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The Semantic Distinction between Chinese ma QQuestions
and A—not—A Questions

YUAN Mengxi and HARA Yurie

Abstract This study provides a semantic account for two groups of questions in Chinese:

ma questions which are marked by the sentenceinal particle ma and A-not-A
questions which generally end with a low boundary tone. Chinese ma questions are used in
both neutral and biased contexts whereas A-not-A questions are only felicitous in neutral
contexts. We account for the different contextual requirements imposed by the two types of
questions by proposing that Hamblin alternatives are used in different ways in these two
questions. Ma questions and A-not-A questions both indicate a Hamblin-set of propositions.
A-not-A questions additionally involve an assertion meaning where the content of the
assertion is the disjunction of all the propositions in the Hamblin-set. This assertion is
derived compositionally from the syntactic and prosodic features of A-not-A questions. This
assertion of the disjunction indicates the speaker “s claim that the context is neutral
regarding any possible answer and therefore A-not-A questions are infelicitous in a biased
context. In contrast ma questions lack this assertion meaning and can occur in both biased

and neutral contexts.
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