogson’s observation that INPQs are sensitive to the presence
of a particular kind of contextual evidence, to be understood as follows:

(7) Contextual Evidence:
Evidence that has just become mutually available to the participants in the current dis-
course situation.

(Büring & Gunlogson 2000:7)

In order to license INPQs, Büring & Gunlogson argue that contextual evidence has to be com-
pelling in the following sense:

(8) Compelling:
a. Evidence for p is compelling if, considered in isolation, it would allow the participants

to assume p (i.e. the evidence could reasonably be considered to justify the inference
that p)

b. Evidence against p is compelling evidence for the opposite of p, W-p.
(Büring & Gunlogson 2000:7)

Example (2) already showed that an INPQ ?¬φ is bad in contexts that are open with respect
to φ, while a PPQs is acceptable. ONPQs pattern with PPQs in these contexts, Isn’t there some
vegetarian restaurant around here? is also acceptable in (2). Example (9) shows that both INPQs
and ONPQs are acceptable in contexts that contain evidence for ¬φ, while PPQs aren’t.

(9) A: There is no way Peter is gonna get a job in the sales department. Connections are
more important than anything else to get in there.

ONPQ: Doesn’t Peter know someone in sales?

INPQ: Doesn’t Peter know anyone in sales?

PPQ: #Does Peter know people in sales?

Only PPQs are felicitous in contexts where there is evidence for φ as shown in (10).

(10) I bet we can find any type of restaurant you can think of in this city. Make your choice!

INPQ: #Isn’t there any vegetarian restaurant around here?

ONPQ: #Isn’t there some vegetarian restaurant around here?

PPQ: Is there a vegertarian restaurant around here?
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(adapted from Büring & Gunlogson 2000:10)

The distribution of INPQs, ONPQs and PPQs is shown in Table 1. The important part here is
the INPQ column: an INPQ ?¬φ is only felicitous in a context where there is compelling evi-
dence for ¬φ. Sections 2.4 and 3 will investigate the relation between contextual evidence and
INPQs further, and show that while the general dependence holds up, the evidence must not be
compelling.

Ex.: INPQ ONPQ PPQ

Biased against φ: (9) X X #
Neutral wrt. φ: (2) # X X
Biased toward φ: (10) # # X

Table 1: Distribution of question types by contextual evidence (Büring & Gunlogson 2000:11).

2.4. The Relation between INPQs and contextual evidence

Section 2.3 showed that INPQs depend for their felicity on the presence of contextual evidence
of a particular kind. In this section, I will show that INPQs are questions about this evidence.

With respect to examples (1) vs (6) we saw that there is a difference between INPQs and
ONPQs with respect to how they relate to assertions preceding them. While ONPQs voice ob-
jections to them, INPQs are requests for more detailed elaboration. A similar difference can be
shown between PPQs and INPQs in contexts where the question being asked changes what is
under discussion:

(11) A enters the linguistics department’s main office and asks the secretary:

A: I’m looking for a TA to help me with my assignment for Linguistics 101.

S: I think there are no grad students around today.

PPQ: Are there any professors around?

INPQ1 : #Aren’t there any professors around?

INPQ2 : Isn’t there anyone at all?

The PPQ is a coherent followup to S’s claim. The student accepts that there are no graduate
students around and starts looking for other options. The INPQ1 on the other hand, cannot be
used for such a change of topic. INPQ2 shows that the context does allow INPQs, and that they
do something quite different from PPQs. There seem to be two ways in which INPQ2 can be
understood. One is as exploring how definitive S’s assertion is. One could expect responses like
Well ... one of the undergraduate graders is there or You can go and check, their offices are down
the hall. In this reading, INPQ2 addresses the scope of S’s assertion, similar to Bob’s INPQ in
(1). Another reading is that the student uses INPQ2 to object to the way S interpreted his initial
utterance. He was not really looking for a TA as such, but for someone to help him. What is at
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issue here is whether S was saying that there is no one but the grad students who could fulfill
this task. A different way of asking this question would be Isn’t there anyone else? In the end,
this second reading can do something quite similar to the PPQ, but it does it by taking issue with
S’s assertion.

Example (11) shows that INPQs are not only sensitive to the presence of contextual evidence,
but are questions about that evidence.

3. The role of indeterminacy

We have seen so far that an INPQ ?¬p is dependent on the presence of contextual evidence for
¬p. This section show that this evidence has to be indeterminate about how exactly it settles the
issue under discussion in order to allow INPQs. The more definitively the evidence settles the
issue, the less acceptable INPQs become. I will illustrate this effect here with different kinds of
indeterminacy.

One domain where the sensitivity of INPQs to indeterminacy is visible is pragmatic slack.
Lasersohn (1999) argues that speakers allow themselves some amount of slack with respect to
how close to absolutely true an assertion has to get to be accepted in some context. An asser-
tion like The branch is straight is acceptable in many contexts where the branch in question is
not strictly speaking straight, but straight enough for the purposes of the context. The amount
of slack is determined by what counts for the purposes of the conversation as indistinguish-
able from the true meaning of straight. How much slack is permissible in interpretation can
be linguistically controlled by expressions like absolutely, perfectly or exactly. An assertion of
The branch is perfectly straight is only acceptable when the branch is in fact perfectly straight.
Slack regulators like absolutely, perfectly or exactly can now be used in the contextual evidence
of an INPQ to gauge its sensitivity to indeterminacy. If INPQs are sensitive to indeterminacy
about the contextual evidence, they should deteriorate when slack reducers narrow down the
interpretation of the contextual evidence, as they do in (12) and (13).

(12) A and B are trying to get seats in a lecture hall.
a. A: It’s full.

B: Aren’t there any seats left in the front?
b. A: It’s absolutely full.

B: ??Aren’t there any seats left in the front?

