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ASKING QUESTIONS IN HMONG AND OTHER SOUTHEAST ASIAN LANGUAGES
l 

Marybeth Clark 
Australian National University 

Many of the languages of mainland Southeast Asia share a similar devise for 

asking yes-no questions, that is, questions such as in (1) which request an affirma­

tive or negative response rather than other information. 

(1) Is she going to Chiang-Mai? 
Do you have any rice? 

(Yes, she is. or 
(Yes, I do. 

No, she isn't.) 
No, I don't.) 

Such questions in these languages tend to take the form of alternative propositions. 

That is, the verb put into question is stated in a positive proposition and then is 

opposed by a negative proposition of the same verb. One type of yes-no question in 

Standard (Mandarin) Chinese is an explicit example of -the notion of alternative 

propositions. The sentence in (2) has first a positive proposition of the verb yao, 
followed by a negative proposition, bu yao, of the same verb. 

(2) 
Chi 

Ta � bu � mai mI? 
3rd Person want not want buy rice 
'Does she want to-buy some rice?' 

(Ta)yao (mai). 
3P want buy 
'Yes, she does.' 

tra) bu yao (mai). 2 
3P not want buy 
'No, she doesn't.' 

As shown, the appropriate answer to such a question is the affirmation or negative 

assertion of the verb. 

Christian Bauer (p. c. ) says that it is possible to have a V-Neg-V question in 

the t�n language spoken in Thailand but not that spoken in Burma. He gives the 

examp 1 e i  n (3). with the pre-verbal nega t i ve hU? 

(3) Kl31jJ hu? khljJ? 
Man come Neg come 

'Are you coming, or not?' 

He states, however, that this form is "un-It>n" and is a recent grall1l1atical loan. 

Since this form is also un-Tai, perhaps it is borrowed from Tibeto-Burman Vi northern 

neighbors. 

This same form, V-not-V, is permissible in Hmong. The sentence in (4), from 

Lyman 1974:1B6, is a Green Hmong sentence. The sentence in (5) is a White Hmong 

sentence, as are most of the Hmong examples. 

(4) M mQa tShua nO tsi mQa? 
Hmg you have drug eat not have 

'Do you have any medicine?' 

(5) K8 mu tsl mu? 
Hmg you go not go 

'Are you going?' 

MU (naw) . 
go sure 
'Yes, I'm going.' 

Tsl. mu. 
not go 
'NO, I'm not going.' 

Again, the response is affirmation or negation of the verb in question. 

However, this form is not so cOll1l1On in Hmong. There is a strong preference 

for making a more explicit alternation by separating the positive and negative 

propositions with the alternative 'or', as in (6) and (7). 
(6) M mu 10 tsl mu? 

Hmg you go or not go 
'Are you going?' 

(7) Ne kho tau law? 10 tseng? tsl tau (kho)? 
Hmo vou2 repair able already � still not able repair 
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In fact, most of the languages in the area permit the use of a full explicit 

positive-negative alternation with the alternative 'or'. that is, V-or-not-V. 

where the verbs are identical, the 'or' is the customary 'or' in either-or questions 

(as in (8». and the 'not' is the customary negative used before the first verb in 

negative statements (as in (9». 

(8) KO mQa npl@ 10 kO mQa txhu? (Heimbach 1979:116) 
Hmg you have hulled rice or you have unhul led rice 

'Do you have hulled or unhulled rice?' 

(9) � neng plua tSl mQa datsi nO tsf mQa datsi hna. 
Hmg animate person poor not have what eat not have what wear 

'Poor people have nothing to eat and nothing to wear. ' 

(PXNNH: 37) 

In Hmong. the use of a full alternating V-or-not-V pattern is quite usual and 

does not imply particular emphasis. In most other languages. however. such a pat­

tern does have particular emphasis. In Vietnamese, as in (lO), the use of 'or' 

seems to emphasize the negative and create some expectancy of a negative response. 

