
A semantic analysis of unexpectedness intonation 

In this talk I discuss the semantics and discourse contribution of unexpectedness intonation (henceforth 
UI), i.e., the intonation that accompanies declaratives and wh-exclamatives and which has traditionally not 
been taken into consideration by semanticists when dealing with exclamative constructions. In particular, I 
propose an analysis that considers UI as a function that takes as argument at-issue meaning and returns 
expressive meaning, and I provide a principled explanation for the different restrictions it imposes 
depending on the type of argument it takes as input.  

Characteristically wh-exclamatives are wh-clauses that cannot make questions ((1)) but cannot 
perform assertions, either, which we see because they are infelicitous answers ((2)). 

(1) a. A: How tall is Bill? B: 2 meters tall. 
b. A: How tall Bill is! B: #2 meters tall. 

(2) A: How tall is Bill? B1: Very tall. B2: #How tall he is! 
Furthermore, only a subset of the inventory of wh-words can introduce a wh-exclamative. In particular, 
only those that involve degree quantification can (cf. Castroviejo 2006, Rett t.a.): 

(3) a. How tall Bill is! 
b. #Who we saw at that party! 
c. #Where you went on vacation! 

Intuitively, wh-exclamatives express a sense of unexpectedness, which has been encoded in different ways 
depending on the proposal, the most influential being that of Zanuttini & Portner (2003). Under their 
analysis, wh-exclamatives have the semantics of questions (i.e., a set of alternatives), but the presence of a 
factive morpheme generates a scalar implicature called widening. This amounts to saying that the actual 
proposition lies at the extreme end of a contextually given set that includes the non-standard answers to 
the question. 

In contrast, D’Avis (2002) first mentions in a semantics paper that the difference between wie-
interrogatives and wie-exclamatives in German lies exclusively in intonation. Castroviejo (2008) takes his 
lead to propose a semantic analysis of intonation for wh-exclamatives. In particular, she claims that 
intonation is a downward monotonic function that involves unexpectedness and that must take as input a 
set of propositions that are naturally ordered by the inclusive relation. This makes it possible to state that 
(i) there is a strongest true proposition that is unexpected, (ii) the expected alternatives are (weak) true 
propositions, and (iii) for any false proposition p, it is the case that p is also unexpected. Take (3a) and 
imagine Bill is 2m tall. This implies that he is also 1.80m tall. Moreover, it is false and also unexpected 
that Bill is 2.40m tall. This constraint is reminiscent of the restriction that evaluative adverbs like 
surprisingly exhibit when they merge with an adjective (e.g., surprisingly tall). Crucially, these adverbs 
cannot combine with non-gradable adjectives, because the semantics of the former requires that the actual 
degree of ADJ-ness be surprising and that it be surprising were it higher (Katz 2005, Nouwen 2005). 

On the other hand, we have declarative constructions that also convey unexpectedness when uttered 
with a particular intonation pattern (henceforth declarative exclamatives). They have been considered 
exclamations but not exclamatives, because they have the shape of declarative clauses and do not show the 
constraints of wh-exclamatives (e.g., Rett t.a.). Note that declarative exclamatives can answer a question, 
just like regular declarative clauses ((4)) and no degree component is involved. 

(4) A: What’s going on? B1: Syd got the fellowship. B2: Syd got the fellowship! 
What I assume here is that both wh- and declarative exclamatives include UI, which is viewed as an 

essential part of the meaning of exclamative constructions and which has the same semantic contribution 
in both clause types. That is, I propose to shift the perspective and analyze wh-exclamatives starting from 
the analysis of declarative exclamatives. Hence, I follow Rett (t.a.)’s claims according to which 
declarative and wh-exclamatives have the same force, even though I identify force with UI, and I give an 
explanation as for why the force operator has “different domains” depending on what argument it takes. 
The questions I address are the following: (a) How is UI semantically composed with its argument? (b) 
What discourse effects does UI have? (c) How do we explain the different constraints UI exhibits? 



