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Lecture 15 
Syntax: Questions and wh-movement 

 
Refine our sentence structure to account for sentences containing Aux: 

S  NP VP isn’t adequate for sentences like I can help you. 
 
Treat the sentence as a type of phrase, with a head and a complement; 

the head of the sentence is Aux, also abbreviated T. 
 (T means “tense”, since Aux can represent verb tense—e.g., will.) 
We employ X-bar structure to analyze the sentence: 

 
 TP  NP T' 
 T'  T VP 

 
So the subject is the specifier of Aux; 

the VP is its complement.  
(In X-bar theory, the specifier is the sister node to X-bar.) 
 
To create a yes-no question, we carry out subject-Aux inversion: 

move Aux to the beginnining of the sentence, before the subject: 
We can help you  Can we _ help you? 

 
The movement leaves behind a syntactic trace: 

an unpronounced element occuping the Aux’s original syntactic position. 
 
What syntactic position is Aux moved to, outside TP? 

Use the rule CP  C S (i.e., C TP): Aux is moved to the position of C: 

 
Note the position of the trace is labeled as t; 

 and the moved constituent is indexed with a 1 in both positions. 



Wh-questions 
—so called because in English they use words like who, when, what, etc. 
 
The wh-word replaces some constituent of a sentence; 

and the question is asking for the identity of that constituent. 
 
E.g.: What are you eating? = ‘You’re eating something. What is it?’ 

In this sentence what represents the complement of eat. 
If it were a statement, the word order would be You are eating what. 

 
So two movements are necessary to create a wh-question: 

subject-Aux inversion moves are, and wh-movement moves what. 
Wh-movement moves the wh-constituent to the specifier position of the CP— 

i.e., the sister node to C' within the CP. 
 

The tree has two traces, t1 and t2, 
 corresponding to the two movements; 
they occupy positions that what and are
 were moved from in the original TP. 

 

 
 
When will you eat dinner exhibits 

wh-movement of an adjunct: 
when is a modifier of the VP. 
 
When the wh-word is the subject, 

 basic word order is restored: 
 
Who2 can1 t2 t1 help me 
 
Aux inversion and wh-movement 

seem to cancel each other out  
in this case. 



Consider the sentence Who do you want to help? 
 
There are two possible interpretations of this sentence, depending on where 

the trace of who is (i.e., where who was moved from): 
 

(a) Who2 do1 you t1 want t2 to help? (Answer: You want Steve to help.) 
(b) Who2 do1 you t1 want to help t2? (Answer: You want to help Steve.) 

 
Want to can be contracted to wanna in English: Who do you wanna help? 
 However, Who do you wanna help can only have meaning (b). 
I.e., wanna is ungrammatical if the sentence has structure (a). 
 
This is because in structure (a), want and to aren’t syntactically adjacent: 

the trace of who is in between them, so they can’t contract to wanna. 
This shows that the trace is a real syntactic object taking up space in the tree. 
 
 
Sometimes a wh-phrase remains in situ: i.e., it doesn’t get moved at all. 

In English we do this with “echo questions”: 
 
 “I’m eating an umbrella!” “You’re eating what?” 

 
In some languages, wh in situ is the default way of forming questions— 

e.g., Japanese: 
  

  Taro-ga nani-o mitsuketa-no? ‘What did Taro find?’ 
 Taro-nom. what-acc. found-question 

 
 Nani-o is in the same position as a non-wh object of ‘found’ would be. 
 (Note also there is a morpheme -no indicating the sentence is a question.) 
 



 
If questions are formed in English with subject-Aux inversion, 

how are questions formed from sentences without Aux? 
 
Through do-support: 

insert the dummy Aux do, and carry out subject-Aux inversion on that. 
 
  Dogs barked.  Dogs did bark.    Did dogs bark? 
 
Do-support appears in contexts where Aux is required by the syntax, 

but no Aux would be present in the base form of the sentence: 
 
Emphasis: 
 To emphasize a sentence, you stress the Aux: 

 I can understand you.    I really can understand you. 
 If the sentence has no Aux, you use do-support and stress do: 
  I understand you.   I really do understand you. 
 
VP ellipsis: 

To avoid repetitiveness, we can delete the VP and leave the Aux in place: 
 I can stand on my head and she can […] too. 

 When there is no Aux, use do-support: delete the VP, but leave do behind: 
  I like puppies and she does […] too. 
 
Negation: 
 When we negate a sentence, we put not between Aux and V: 
  She should like puppies.  She should not like puppies. 
 If the sentence has no Aux, use do-support to create the position to insert not: 
  She likes puppies.    She does not like puppies. 
 
Don’t confuse do-support—i.e., do being used as a dummy Aux—with do used as a verb: 

in I did my homework, did is just an ordinary verb. But Did I do my homework? uses do support. 
 
Do-support is a very distinctive feature of English— 

most languages don’t have anything remotely like it. 
 
 