(13) Bill is responsible for refilling the department candy jar. The jar is only refilled if it is
completely empty.

a. A: Hey Bill, the candy-jar is empty. Can you refill it?
Bill: I checked this morning. Isn’t there any of the halloween candy left?

b. A: Hey Bill, the candy-jar is perfectly empty. Can you refill it?
Bill: ??I checked this morning. Isn’t there any of the halloween candy left?

The degree of oddity of the b. examples varies for speakers between degraded to unacceptable.4

4One speaker reported no contrast between the a. and b. examples. This speaker also rejected other examples
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Some variation is to be expected here. Lasersohn (1999) observes that slack reducers only re-
duce slack but often don’t remove it entirely. When the context is as open as it is in (12)/(13),
speakers might allow different amounts of slack to be remain after a slack reducer has applied to
a predicate. The general picture is that when pragmatic slack is controlled for, INPQs deteriorate.

Another way the relevant indeterminacy can arise is when the contextual evidence contains
some form of quantification where the relevant domain of quantification is unclear to the ques-
tioner using an INPQ. This can be quantification over individuals as in (1), times as in (14), or
worlds as in (15).

(14) A: I always cook. I generally don’t take kindly to food that other people have prepared.

B: Don’t you ever go to a restaurant?

(15) A: Sorry, I don’t think I’ll be able to pick you up from the airport.

B: Ahh. . . Can’t you do it at all?

In each case, the contextual evidence introduces a form of quantification that is taken up in
the INPQ. Often this goes along with some amount of hedging. Phrases like not really in (1), I
generally don’t and I don’t think I’ll be able in (14) and (15) introduce additional uncertainty
about what exactly is being asserted. The INPQ in these contexts explores exactly how big a part
of the domain the initial claim was intended to be about.

When it is clear what is being asserted, INPQs degrade. Example (16) is a variant of (15).
What is at stake in both contexts is whether A can pick up B from the airport. A’s hedging in
(15) allows the INPQ, and A could felicitously be followed up for example with an offer that
involved B waiting for some time before the pick up. In (16), where it is clear that by no stretch
could A manage to pick B up, the INPQ is odd.

(16) B: Will you pick me up from the airport tomorrow?

A: Sorry, I can’t. I’ll be out of town until next week.

B: #Ahh... Can’t you do it at all?

Similarly, in (17), there is no room left to doubt what A is saying. If acceptable at all, the INPQ
is facetious. Again, a little change to the context makes it more acceptable. If A had said OK,
seems like everyone is in, the INPQ would be more acceptable.

(17) A and B are checking the passenger list of an airplane before leaving.

A: OK, I have checked three times. Everyone who is on the the list is on the plane.

B: #Isn’t anyone left in the waiting area?

Examples (16) and (17) show that to allow INPQs, the contextual evidence must not settle the
question. There has to be some amount of indeterminacy about it. The close relation between
INPQs and the contextual evidence that we saw in the preceding section can now be understood
as a dependency between INPQs and the indeterminacy introduced by the contextual evidence.
What INPQs do in these contexts is address this indeterminacy and try to reduce it.

that were acceptable to the speakers who showed the pattern in (12)/(13). Again, an account of the variation among
speakers is beyond the scope of this paper.
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In the examples so far, indeterminacy arises from from an aspect of linguistic form, overt
hedging, or different ways of restricting domains of quantification. This is not necessary though,
the indeterminacy relevant for licensing INPQs can also arise from the relation of the contextual
evidence to some other piece of information, such as (18).

(18) Peter is planning a trip to which he invited among other people Paul, John and Mary.
John and Mary are a couple. They go everywhere together. Paul wants to go on the trip
with Peter and he hates both John and Mary.
Peter: John isn’t coming on the trip.
Paul: Hurra! Isn’t Mary coming either? That would be the best!5

Peter’s utterance is not in and of itself underdetermined as to whether or not John is coming for
the trip. There is no hedging either. Given that John and Mary usually go everywhere together, it
does beg the question though whether John’s absence also means that Mary will be absent. The
indeterminacy addressed by the INPQ is about whether Peter’s statement allows the inference
that Mary is not coming either. Without the dependence between John’s and Mary’s presence,
the INPQ deteriorates, compare (5).

The generalization that arises from these observations is that the contextual evidence must
not fully settle the issue it addresses. Only if there is indeterminacy about it, is there a possibility
for questioning. This resolves the potential oddity of (3) that INPQs appear only to be felicitous
when the issues they address are already settled. Quite the opposite is the case: when the issue
is settled, e.g. (17), INPQs are odd as one would expect. Only when there is indeterminacy
about the contextual evidence can INPQs be issued. INPQs appear to be specialized to resolve
indeterminacy that arose from an issue being incompletely resolved.

This dependency between indeterminacy and questionability can be accounted for in terms
of the availability of semantic answers in a partition semantics for polar questions (Groenendijk
& Stokhof 1984). If the contextual evidence for ¬p settled the issue at hand, all p-worlds would
be excluded and a question ?¬p, could not determine a partition between p and ¬p-worlds. The
partition would contain only one cell comprising the ¬p-worlds. The cells in the question par-
tition determine the semantic answers to the question, a question in such a context would only
have one answer, which is already entailed by the common ground. If on the other hand the con-
textual evidence is indeterminate, at least some p-worlds are still live possibilities. As a result,
a question ?¬p can determine a ‘normal’ partition with two cells separating p vs. ¬p worlds,
and also two semantic answers. That the logical space of the partition of the INPQ is determined
by the degree of indeterminacy of the evidence also derives the fact that INPQs are questions
about the contextual evidence (see Section 2.4). Answers to them settle the interpretation of the
evidence. The relation between indeterminate contextual evidence, INPQs and the answers to
them also captures Romero & Han’s observation that INPQs help manage the common ground,
but in a different way. Under the perspective developed here, INPQs help reduce indeterminacy
about what exactly the contextual evidence contributes to the common ground. Section 4 will
show how a proposal along these lines can be cashed out in a formal way.