Unlike Chinese and Hmong. the repeat of the verb is optional in Vietnamese. 

(10) Ch� muOn mua g�o hay khOng (muOn)? 
Vtn older sister want buy husked rice or not want 

'Do you, older sister, want to buy some rice � not?' 

Similarly. in Thai the V-or-not-V form carries negative emphasis (and is somewhat 

archaic. according to Anthony Diller (p.c.), who gave the example in (ll)). 

(11) Khun � rUIm � (�)? 'Are you going or not?' 
THai you (Polite) go or not go 

Hmong employs the V-or-not-V form in tag questions. in which case the two 

verbs are different. Vl-or-not-V2. and the second verb is usually tau 'able' which 

occurs with this meaning following other verbs (see (7) above and cf. Thai dAy and 

Vietnamese dU9t). An example is the sentence in (12). 

(12) KU mna rau kO law? 10 tsl tau? 
Hmg I hand to you already or not able 

'Did I give it to you already?' 

From the evidence presented here and below, it is apparent that the 

(Sbj)V-or-not-V pattern, so regularly used in Hmong for yes-no questions. repre­

sents an areal pattern. In fact� it may be an underlying historical pattern from 

which different languages have selected preferred versions. This becomes clearer 

from a comprehensive examination of yes-no question patterns in mainland Southeast 

Asia. The chart in Table 1 gives an overall view of V-or-not-V-type patterns used 

for yes-no questions in some mainland Southeast Asian languages, arranged by lang­

uage family. XX marks the more dominant patterns for given languages. More data 

to illustrate the various patterns follows. (AA = Austroasiatic. M-Y = Miao-Yao, 

S-T = Sino-Tibetan. St.Chinese = Standard (Mandarin) Chinese. T-8 = Tibeto-8urman.) 
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Tai 

AA 

M-Y 
5-T 

V or not V 
Thai X 
Lao X 
Black Tai ? 
Nung 
Vietnamese X 
Khmer X 
Chrau ? 
Hmong XX 
St. Chinese X 
Some T-B X 
* tone difference in not 
t an irregular negative-

V not V 

X 
XX 
XX? 

V or not V not V or 
X XX* XX 
? XX* 

XX 
X XX 
X XX 

X(NeQt) XXCNeQt) XX 
X XX 

X 

Table 1 Utilization of the V-or-not-V question pattern 

V V 

XX? 

The most common yes-no question form in Vietnamese is simply a statement of 
the verb in question followed by khOng 'not', with the negative expression of the 
verb merely implied by the presence of the preverbal negative. The use of 'not' 
in a straightforward negative sentence (not-V) is shown in the negative response 
to the yes-no question in (13) which takes the form V-not. 
(13) Ch!- bi6t dWng _d� khOng? BI�t. 

Vtn sister know road that not know 
'Do you know that road?' 'Yes, I know it.' 

Khang (bl�t). 
not know 
'No, I don't know it.' 

The use of V-not-V, as occurs in Chinese and Hmong, is not allowed in Vietnamese: 
(14) * Ch!- mucrn khang muon mua g�o? * ChI blat dWng d� khong blat? 

Vtn sis. want not want buy rice sis. know road that not know 
'Do you want to buy rice?' 'Do you know that road?' 

Vietnamese has another negative which functions in the same way as khong 'not'. 
That is chua 'not yet'. Examples of a negative statement with preverbal chua and a 
yes-no question with postverba1 chua are given in (15) and (16) respectively. 
(15) Anh ay dl chq chua va. 

Vtn older brother that go market not yet return 
'He went to the market and hasn't returned yet.' 

(16) Anh ay d8 :xi nhe�? 
Vtn brother that Past return house not yet 

'Has he returned home yet?' 

