
Wh-exclamatives and other non-interrogative questions

Matrix wh-exclamatives (henceforth Es) are clauses like (1) (example (1-b) is in Dutch be-
cause who-Es are marked in English):
(1) a. How tall John is!

b. Wie
Whom

Jan
Jan

nu
now

weer
again

uitgenodigd
invited

heeft!
has!

Usually (1-a) is claimed to express speaker’s surprise at the degree to which John is tall, and
(1-b) surprise at the unexpected people Jan invited. One of the approaches to the semantics
of Es is a question approach (d’Avis, 2002; Zanuttini and Portner, 2003), which stems from a
resemblance between Es and wh-questions and derives meanings of the former from meanings
of the latter. As opposed to ordinary use of wh-questions, the speaker of an E must know
the answer to the underlying question. In this paper I compare Es to constructions that are
similar in this respect, namely rhetorical questions (RQs) like:
(2) a. I think we should sack John from the team. (After all,) how tall is he? We don’t

need a 1m50 tall basketball player!
b. We should definitely take John to our team! (After all,) how tall is he? Of course

we need a 2m30 tall basketball player!
c. Jan was alone at his birthday party. (After all,) whom did he invite? No one!

The speaker of (2) knows how tall John is/that Jan didn’t invite anyone, and that the hearer
knows it as well. The RQs are thus used to highlight these answers.

I make two observations about Es and RQs. Observation 1 : how-Es and RQs containing
a gradable predicate impose special conditions on the degree to which the predicate holds.
For (1-a) to be felicitous the degree of John’s height must be located sufficiently high on the
scale, whereas the degree in how-RQs must lie at an extreme end of the scale: sufficiently
low for the felicitous use of (2-a) and high for (2-b). Observations similar to mine were made
in (Rett, 2008) for Es and in (Rohde, 2006) for RQs.

Observation 2 : who-Es and RQs have different use in a situation when “who” refers to
the empty set. (1-b) is infelicitous when Jan didn’t invite anyone, whereas (2-c) is quite
often, although not always, used precisely in this scenario.

In this paper I suggest conditions for felicitous use of Es and RQs from which the ob-
servations above would follow. I assume that Es (references above) and RQs (Rohde, 2006;
Caponigro and Sprouse, 2007) have an underlying semantics of wh-questions, and their dif-
ferent discourse purposes are defined at the pragmatic level. Suppose a wh-clause denotes a
set of its true answers S. Every discourse participant has certain expectations about possi-
ble answers to a question. I will also use a contrast between a true answer p�, which is the
intersection of the question’s denotation, and a true exhaustive answer p (cf. Heim (1994)).
I suggest that two different speech act operators are applied to S: a speech act operator
corresponding to Es is denoted as X and to RQs as R. I work out felicity conditions for
X(S) and R(S) (Vanderveken, 1990) without discussing the nature of these operators here.
X(S) is felicitous iff:

(X1) The speaker knows the true exhaustive answer p
(X2) The speaker finds the true answer p� surprising

Conditions for X are essentially suggested in (d’Avis, 2002). R(X) is felicitous iff:
(R1) The true exhaustive answer p is obvious for the speaker and hearer,

and is in the Common Ground (cf. Rohde (2006))
(R2) The true answer p� or its negation is an argument

for a salient topic in the discourse
The comparison between Es and RQs is based on the similarity between (X1) and (R1), which
both impose conditions on the speaker’s knowledge. (X2) and (R2), on the other hand, give
rise to differences in discourse purposes and allow to derive observations 1 and 2.



First, I will show why observation 1 follows from the felicity conditions. For Es the
reasoning goes as follows. I assume that the meaning of “tall” in a world w is defined as:
(3) �tall�(w) = λdλx. the height of x in w ≥ d

This entails that “tall” is downward monotone in the following sense:
(4) ∀w, x, d, d� (d� < d ∧ �tall�(w)(d)(x) → �tall�(w)(d�)(x))
In other words, being tall to some degree entails being tall to all smaller degrees. Suppose
the speaker expected John to be not more than 1m80 tall, but John is 2m tall. The use of
(1-a) is felicitous because, as (X2) requires, it is surprising that John is 2m tall. However,
(X2) is violated for propositions about low degrees. Because of the monotonicity of “tall”,
many people are tall to low degrees, therefore, low degrees are not surprising.

For RQs the degree effect follows from (R2). Suppose the speaker wants to argue that
John, who is 1m50 tall, is extremely short for a basketball player, as in (2-a). Then p = {w |
�tall�(w)(j)(d1m50) ∧ ¬∃d > d1m50 �tall�(w)(j)(d)}, and p� = {w | �tall�(w)(j)(d1m50)}. p�

cannot be used as an argument in favour of John’s extreme shortness since it is consistent
with John being taller than 1m50, e.g. 1m80 tall, which is not extremely short. However,
¬p = {w | ¬�tall�(w)(j)(d1m50)} by (4) means that John is shorter than 1m50, thus can be
used to argue for the topic. Analogous reasoning for (2-b) gives that p� argues for John’s
extreme tallness. However, in the “average degrees” scenario the same RQ is infelicitous:
(5) We’re looking for average people, I mean something between 1m70 and 1m80 tall. So

let’s take John! # (After all,) how tall is he?
Here the speaker wants to argue for John being between 1m70 and 1m80 tall, when John is
e.g. 1m75 tall. Infelicity follows from (R2) since neither p� (it is consistent with John being
1m90 tall) nor ¬p� (it is consistent with John being 1m50 tall) can be used as an argument.

Second, contrary to observation 2 for who-Es, (X2) seems to hold when Jan invited no
one. To exclude this, I observe that surprise in Es must be monotone (Nouwen, 2010):
(6) surprising(q) → ∃q� ((q� → q) ∧ surprising(q�)) (where q and q� are propositions)
For how-Es (6) holds since if it is surprising that John is tall to the degree 2m, it would also
be surprising had John been taller than that. For who-E (1-b), if the speaker expected Jan
to invite only Kees, he is surprised to learn that Jan invited Kees and also Leon. Had Jan
invited Kees, Leon, and Maria, it would also be surprising. This reasoning doesn’t work if
Jan invited no one because there are no stronger surprising alternatives. In this case surprise
is propositional, not monotone. For who-RQs monotonicity doesn’t appear: “Jan invited no
one” argues for a salient topic in (2-c), as (R2) requires.

To conclude, Es and RQs are the same on the semantic level, if a question semantics is
adopted, and are different pragmatically. I suggested using two speech act operators X and
R, described their felicity conditions, and showed how to derive the degree effects using mono-
tonicity of gradable predicates. The assumption that surprise Es express must be monotone
plays a role in explaining different use of who-Es and RQs when “who” refers to the empty set.
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