5This kind of example is not equally acceptable to all speakers. Some find it infelicitous, others unexceptional.
I don’t understand the cause of this variability.
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The observations so far do not provide an account of the content of the epistemic bias. A
possible explanation for epistemic bias towards yes-answers in INPQs is that a speaker who is
already inclined towards a no-answer would have no reason to probe the available evidence any
further. This is essentially saying that speakers are only ever interested in resolving indetermi-
nacy if the contextual evidence contradicts what they expect. It seems, however, that a naturally
suspicious questioner should be able to question evidence even in this context. Similarly, in a
discourse situation where there are high stakes, for example in a courtroom, such questioning
should be possible.

Another hypothesis could be that INPQs always aim to undermine or weaken the contextual
evidence. After all, in most of the examples so far, a yes-answer to the INPQ meant that the ad-
dressee of the INPQ would have to weaken their original claim. In (1) for example, a yes-answer
by Kathleen would entail that her original assertion was in some sense too strong. Example
(18) is evidence that such an explanation does not hold in general. A yes-answer by Peter would
mean that his original assertion was too weak, that the stronger assertion that John and Mary are
not coming was warranted. It seems then that the content of the epistemic bias does not follow
from aspects of the discourse context, and remains to be explained by other factors.

4. Modeling indeterminacy

The preceding section established that INPQs are sensitive to indeterminacy of the contextual
evidence. This section develops a way of capturing the influence of indeterminacy on the con-
text that will allow an account of the relation between indeterminacy and questionability. The
account builds on the proposal by von Fintel & Gillies (2008).

von Fintel & Gillies (2008) develop an account of epistemic modals that relies heavily on
indeterminacy and accounts for some phenomena that find parallels in the domain of INPQs.
I will briefly outline the central problem von Fintel & Gillies address and the solution they
propose. It should be stressed from the outset that I am not trying to extend or validate von von
Fintel & Gillies’ account of epistemic modals. Instead, I will make use of their account of the
impact of indeterminacy on the context to capture aspects of a different phenomenon, INPQs.

The problem that von Fintel & Gillies (2008) address is whose epistemic state contributes to
the modal base of might in the different responses to the assertion in (19a). The two prominent
possibilities are just Alex’s and Alex’s as well as Billy’s.

(19) Alex is aiding Billy in the search for her keys:
a. Alex: You might have left them in the car.
b. Billy: You’re right. Let me check.
c. Billy: No, I still had them when we came into the house.

(von Fintel & Gillies 2008:11-12, composite of their (18)-(20))

If only Alex’ epistemic state were relevant for determining the modal base of Alex’ assertion,
both of Billy’s responses, (19b) and (19c), would be assertions about Alex’ epistemic state. He
would be asserting or denying that there is a world in Alex’ epistemic state where the keys are in
the car. This is implausible, as Billy has little justification to deny or assert that Alex considers
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some state of affairs possible. If on the other hand both Alex and Billy’s epistemic states are
relevant for the modal base of might, Alex’ initial assertion would be about Bill’s epistemic
state, creating the same problem.

The solution von Fintel and Gillies suggest is that (19a) proffers that it is compatible with
the epistemic state of some group of people that the keys are in the car. In effect, Alex does
not introduce a single proposition into the discourse, but several, each differentiated from the
others by a different choice for the group of people that are relevant for determining the modal
base of might. When using an epistemic modal statement that introduces such a multiplicity of
propositions, a speaker, von Fintel and Gillies argue, has to be able to felicitously assert at least
one of them. Alex’ contribution in (19) can then be represented as in (20a) as a set of meanings
that differ by whose epistemic states contributes to the the modal base of might.

(20) Alex is aiding Billy in the search for her keys:
a. Alex: You might have left them in the car.

=


might(Alex)[leave(Billy, keys, in(car))]

might(Alex+Billy)[leave(Billy, keys, in(car))]
...


b. Billy: You’re right. Let me check.
c. Billy: No, I still had them when we came into the house.

Both of Billy’s responses above take issue with the Alex+Billy-reading; b. asserts it, c. denies
it. Which of the proffered propositions Alex is committed to is open when she utters (20a), but
we have seen above that it would be unusual if she actually intended the proposition that Billy
reacts to. Despite this misalignment between Alex’ likely intent and the proposition that Billy’s
utterances in (20b) and (20c) take up, the discourse is fully coherent.

I will take over from von Fintel and Gillies the idea that underdetermined assertions introduce
a set of propositions into the discourse that other discourse participants can take up.

The following subsections lay out in detail how this idea can be worked out for pragmatic
slack (Section 4.1), implicit domain restriction (Section 4.2) and cases like (18) where indeter-
minacy arises from factors outside linguistic form (Section 4.3).

4.1. Pragmatic slack

This section builds on Lasersohn’s (1999) proposal about pragmatic slack, which also uses
multiple propositions to model indeterminacy about what exactly has been asserted. To capture
the fact that it is commonly possible to assert things that aren’t strictly true, but close enough to
true for the purposes of the conversation, Lasersohn proposes that denotations are assigned sets
of objects of the same type that differ from the denotation in pragmatically irrelevant respects.
This set is called the pragmatic halo of the denotation. In the case of propositions, the denotation
determines the conditions under which they are strictly speaking true, and the context assigns
a halo which determines the range of conditions under which the denotation isn’t strictly true,
but close enough for the purposes of the conversation to be acceptable. The elements of a halo
are centered around the true denotation in that they all true when it is true. Pragmatic halos of
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complex expressions are derived compositionally by associating each basic expression with a
halo and then composing the halo of the complex expression from the halos of its parts. Since
I will only be concerned with propositions here, I gloss over this part of Lasesohn’s account.
Slack regulators like absolutely, perfectly or exactly reduce the degree to which the members of
the halo can diverge from the denotation.