The form V-not-V is also disallowed in the Tai languages, whose yes-no ques­
tions may, like Vietnamese, take· the form V-not. When the form V-not is used in 
Lao, the negative undergoes a tone change. In (17) the negative b5� (mid tone) 
is used in a straightforward negative sentence. 
(17) Lilaw b5� si E!.'L LuaTJ PhiibaalJ. 

Lao 3P not Future go Luang prabang 
'She's not going to go to Luang Prabang. 

In a yes-no question, as in (18) , the tone is usually low tone. 
(18) Laaw si E!.'L LuaTJ PhabaaTJ b��? B3� Pa.Y. 

Lao 3P Future go Luang Prabang not not go 
'Is she going to go to Luang Prabang? 'No, she's not going.' 
In Central (Bangkok) Thai, a similar tone change seems to have become lexical-
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negative, to be written differently in the script, in accordance with the differen 
pronunciation. In a negative sentence, may (always falling tone) is used: 
(19) Khaw (ca) ma" smw khlaw(-saan). 'They're not going to buy rice.' 
Thai 3P Future not buy (milled) rice (Anthony Diller, p. c.) 
In a yes-no question, as in (20) . the tone of the postverbal question negative in 
normal speech is high tone. (Slow or spelling pronunciation is rising tone: miy.) 
(20) Khaw (ca) � khlaw(-saan) m�? 'Are they going to buy rice?' 
Thai 3P Future buy (milled)rice not (Anthony Diller, p. c.) 

Most gralllllarians (e.g. Noss 1964. Vichin 1970) treat m&'y and ma,y as two distinct 
lexical items. negative and question word/particle. However, there are strong 
arguments for considering the question word to be related to the preverbal negative 
in both Thai and Lao. First, although Thai may/m� and Lao b3�/b�� are clearly 
not cognates. a similar type tone difference occurs in identical functions, sug­
gesting that the tone difference is gralllllatica11y conditioned, probably by intona­
tional factors. Furthermore. other Thai dialects and Tai languages do not have a 
tone difference between the preverbal negative and the postverbal question negative. 
Example sentences from Songkhla, a Southern Thai dialect, (given by Anthony Diller, 
p.c. ) ,  Nung (from Saul & Wilson 1980: 47 & 116) , and Black Tai (from Fippinger 1975: 
151 & 157) illustrate the use of the same word for both negative and question "parti­
cle" in each case. 
(21) Kiiu may hen ki.Y. 
50ng- I not see chicken 
khla 'I don't see the chicken.' 
(22) 

, CAU s� chOng mi hlhn muhn. 
Nung I also then not see 3P 

(23) P� k� h�ht &1m han mi? 
Nung mAn old make Clsf house not 
(24) • • •  bau2 milt SAIJI kA: It lY1llI. 
Black not exist anything at All 
Tai 'There's nothing there at all. , 

ttBlJ hen ki.Y mii�? 
you see chicken not 

• 'Do you see the chicken?' 
'I also didn't see him.' 

'Is uncle building a house?' 

Hail tuk2 hEI bau2? 
go cast net not 
'Have you gone fishing?' 

In Chrau. a South Bahnaric Mountain Mon-Khmer language of Viet-Nam, one of 
several postverbal question words is also a negative. Thus, the yes-no question 
in (25) , from Dorothy Thomas 1978: 282, has the V-not form. 
(25) pep oh let camvUm inh nhM � dang? 
Chrau sibling hear word I speak right no 

'Don't you think that's right (what I say)?' 
The V-not question form in Khmer is somewhat different in that the negative 

that occurs postverbally in yes-no questions never occurs before the verb. It does, 
however, occur in straightforward negative sentences, still after the verb and 
accompanying another negative which occurs before the verb. The sentence in (26) , 
from Huffman 1970: 23, is a negative sentence with the preverbal negative m*n and 
the postverbal negative tee. Neang Y�n (p.c.) suggests that the presence of tee 

implies a response, i. e. 'No, I don't want any coffee.' 
(26) Kflom min traw-kaa kafei tee. 
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The preverbal negative min does not occur in yes-no questions. This is consistent 
with the alternating proposition hypothesis. In this hypothesis the first verb 
should be positive and, in Khmer, the already postverbal negative tee serves to 
present a negative proposition of the verb in a V-Neg form ( Huffman 1970:150): 
(27) Kfiom kcay makuu mook baan tee? 'Could I borrow a pair?' 
Khm I borrow one pair hither able Neg 
Huffman (1970:24) states that tee always "has a connotation of negation". 

