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Direc t  Wh-Questions :  Languag e an d Cognitio n 

Esther Pascual 
Universita t  Aut6nom a d e Barcelon a 
Departmen t  o f  Englis h -  Ediflc i  B 

08193-Bellaterr a (Barcelona )  Spai n 
jpasqua l  @ volcano.uab.e s 

The mai n goa l  o f  thi s wor k i s t o explor e whethe r  th e menta l 
spac e theor y (Fauconnie r  1985 )  ca n satisfactoril y  b e extende d 
t o a n accoun t  o f  wh-questions ,  on e o f  th e grea t  neglecte d 
subject s i n congnitiv e linguistics .  Fauconnier' s framewor k 
assumes tha t  sens e effect s aris e fro m th e menta l 
configuration s tha t  structure s permit ,  rathe r  tha n reflect . 
Moreover ,  th e vie w relie d o n her e accept s tha t 
communicatio n involve s th e creatio n o f  hierarchicall y relate d 
and interconnecte d cognitiv e domains .  Thes e d o no t  represen t 
objectiv e worlds .  The y ar e abstrac t  menta l  construct s o f 
potentia l  worlds ,  whic h ar e generall y se t  u p o n th e basi s o f 
genera l  scenario s o r  Idealize d Cognitiv e Model s (Lakof f 
1987 )  lik e th e worl d define d b y a  picture ,  a  worl d o f  fiction , 
tim e slices ,  hypothetical s o r  a  person' s belief s an d desires . 
Alternatively ,  menta l  space s ma y als o b e introduce d b y 
purel y grammatica l  notion s lik e quantificatio n (Fauconnie r 
1986 )  o r  tens e (Cutre r  1995) .  Grammatica l  notion s ar e 
generall y use d attache d t o som e menta l  reality ,  a s the y ar e 
interprete d relativ e t o it .  Nevertheless ,  the y d o no t  exis t 
inherend y i n conceive d situations ,  sinc e the y ar e introduce d 
vis-a-vi s linguisti c constraints .  Thus ,  grammatica l  structure s 
simultaneousl y se t  u p tw o domain s whic h ar e linke d bu t 
distinct :  (i )  a  grammatica l  space ,  an d (ii )  th e origi n spac e t o 
whic h tha t  spac e i s relevant . 

I t  i s  suggeste d her e tha t  wh-question s involv e a 
two-spac e configuration :  (i )  a n abstrac t  grammatica l  spac e 
and (ii )  a n origi n space .  Th e forme r  i s inhabitte d b y a  role , 
whic h i s linke d t o it s potentia l  value(s )  i n th e latter .  Th e 
questio n rol e i s understoo d i n term s o f  direc t  reference ,  rathe r 
tha n i n term s o f  function s (a s a  floatin g role) .  Thi s rol e i s a 
descriptio n define d b y particula r  propertie s (e.g .  'thing(s )  tha t 
yo u did '  i n 'Wha t  di d yo u do?') ,  whic h exten d t o th e 
correspondin g specifi c  -albei t  unassigned -  value(s )  i n th e 
origi n spac e (e.g .  'th e ver y thing(s )  tha t  yo u did') .  Th e rol e 
elemen t  i s  thu s wha t  w e coul d cal l  a  'photofit '  o f  it s 
corresponden t  mysteriou s value(s) ,  a s i t  i s  introduce d a s a 
guidelin e t o ge t  th e relevan t  value(s )  identified .  Thes e spac e 
element s represen t  th e tw o differen t  menta l  version s evoke d 
by wh-questions :  (i )  th e questione d referen t  a s th e questione r 
-a s questione r  o f  wh-questio n W H-  construe s it ;  an d (ii )  th e 
questione d referen t  a s th e questione r  -a s questione r  o f  wh -
questio n W H -  wishe s t o constru e it .  Thes e tw o menta l 
version s o f  a  singl e linguisti c referen t  ar e automaticall y 
evoke d b y wh-questions ,  regardles s o f  th e actua l  menta l  stat e 

of  questione r  an d potentia l  answerer(s) .  The y ar e menta l 
representation s triggere d b y a  particularlinguisti c structure , 
whic h ma y o r  ma y no t  reflec t  a  tru e stat e o f  mind .  Thi s 
notwithstanding ,  thei r  occurrenc e i s usuall y motivate d b y 
backgroun d knowledg e an d th e precedin g text-interna l  an d 
externa l  world .  Hence ,  thi s kin d o f  informatio n aid s t o 
elaborat e th e conceptua l  structur e o f  th e overal l  menta l 
configuration ,  an d thereb y model s it s elements . 

The classica l  role-valu e connectio n i s  claime d t o 
equall y appl y t o th e conceptualisation s o f  agent ,  patient , 
manner ,  means ,  time ,  locatio n an d reason .  The y ar e al l 
treate d a s discret e object s o f  thought ,  althoug h som e ma y 
refe r  t o abstrac t  untangibl e concepts .  The y ar e argue d t o b e 
conceivabl e i n term s o f  role s an d value s b y virtu e o f  a n 
ontologica l  metapho r  (Johnso n &  Lakof f  1980 )  whic h 
allow s on e t o constru e unbounde d concept s a s bounde d 
entities . 

The cognitiv e existenc e o f  questio n role s an d value s 
shows th e basi c presupposition s evoke d b y wh-questions :  (i ) 
a give n aspec t  o f  som e proposition ;  an d (ii )  th e ide a tha t  thi s 
aspec t  ca n b e furthe r  specified .  Th e connecto r  linkin g th e 
tw o space s i n wh-question s shoul d reflec t  thei r 
communicativ e function :  th e speaker' s asserte d reques t  t o ge t 
th e valu e instantiatin g th e rol e identified . 

Under  thi s analysis ,  semanticall y an d syntacticall y 
differen t  kind s o f  wh-question s appea r  unifie d unde r  a  basi c 
spac e configuration .  Mutati s mutandis ,  thi s configuratio n 
can als o b e satisfactoril y  extende d t o othe r  wh-construction s 
lik e what- a exclamatives ,  free-relative s an d relativ e clauses . 
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