Pragmatic halos provide an account of INPQs in contexts like (12), repeated below in abbre-
viated form, as follows.

(12′) A and B are trying to get seats in a lecture hall.

A: It’s full.

B: Aren’t there any seats left in the front?

The general idea is that the multiple propositions in a halo are accessible in the discourse and
can be taken up by interlocutors by using INPQs. The fact that the halo consists of multiple
different propositions allows INPQs to determine partitions.

For example (12), this looks as follows. For the context in (12), the scenarios in (21) might
be relevant. A’s assertion that It’s full rules out scenarios like w5 under any reasonable halo for
that sentence, but might allow w1 -w4 . w1 is the strictly true denotation. It’s full could then be
assigned the halo in (22). The fact that w1 is an element in all propositions in the halo follows
from the fact that halos are centered around the true denotation.

(21) w1 : No seats available at all anywhere.

w2 : Single seats available in dispreferred areas.

w3 : Single seats available in any area.

w4 : Adjacent seats available only in dispreferred seating areas.

w5 : Adjacent seats available in any area.

(22) Possible halo for It’s full in (12):
{w1}, {w1 , w2}, {w1 , w2 , w3}, {w1 , w2 , w3 , w4}

An assertion of It’s full with a halo like (22) leaves w1 , w2 , w3 and w4 as live possibilities.
The INPQ Aren’t there any seats left in the front? (where the front is a dispreferred seating area)
determines a partition over w1 vs w2 , w3 and w4 :

(23)
¬p p
w1 w2 , w3 , w4

The ¬p cell takes up one of the propositions in the halo of It’s full in (22), the true denotation.
As in (19), the queried proposition, w1 , is unlikely to have been intended by A, but taking it up
does not cause disruption to the flow of discourse. Both yes- and no-answers reduce the number
of worlds in the common ground and thus narrow down the interpretation of the contextual
evidence. This derives the observations that INPQs are questions about the evidence.

The space of worlds partitioned by the question is determined by the amount of pragmatic
slack in the interpretation of the contextual evidence. Without slack, there would only be a single
world left, w1 , and the question partition would not distinguish between different possibilities.
Slack reducers like absolutely have exactly this effect of reducing the halo to just {w1}. The
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issue of whether there are seats is resolved, an INPQ has no worlds to partition. The speakers
who accept (12b) might allow the halo of absolutely full to contain {w1 , w2}, which allows
the partition of the INPQ to distinguish different possibilities. This derives the observation that
INPQs are dependent on contextual indeterminacy and captures the effect of slack reducers.

There is one important way in which the treatment of halos here differs from Lasersohn’s.
Lasersohn argues that the alternatives inside a halo are pragmatically indistinguishable from
the true denotation. For the proposal here, it is important that INPQs differentiate between the
propositions in the halo. They are thus anything but pragmatically indistinguishable to the ques-
tioner. This tension can be resolved by assuming that discourse participants assign pragmatic
slack based on their estimates of their interlocutors goals, trustworthiness and other factors (for
a similar argument that assumptions about knowledgeability affect the computation of scalar
implicatures see van Rooij & Schulz 2004). Two interlocutors in the same context can then al-
low different amounts of slack depending on their goals and beliefs. Exchanges like (12) can
now be understood as involving a recalibration between A and B about what they consider ac-
ceptable seating options. B might suspect that A is treating dispreferred seating options (like
the front row) as equivalent to no seating option. The INPQ is fielded to establish whether that
is indeed the case. This characterization fits with the observation that INPQs in (12)/(13) have
to be more specific than the contextual evidence.6 This can be done with an NPI like any or
the PP in the front. Without either, Aren’t there seats left? is odd in (12). This need for greater
specifcity can be understood as a need to overtly signal that some readjustment is necessary
about what goals of the interlocutors are.

This section has shown how (i) a partition semantics for questions, (ii) von Fintel & Gillies’s
proposal about indeterminacy and its resolution, and (iii) Lasersohn’s proposal about pragmatic
halos can work together (almost) off the shelf to provide an account of the facts that INPQs
are questions about the evidence and sensitive to indeterminacy. The next section shows how
the account extends to cases where pragmatic halos cannot be invoked to generate multiple
propositions to take up.

4.2. Implicit domain restriction

The main difference between this and the last section is in how the multiple propositions that
INPQs differentiate between are generated. While the specifics differ, there is a general simi-
larity in that indeterminacy about what is at issue in a context gives rise to multiple ways of
interpreting the contextual evidence.

An account of how indeterminacy about the contextual evidence gives rise to the presence
of multiple propositions can be built around Kaplan’s (1978) distinction between character
and content. The character is a function that maps contexts into contents, where contents are
propositions. Adapting Kaplan’s notation a little, one can represent the context as a parameter
of the interpretation function: J·Kc . The character of a formula φ, can then be represented by
abstraction over this parameter: λc.JφKc . The content of φ in a particular context ci is JφKci .
Kaplan introduces the character/content-distinction to capture the context dependence of deictic

6I thank Peter Svenonius for pointing this out.



When to Ask an Inner Negation Polar Question 15

expressions such as here, now or I. To assign different interpretations to these deictica depending
on the identity of the speaker, and the time and place of the utterance, the context parameter
includes an agent (the speaker of a sentence), a time, a position and a world. Interpreting the
character of a formula that contains deictic expressions with respect to different contexts yields
different contents.

The mapping from character to content gives rise to multiple propositions when there is
uncertainty about the properties of the context. In (1), Bob might be uncertain about what kinds
of restaurants are under discussion, in (18), Paul might be unclear about whether John’s absence
implies Mary’s absence. Resolving contextual parameters in different ways and using them to
map characters to contents gives rise to a structure similar to (20a).