Those lang
,
uages which use a V-not pattern also employ this pattern as a tag 

question; The verb in this case is a stative verb meaning ' correct, true' or one 
meaning ' be able' and the tag question implies the expectation of verification of 
the statement being tagged. This use is shown by the Chrau sentence in (25) above and 
the Nung sentence in (28) from Saul & Wilson 1980:117, both using ' true not?' . 
(28) Po? k� h�ht a'hn han � ml? (Cf. (24).) 
Nung man old make C1SL house true not 

'Uncle is making a house, isn't that true? ' 
The Khmer sentence in (27) above and the Vietnamese one in (29) use ' able not?' as 
a tag. ( The sentence in (29). with a pause, contrasts with aauntagged sentence of 
the same form but withQut a pause, meaning ' Are you able to read this letter?'.) 
(29) Chj dc;>c bUt thO' n�y, dLIQ'C khong? 

Vtn sister read sheet letter this ab�e not 
'Would you read this letter? ' 

In Central Khmer, Central Thai, and southern Hmong ( at least) , yes-no questions 
can use Simply the alternative 'or' to suggest a negative proposition of the verb: 
(30) LuaQ kuaQ (niw) kanlaeQ nih rii? (Huffman 1970:230) 
Khm king reside(Royal) in place this or 

'Does the king reside here?' 
(31) �w � talaat rmm? (Anthony Diller, p.c.) 
Thai 3P go market ox' 

'So they're going to the market, eh?' 
(32) KO mQa npl@ lo? '00 you have any rice?' (lyman 1974:162) 
Hmg you have rice � 
This form is not possible in other Tai languages nor in Northern Khmer (David Thomas, 
p.c.) and apparently not in other Mon-Khmer languages. Nor does the V-or form occur 
in Vietnamese or Chinese. It is.interesting to speculate on the origin of this fona 

In Nasu, a verb-final Vi Tibeto-Burman language, yes-no questions can be asked 
in the V-not-V pattern, as in Chinese and Hmong. 
(33) Na vi le rna le? 
Nasu you elder sister come Neg come 

'Is your elder sistegboming or not?' 

( T' sou n.d. ) 

What is interesting in this verb-final language is that, according to T'sou, a yes-no 
question may be asked with only a dup'lication of the verb and no explicit expression 
of negation or alternation, as shown in (34), from T' sou n.d. 
(34) A p'i na sa ti mu na na? 
Nasu mother-in-la� you sweet fruit want want 
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This is also true in Sani, another verb-final Yi language, as shown in (35). 
(35) Na ce sl so so? (T'sou fl.d.) 
Sani you Chinese language learn learn 

'Are you learning Chinese?' 

T'sou (n.d. ) also gives an example from Nasu of a V-or-not-V form of question: 
(36) Na dzu bu no ma bu? 

Nasu you eat full Or Neg full 
'Have you eaten fully or not?' 

He further suggests that the V-Neg-V and V-V patterns, as well as the V-Neg pat­
terns of other languages, are derivatives of a V-Disjunctive-Negative-V historical 
pattern. I believe he is correct, and the areal evidence given here supports this 
hypothesis. 