To begin with, UI is a function that takes as input at-issue meaning and returns expressive meaning. 
Specifically, it can take (at least) a proposition (declarative exclamatives) and a set of propositions (wh-
exclamatives) and it returns a content of type ε. Consequently, it can have the semantic type <<st>,ε> or 
<<<st>,t>,ε>. The semantics of UI involves the speaker’s unexpectedness regarding the truth of a 
proposition ((5a)). With Castroviejo (2008), I assume that when UI takes a set of propositions Π, there is a 
proposition that is true and that entails the expected ones ((5b)). Provided that the set is ordered according 
to the inclusive relation, the false propositions also count as unexpected.  

(5) a. ∃p [w ∈ p ∉ Expw ]   b. ∃p [w ∈ p ∉ Expw & (∀q ∈ Expw ∩ Π) p ⊆ q ) 
Crucially, this meaning does not have any truth conditions, because it cannot be denied or judged true 

by the discourse participants. Along with regular expressive items (e.g., damn or bastard in Potts 2007), 
UI is computed at the expressive domain of meaning and it becomes part of the addressee’s commitment 
set without it being considered part of the Question Under Discussion. This explains the unacceptability of 
the examples in (6). 

(6) a. A: How tall Bill is! B: #That’s not true, you are not emotional.  
b. A: Syd got the fellowship! B: #That’s not true, you are not emotional. 

Since I am assuming Potts (2005)’s multi dimensional semantics, it is straightforward that the at-issue 
meaning of (6b) can be denied and also accepted ((7a)), which does not hold for wh-exclamatives, since 
these do not have the proper type at the at-issue level (i.e., they are not of type p). And yet, the addressee 
can judge what s/he infers the speaker means ((7b)). 

(7) a. A: Syd got the fellowship! B1: No, it was Marshall. B2: Yes, I heard. 
b. A: How tall Bill is! B1: Come on, he’s not that tall. B2: I agree, he’s a giant. 

Note that, in contrast with regular expressive items, UI always has wide scope over uttered clause, 
i.e., it behaves like a speech act operator. Hence, it cannot be embedded and its at-issue argument does not 
combine later with other functions (cf. (8a-8b)). 

(8) a. I know [how tall Bill is]!  b. #I know [how tall Bill is!]. 
As for the differences in restrictions between declarative and wh-exclamatives, surprising and UI 

behave alike in this respect ((9) illustrates that surprising can take a proposition, but it cannot just take any 
adjective), which suggests that this has to do with the semantics of unexpectedness.  

(9) a. Surprisingly, Syd got the fellowship. b. Bill is surprisingly tall. c. #Bill is surprisingly dead. 
I claim that unexpectedness has a precondition such that we should be able to recover what the 

expected and unexpected cases are. The problem with sets of propositions is that, if they are not naturally 
ordered according to the inclusive relation, the precondition is not respected ((10)).  

(10) a. Syd got the fellowship! ⇒ p is surprising because the speaker didn’t expect that p. 
b. How tall Bill is! ⇒ the speaker knows how tall Bill is (e.g., 2m tall), which s/he finds 
surprising, because s/he expected Bill to be less tall (i.e., a proposition at the left hand side of the 
stronger true proposition p). If he were above 2m tall (i.e., a proposition at the right hand side of 
p), the speaker would find this unexpected, too. 
c. #Who I saw at that party! ⇒ the speaker knows who s/he saw at that party (e.g., Paul and John) 
and s/he didn’t expect to see this set of people. However, we cannot conclude anything about the 
rest of propositions in the set. This is what causes unacceptability. 

To recap, by valuing the semantic import of unexpectedness derived by intonation we can obtain a 
better understanding of declarative and wh-exclamatives, as well as a uniform simple approach that does 
not involve stipulations. Also, this analysis has interesting extensions. For instance, it raises the question 
of whether other so-called exclamative constructions (e.g., The stories I could tell!, Bill is so tall!) involve 
UI, and it challenges the idea that exclamatives should be a clause type on their own. 
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