Implicit domain restriction has been argued (e.g. von Fintel (1994), Stanley (2000), Stanley
& Szabó (2000)) to happen via covert variables inside quantifier phrases, and that these vari-
ables can be interpreted deictically. That is, they fall into the same category as those aspects of
interpretation that become fixed in the mapping from character to content. The context will need
to contain more information that an agent, time, position and world to assign interpretations to
domain restriction variables, but since the focus of this paper is not on the nature of domain
restriction, I leave these issues aside.

For illustration, consider example (24) with the domains in (25) for no one. A could enter-
tain three different choices for the domain of no one: people that were especially invited, the
neighbors, all of the above plus the usual suspects. Depending on which restriction for no one
is chosen, B is taken to introduce different propositions into the discourse, which may in turn
have different truth values.

(24) B had a party last night. A couldn’t come and has not heard from anyone how the party
went. A and B meet for the first time since the party.

A: How did the party go?
B: Oh, horrible! No one came!
A: Really?! Didn’t anyone show up?

(25) a. { x | x is a invited guest}
b. { x | x is a invited guest or neighbor}
c. { x | x is a invited guest or neighbor or pathological partygoer}

Let’s limit our attention to the domains in (25) and how they end up restricting the domain of
no one. As for notation, take JφKc[v 7→{a,b,c}] to mean the set of possible worlds that make φ true
when the variable v that is assigned its meaning by the context is interpreted as the set {a, b,
c}. During the discussion of (24), I will refer to the domain restriction variable on no one as
ρ. In formulae, the contribution of a domain restriction variable v on an existential quantifier is
represented as ∃x ∈ v[...]. We can then represent B’s contribution in (24) as the set in (26).

(26)


J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show-up(x)]Kc[ρ 7→(25 a)],
J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show-up(x)]Kc[ρ 7→(25b)],
J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show-up(x)]Kc[ρ 7→(25 c)]


In Kaplanian terms, the set in (26) is the set of contents that the character λc.J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show−
up(x)]Kc can be mapped to in a context that allows the domain restrictions in (25) for no one.
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The effect of indeterminacy under this conception is that discourse contributions can be resolved
in multiple ways and introduce multiple propositions with potentially different truth values.
Analogous to a speaker having to be able to assert one of the propositions that she proffers
using an epistemic modal, in the face of an underdetermined assertion like (26), an addressee
would assume that the speaker is able to assert at least one of these different propositions. The
purpose of the INPQ is to find out which one that is.

w1 w2 w3 w4 w5 w6 w7 w8

show-up(in crowd) 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0
show-up(neighbors) 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
show-up(p-p-g) 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0

(a) The context prior to (26)

w1 w2 w3 w4 w5 w6 w7 w8

show-up(in crowd) 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0
show-up(neighbors) 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
show-up(p-p-g) 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0

(b) J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show-up(x)]Kc[ρ 7→(25a)]

w1 w2 w3 w4 w5 w6 w7 w8

show-up(in crowd) 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0
show-up(neighbors) 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
show-up(p-p-g) 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0

(c) J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show-up(x)]Kc[ρ 7→(25b)]

w1 w2 w3 w4 w5 w6 w7 w8

show-up(in crowd) 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 0
show-up(neighbors) 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
show-up(p-p-g) 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0

(d) J¬∃x ∈ ρ[show-up(x)]Kc[ρ 7→(25 c)]

Table 2: The propositions in (26) and the prior context.

The figures in Table 2 illustrates in more detail what is happening in (26). Let’s assume
that the context of (24) prior to B’s utterance is as in Table 2(a). World w1 is where all three
groups of people (invited guests, neighbors, pathological party goers) showed up, w2 where
only neighbors and pathological party goers did, w8 is where the host was there alone and
so on. All combinations of people showing up or not showing up are live possibilities. The
different choices of domains in (25) for interpreting the the character of B’s utterance in (24)
eliminate different sets of worlds from this initial state. Choosing the smallest domain, (25a.),
results in the elimination of all worlds where the invited guests showed up. This is shown in
Table 2(b) (shading indicates that a world is no longer a possibility). Choices of successively
larger domains result in the elimination of more worlds, as can be seen in in 2(c) and 2(d). The
set of propositions in (26) is the set containing 2(b)-(d) and could alternatively be represented
as in (27), using the worlds from Table 2.
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(27)
Tab. 2(b):


{w2 , w3 , w6 , w8},
{w3 , w8},
{w8}

Tab. 2(c):
Tab. 2(d):

While all of the members of (27) exclude the worlds where the in-crowd showed up (i.e. w1 ,
w4 , w5 , w7 ), they vary with respect to whether anyone else did, that is whether w2 , w3 , w6 are
excluded or not. The issues whether the neighbors or the pathological party goers showed up
are still open to questioning. w8 , complete failure of the party, is a possibility under all of these
choices.

What is the effect of A’s INPQ in a context where the propositions in (27) are available?
Assume that A’s INPQ in (24) is interpreted with respect to the domain in (25c).7 Assuming a
partition semantics for questions, the resulting question meaning is a partition between worlds
where no one at all came (Table 2(d)) and worlds where at least someone did. This is shown in
(28).

(28) Partition of Didn’t anyone show up? in (24):
¬p p
w8 w2 , w3 , w6

The ¬p-cell of the partition identifies one of the propositions in (27): {w8}. The p-cell contains
three worlds which entail other propositions in (27). Both a yes- or a no-answer to the INPQ

would consequently reduce the amount of indeterminacy in the context. A no-answer reduces
(26) to a single proposition, it is in a sense the most informative answer. A yes-answer reduces
indeterminacy, for one thing, by ruling out 2(d) and by the same token also causes a refinement
of 2(b) and 2(c). Both of these propositions have to be updated to exclude w8 . Importantly,
the INPQ can only determine a partition because the different proposition in (27) are still live
possibilities. If the issue of who showed up was already settled to any one of the worlds shown
in the columns of Table 2, the question would not determine a partition.