Chinese has another way of asking yes-no questions which 1s probably more 
common in Chinese than the V-not-V form. That is wit� a question word following 
the verb, customarily sentence final. This V-Q form 1s common to most Sino-Tibetan 
languages, e.g. Tibetan and other Tibeto-Burman languages. as well as to Mountain Mon­
Khmer languages in Viet-Nam. There is some evidence to suggest that at least some 
of these question words are derived from negatives or possibly alternatives. (Cf., 
for example, Chinese question word ma and Sino-Tibetan Nasu and lisu negative ma, 

which may or may not be related.) In fact, as noted above for Man-Khmer Chrau, one 
of the question "particles" (shown in (25» is also a preverbal negative as well 
as a sentence-final emphatic negative (David Thomas 1971:183-5). In Pacoh, a Katuic 
Man-Khmer language . the preverbal negative l!yq occurs as a postverbal question word 
(Watson 1966:169,185). 

A yes-no question form most unusual in the area is the use of a question word 
preceding the verb which is being questioned. This form is very common in Hmong 
and occurs in at least two Mountain Man-Khmer languages, Sedang and Bahnar. Smith 
(1979:107) gives (a)hOm as the regular question word for yes-no questions inSedang. In­
terestingly, an affirmative answer is hom 'yes'. He gives the example: 
(37) Eh a hom hlo rat;m me? 'Have you seen that boy?' 
Sdg you Ques. See boy that 

The preverbal question word for Bahnar is ham (Banker 1964:36,38). 
Hmong pua 'whether' occurs only as a preverbal question word, as in (38) and (39). 

(38) KO � mOa { dii dua mUa rau ku? 
Hmg you whether have one sheet picture hand to I 

'00 you have a picture you can give to me?' 

(39) TU txl neng ntiw nw � �u yeng? 
Hmg animate male person that 3P whether imbibe opium 

'That man, does he smoke opium?' 

This question word can be used as a tag question: 
(40) ThO kO pa nqa 10 rau ku, � tau? 

Hmg request you help carry hither to I whether able 
' Please bring it to me, can you do that?' 
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The Hmong preverbal question word can occasionally occur with the V-or-not-V 

pattern, especially with the verb tau 'got, have been able to'. as in (41). 

(41) Ne � tau mila pe co pa-ntau ti (law?) 10 tsl tau? 
Hmg you2 whether got sell we group needlework finished already or not got 

'Have you two been able to sell all our needlework (yet)?' 

The question word can also occur in an indirect question, as in the second use 

in (42), where it is supplemented by the V-or-not-V form. 

(42) M � pau � yua mOa neng yila 10 tsl mOa? 
Hmg you whether know whether will have person buy or not have 

'Do you know whether there will be anyone who will buy (it) or not?' 

Much more investigation needs to be done to find clues regarding the histo­

rical and/or areal significance of this uncharacteristic Q-V form. 

NOTES 

1 The kernel idea for this paper came from a paper given by Benjamin T'sou 
some years ago (T'sou n.d. - early 1970's?) on this subject. I have been unable 
to verify with him the notions and data given on his handout, but have gone ahead 
and used them anyway. I am indebted to Anthony Diller and Christian Bauer for 
discussion of linguistic ideas and language data. I have also benefited from 
consultation with and letters from Vangkoua Cheurtong, Neng Chue Yang, and Joua 
Vang (all southern Hmong speakers from Laos), and consultation with Wong Yin-Wai, 
Beverly Hong-Fincher, Svetlana Dyer, Preecha Juntanamalaga, and Neang Yun. 

2 Standard pinyin orthography is used in the Chinese examples and standard 
Vietnamese orthography is used in those examples. The roman transcriptions used 
for Thai and Lao are the widely accepted ones. The orthography used in the Hmong 
examples is the 'standard' romanized orthography used by the �ng in Laos (see 
Smalley 1976:87-88 and Bertrais 1979), except that tone diacritics are those used 
for Thai with the addition of - for the low falling breathy tone (-g in Bertrais) 
and •• for the low rising and falling tone (-d in Bertrais), and Vng instead of vv. 
The transcriptions used for other languages are those used in the specific references 
cited. 
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