Similar to the responses to assertions containing might in (20), the proposition taken up in
the INPQ in (24)/(28), no one at all came, is probably not the one intended by A. Most likely
they did not mean to say that they were literally sitting there alone. Just like with modals in (19)
and pragmatic slack in (12), this misalignment between the likely intent of the assertion and the
proposition that is taken up does not cause a disruption of the flow of discourse.

Despite the difference in how the multiple propositions taken up by the INPQ are generated,
the account of how INPQs are questions about the evidence and why they are sensitive to inde-
terminacy is exactly parallel to the example in the previous section involving pragmatic slack.
The next section will extend this general architecture to yet another case of indeterminacy.

4.3. Indeterminacy and standards of justification

The accounts in Sections 4.1 and 4.2 of how indeterminacy arises rely heavily on the fact that
there is are pieces of linguistic form that allow multiple interpretations. Example (18), repeated

7Nothing hinges on this, but it seems like a plausible choice in the presence of any. Using the restriction in
(25b) works as well and seems possible when a is used instead of any.
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below, introduced a context where this was not plausibly the case. In this Section, I will show
the account developed above extends to this kind of indeterminacy.

(18) Peter is planning a trip to which he invited among other people Paul, John and Mary.
John and Mary are a couple. They go everywhere together. Whenever one shows up the
other does too. Paul wants to go on the trip with Peter and he hates both John and Mary.
Peter: John isn’t coming on the trip.
Paul: Hurra! Isn’t Mary coming either? That would be the best!

The indeterminacy here arises from the potential conclusion that Mary isn’t coming, given that
(i) John and Mary go everywhere together, and (ii) John isn’t coming. Put differently, the in-
determinacy is about whether some piece of information warrants some inference. Barker &
Taranto (2002) and Barker (2006) develop a notion of degrees of justification that provides an
account of the indeterminacy in (18) in the terms of the preceding section.

Barker & Taranto (2002) and Barker (2006) discuss clarity-assertions like (29). Clarity-
assertions raise the following issue: if it is clear that Abby is a doctor, why can you still assert
(29), given that assertions of obvious things are usually odd?

(29) It is clear that Abby is a doctor.

Barker (2006) gives an account in terms of an epistemic notion of vagueness based on uncer-
tainty about which worlds are in the common ground and which are not. Once the content of the
common ground is uncertain, it also becomes uncertain what the common ground entails. To
bridle this uncertainty, Barker & Taranto introduce the notion of degrees of justification. Inter-
locutors tacitly establish standards for when a body of evidence is good enough to assume that
a proposition is true or false for the purposes of the current conversation. These standards vary
from context to context. When negotiating a court case, standards for what counts as sufficient
to allow an inference will be higher than when people are just bantering. Under this view, what
is asserted in (29) is that, given the available evidence, the proposition Abby is a doctor counts as
clear given the standard of justification in this context, where clear describes a relation between
a proposition and some point or interval on the scale of standards of justification.

Standards of justification are treated like contextual standards of gradable adjectives: (i) they
are context dependent and (ii) vague. Barker (2002) argues that the contextual standards for
gradable adjectives are part of the discourse context. Barker & Taranto assume the same for
standards of justification.8 Just like contextual standards of adjectives, standards of justification
are vague. In any given context, one cannot usually determine the exact cutoff point where
someone or something starts counting as tall or expensive. Between the clear talls and non-talls,
there is an area where people are less certain. The same holds for standards of justification:
seeing Abby orchestrate nurses in a hospital and undertake examinations on patients will usually
suffice to make someone endorse (29), just seeing her in a lab coat with a stethoscope may or
may not be enough to endorse (29).

8Kennedy (2007) argues against a treatment of standards of comparison as indexes on contexts. Instead, he
proposes a treatment in the same terms as covert domain restriction, elaborating the proposal in Stanley (2002).
If standards of justification were analyzed in this way, the analysis here would still cover examples like (18).
Standards of justification could be treated in the same way as domain restriction variables on quantifiers.
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Once vague, context dependent standards of justification are adopted, (18) can be reined in
with the picture of indeterminacy developed earlier. The indeterminacy in (18) is about whether,
given the current standard of justification, the information that John isn’t coming allows us
to conclude that Mary isn’t coming, given that they usually go everywhere together. Under
lenient standards of justification, the fact that John isn’t coming is sufficient for assuming that
Mary isn’t coming either. Under stricter standards, this will be insufficient grounds for making
this assumption. Since the standard of justification is part of the context c, different choices
of c yield contents for λc.JJohn isn’t coming on the tripKc that either do or do not support the
conclusion that Mary isn’t coming. Once this mechanism is in place, it provides contexts where
the propositions underlying INPQs are indeterminate and can be felicitously questioned.

4.4. Interim Conclusion

This section presented an account of the two empirical observations presented in the previous
section, that INPQs are questions about the contextual evidence and are sensitive to indeter-
minacy about the contextual evidence. The backbone of the account is the assumption that
indeterminacy can be represented by the presence of multiple propositions that can be taken up
by INPQs. These multiple propositions provide a space of worlds that can INPQs can determine
partitions over. This core of the account remains constant across different ways of how these
multiple propositions are introduced into the common ground, via pragmatic halos or a one to
many mapping from characters to contents. Another important result is that the observations
from the previous section can be captured by assuming a simple partition semantics for INPQs.
This will become relevant in the net section where I discuss how the work here relates to that of
Romero & Han (2004).

5. Romero & Han (2004)

Romero & Han (2004) develop an account of NPQs that encompasses not only both INPQs and
ONPQs, but also extends to questions with epistemic adverbs and emphatic stress. I will limit
my discussion to the core aspects of their account of Ladd’s ambiguity and bias.

Romero & Han’s central proposal for NPQs with fronted negation is that the fronting of
negation contributes the operator VERUM in (30) that turns NPQs into questions about degrees
of certainty.

(30) JVERUMiKgx/i = λp〈s,t〉.λw.∀w′ ∈Epix (w)[∀w′′ ∈ Convx (w
′)[p ∈ CGw ′′ ]

(Romero & Han 2004:627)

Roughly, ‘VERUM p’ means that in all epistemic alternatives to w for a contextually determined
individual x (in questions usually the addressee), all worlds where x reaches their conversational
goals have p in the common ground. Romero & Han call VERUM a discourse epistemic operator,
a modal operator about what is in the common ground. I will follow Romero & Han’s use of
FOR-SURE-CGx as an abbreviation for (30) in formulae.
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Ladd’s ambiguity is treated as a scope ambiguity between VERUM and negation, which in
turn gives rise to different question partitions for INPQs and ONPQs:

(31) INPQ: Didn’t Jane come either?
a. LF: [CP Q VERUM [ not [IP Jane is coming] either ]
b. Partition:

FOR-SURE-CGx¬p ¬FOR-SURE-CGx¬p
(Romero & Han 2004:635)

(32) ONPQ: Didn’t Jane come too?
a. LF: [CP Q not [ VERUM [IP Jane is coming too] ] ]
b. Partition:
¬FOR-SURE-CGxp FOR-SURE-CGxp

(Romero & Han 2004:636-7)

In INPQs, negation takes scope under VERUM, which gives rise to a partition between worlds
where x is absolutely sure that ¬p is in the common ground, versus those where they are less
than absolutely sure that ¬p is in the common ground. In ONPQs on the other hand, negation
takes scope above VERUM. When calculating the question partition, the law of double negation
has the effect of letting the negation ‘disappear’. The resulting partition is between worlds where
x is absolutely sure that p is in the common ground vs those where they are less than absolutely
sure. The observation that INPQs and ONPQs ask about different propositions follows from the
scope of VERUM: INPQs are about a negated proposition, ONPQs about a non-negated one.

The fact that VERUM quantifies over worlds in the common ground makes questions con-
taining it determine partitions different from normal polar questions and those containing ex-
pressions of epistemic certainty such as be sure, be certain or must. Romero and Han note that
the partitions determined by VERUM-questions are unbalanced in the sense that one cell of the
partition corresponds to an extremal point on the scale of certainty, absolute certainty, while the
other cell corresponds to all other degrees of certainty. This imbalance feeds their account for
why VERUM-questions are biased.

Bias arises from the interaction of pragmatic principles and the semantics of VERUM-questions.
The pragmatic part of their account has two parts. The first is a small theory of conversational
moves. One kind of move is assertion. An assertion of p is an instruction to add p to the com-
mon ground. Assertions are governed by Grice’s maxim of quality. The second kind of move
is questioning a move. That is questioning whether a proposition should be introduced into
the common ground. This second kind of move is called a meta-conversational move, and it is
governed by the economy principle in (33).

(33) Principle of Economy: Do not use a meta-conversational move unless necessary (to re-
solve epistemic conflict or to ensure Quality). (Romero & Han 2004:629)

VERUM-questions are considered meta-conversational moves. The motivation for this assump-
tion comes from the fact that they determine unbalanced partitions. Romero and Han suggest
that when a questioner is unbiased with respect to a proposition p, they have no reason to ques-
tion an assertion of p, since there is no conflict between their beliefs and the assertion that could
interfere with the maxim of quality. Only when someone has previous beliefs about p, and these
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beliefs are contradicted by an assertion of p, are they in a position to make a meta-conversational
move, since there is a possibility of conflict with the maxim of quality.

The second part of the pragmatics is the notion of intent of a question. This is the intuition
mentioned in Section 2.1 that the form of the question is determined by what issue the speaker
is trying to resolve. Specifically, Romero & Han assume that the cell of the partition that is
pronounced corresponds to the issue that a questioner is trying to resolve. In the partitions in
(31) and (32), the left cells are pronounced.

Together, the semantics of the partitions and the pragmatics account for epistemic bias as
follows. An INPQ asks whether an addressee is absolutely certain that ¬p is true. In keeping
with (33), this is only licit if the addressee is committed to ¬p and the speaker believes p.
This accounts for the positive epistemic implicature as well as the fact that INPQs are about a
proposition that the addressee is committed to. In ONPQs on the other hand, the issue that the
questioner is concerned with is resolving whether there is less than absolute certainty about p
or whether there is doubt about p. The reasoning about the epistemic implicature is analogous
to the one about INPQs.

Imbalance in a partition. One aspect of the VERUM-account that I will take issue with here is
the assumption that what makes I/ONPQs metaconversational is that they determine unbalanced
partitions. I will show that unbalanced partitions can be found in questions without VERUM too,
and these questions are neither metaconversational nor biased.

What makes a partition unbalanced according to Romero & Han is that one cell corresponds
to an extremal point on a scale, while the other comprises to all other points on the scale. This
situation can also be found in questions containing gradable adjectives like straight, dangerous
or certain. Kennedy & McNally (2005) argue that gradable predicates can be distinguished by
the structure of the scales that are related to. These scales are either open, measures on them can
in principle extend into infinity, or closed, there are maximal or minimal values on the scale.
Whether and where the scale of a predicate is closed can be diagnosed with adverbs that refer
to terminal degrees like completely or fully which only modify adjectives that are associated
with the closed end of a scale. To show both ends of the scale, Kennedy and McNally use pairs
of predicates that use the same scale but are polar opposites. Combining straight, dangerous
and certain, and their polar opposites bent, safe and uncertain with fully/completely yields the
following pattern:

(34) a. The rod was fully {??bent / straight}.
b. This jump is completely {safe / ??dangerous}
c. The outcome is fully {certain / ?? uncertain}.

The examples show that straight/bent use a scale that has a minimal degree denoted by straight,
but no maximal degree. Similarly, safe/dangerous and certain/uncertain use scales with max-
imal degrees, but no minimal ones. Questions containing these predicates like Is the jump
safe? or Is the rod straight? determine partitions that are unbalanced in the same way VERUM-
questions are. The p cell of the partition, the jump is safe/the rod is straight, refers to an extremal
degree on the scale, while the ¬p cell comprises all other degrees. Despite this, these questions
are neither biased, nor intuitively metaconversational.
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The same holds for the epistemic uses of certain. Certain uses a scale with a maximal degree
which certain associates with, as shown by (34c). The partition determined by Are you certain
about the outcome of the trial? again involves one cell that represents absolute certainty, and
another one that comprises all lesser degrees of certainty. The question is neither biased, nor
metaconversational. This observation extends even to cases that get very close to the meaning
of VERUM like (35).

(35) Are you certain that we should adopt this assumption?

The question overtly raises the issue of what to adopt into the common ground and should on
the whole be very similar to a VERUM-question. It is intuitively metaconversational in that it
makes explicit reference to the epistemic base under which the conversation should proceed,
but it is not biased in the way fronted negation NPQs are.

Closed scale adjectives are not the only case where we find unbalanced partitions in unbiased
questions. Polar questions with unstressed any are another case. For a question like Did anyone
come? with the partition ¬∃x.[come(x)] ∃x.[come(x)] , one could argue that the ¬p cell
marks an extremal point on a scale of numbers of visitors. In a context where only the number,
but not the identity of the visitors matters, say donors in a bloodbank, the p cell of the partition
comprises all worlds where there was a positive number of visitors, while the ¬p cell is the
extreme case of no visitors at all. This is a scale with a minimal, but no maximal element like
we saw with straight and bent. Again, the imbalance does not give rise to the pragmatic effects
we observed with fronted negation NPQs.

Taken together, the observations from scalar adjectives and any shed doubt on the useful-
ness of imbalance in a partition for explaining either bias or the metaconversational status of
questions.

VERUM and the answers to NPQs. A different challenge to the VERUM account is addressed
in Romero (2006:20): answers to fronted negation NPQs, as illustrated in (36), don’t contain
VERUM. Independent of whether (36a) is interpreted as an INPQ or ONPQ, that is whether ‘not’
in (36b) is interpreted above or below VERUM, the answer always addresses only the proposition
Mary visited Sue, excluding negation and VERUM. This is clearest in the no-answer, which is
not understood to mean it is not certain that Mary visited Sue.

(36) a. Q: Didn’t Mary visit Sue?
b. LF: [Q (not) VERUM (not) [Mary visited Sue]]
c. A: Yes (. . . , she did).
d. A’: No (. . . , she didn’t).

(Romero 2006:20)

Romero suggests that an explanation of this observation might be that VERUM does not con-
tribute to descriptive content, but to expressive content following work on discourse particles,
epistemic adverbs and parentheticals (e.g. Kratzer 1999; Potts 2005). The relevant parallel is
that seemingly like VERUM in (36), the contribution of, for example, parentheticals is not part
of replies to utterances containing them, as illustrated in (37).

(37) A: John, unfortunately, lost the election.
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S: That’s not true.⇒ ¬(John lost), *¬(it is unfortunate that John lost)
(Romero 2006:22)

If the contribution of VERUM is a form of expressive meaning, its absence from the answers in
(36) is expected. A problem that Romero notes with an expressive account of VERUM is that
expressive content is typically scopeless, and hence should not take narrow scope with respect
to the question operator. If VERUM didn’t contribute to descriptive content anymore and didn’t
shape the question partitions as in (31) and (32), the pragmatic side of the VERUM-account
would have to be reworked.

An expressive account of VERUM also raises empirical questions: the bias of ONPQs and the
expressive contribution of an element like damn (see Potts 2005, 2007) differ with respect to
their embedding properties. As shown in (38), negative polar questions do embed, and even
under embedding maintain some of their bias as well as their PI licensing properties. In (38a),
the negation fails to antilicense the PPI already.

(38) A: Fred really has a taste for challenging literature. I hear Mary was thinking of giving
him Finnegan’s Wake to read on his vacation.

B: So I heard. She hasn’t done it yet though.

a. She’s still wondering whether he hasn’t already read that damn book.
b. She’s still wondering whether he hasn’t read that damn book yet.

The bias and the expressive content are attributed to different people in these examples. Both
(38) a. and b. share the property of matrix NPQs that they give rise to an epistemic bias that the
positive proposition underlying the NPQ is true. The epistemic bias is about the beliefs of the
matrix subject Mary, not the speaker’s. The expressive content of damn on the other hand is
attributed to the speaker B, not Mary. This shows that the epistemic bias of NPQs and expressive
content differ in their embedding properties.

While the nature of the contribution of VERUM remains a research question, assuming that
it does not contribute to the descriptive content of NPQs fits with the main argument of this pa-
per. I argued for a treatment of INPQs as determining normal partitions and for the assumption
that their bias properties cannot be explained by pragmatics alone. An approach that assumes
that there is an additional operator in fronted negation NPQs contributing to a level of meaning
outside their descriptive content is consistent with this argument. It also avoids the problems of
attributing pragmatic effects to imbalance in partitions. Such an approach is also in line with
work on rhetorical questions such as Guerzoni (2004) or van Rooij (2003) where the rhetorical
quality of these questions is attributed to their presuppositions, rather than their descriptive con-
tent. Embedding contexts like (38) also provide a point of departure for a further investigation
of the special properties of fronted negation NPQs.

6. Conclusion

This paper developed an account of the relation between INPQs and the contextual evidence
the presence of which they are sensitive to. It was shown that INPQs are questions about the
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contextual evidence, and that their acceptability is dependent on indeterminacy about the con-
textual evidence. Indeterminate utterances were argued to introduce multiple propositions into
the context which can be taken up in replies to them. INPQs are such replies and their sensitivity
to indeterminacy was modeled in terms of the availability of semantic answers in a partition
semantics of polar questions.
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