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Chapter 4 

The Semantics of Discourse Particles 

 

In this chapter, the semantics of discourse particles is discussed, and how 

it can be implemented in the analysis that has so far been presented. In 

particular, the aim of this chapter is to provide an answer to the question 

how the discourse particles' semantics may determine their syntactic 

behavior, especially with respect to the syntax-semantics interface. In 

section 4.1, traditional descriptive attempts at determining the meaning of 

SG (and VG) denn and its counterpart VG dn are discussed. In sections 

4.2 and 4.3, recent approaches within a formal generative framework of 

semantics are presented. At the end of each sub-section, an attempt will 

be made to apply these different approaches to the semantics of VG dn, 

and to its correspondent, SG (and VG) denn. 

 

4.1 A traditional approach  

 

The semantics of German discourse particles is difficult to determine as it 

is highly abstract and context-dependent, operating on the borderline of 

semantics and pragmatics (cf. Hartmann 1998). Weydt (1969) was the first 

to propose a technique to determine it, creating propositional frames that 

license discourse particles (e.g. Wieviel Uhr ist es PRT? 'What time is it?') 

and comparing the overall meaning and pragmatic content of the resulting 

utterances when different particles are inserted into the respective frames. 

These differences are subsequently attributed to the particles' meanings. 

The meaning of denn is particularly difficult to determine as it is relatively 

non-specific, as pointed out by Thurmair (1991). In this subsection, three 

core aspects of the meaning of denn are discussed which are commonly 

pointed out. 
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First, while denn does not determine a specific type of question, it 

marks the utterance unambiguously as an interrogative speech act. In 

other words, the question modified by denn can basically not be 

interpreted as an indirect request or order (cf.  König 1977, Thurmair 

1991), as illustrated in (1). The fact that denn is the most frequent 

discourse particle in interrogatives (it is inserted in the majority of wh-

questions in everyday spoken language discourse – cf. May 2000:129) 

makes Thurmair (1989:169) even consider it a mere question marker. 

 

(1) Könntest du denn die Türe zumachen? 

 could you denn the door close 

 'Could you denn close the door?' 

  ¹  (Please) close the door. 

  = Would you be able to close the door(, if you had to)? 

 

Secondly, denn denotes a connection of the modified utterance to the 

linguistic or non-linguistic context of the utterance situation. In other words, 

denn expresses the connection of the utterance to an immediately 

preceding utterance, to some recent events that took place in the 

utterance situation, or to other contextual aspects or background 

information that are available to the hearer (cf. König 1977, Thurmair 

1991) – this aspect of the meaning of denn is considered to be its core 

function by May (2000). The example in (2) illustrates this property of denn 

(% denoting unacceptability in the relevant context). 

 

(2) Context: Speaker and hearer are in Frankfurt. 

 a. Wo ist denn hier der Bahnhof? 

  Where is denn here the train station? 

  'Where is denn the train station (here, in Frankfurt)?' 

 b. % Wo ist denn in Hamburg der Bahnhof? 

  where is denn in Hamburg the train station? 

  'Where is denn the train station in Hamburg?' 

  (König 1977:121) 
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Third, denn expresses the speaker's expectation that the hearer is able to 

answer the question (cf. König 1977). This is illustrated in the examples in 

(3) to (6). While the utterance in (3a) can be understood both as 

requesting the hearer to make a guess or to state her/his knowledge 

(illustrated in (3b)), its counterpart in (4a) which contains denn does not 

allow for an interpretation where the hearer is requested to make a guess 

as illustrated in (4b). This implication can be canceled by other context 

factors such as if the discourse particle wohl (which can be roughly 

translated as 'presumably' – cf. Zimmermann 2004a) co-occurs with denn, 

resulting in the utterance (5a) which is obligatorily interpreted as shown in 

(5b) – this will be explained in chapter 4.3: 

 

(3) a. Wer wird gewinnen? 

  'Who will win?' 

 b. Who is such that you assume / know that he will win? 

 

(4) a. Wer wird denn gewinnen? 

  'Who will denn win?' 

 b. Who is such that you %assume / know that he will win? 

 

(5) a. Wer wird denn wohl gewinnen? 

  'Who will denn win?' 

 b. Who is such that you assume / %know that he will win? 

 

Consider further (6) as another illustration of this property of denn. In the 

context (6a), (6b) would be perfectly felicitous, while (6c) would be 

unacceptable. Nevertheless, it is not clear whether this third property of 

the meaning of denn (to presuppose the hearer's knowledge of the 

answer) is really part of its proper semantics or merely a side-effect of its 

second property (i.e. to relate utterances to the context). 
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(6) a. Context: A wakes up B. 

 b. B to A: Wie spät ist es denn? 

    'How late is it denn?' 

 c. A to B: % Wie spät ist es denn? 

    'How late is it denn?' 

  (König 1977:119,ex.15) 

 

In sum, the meaning of denn can be described as follows: Denn marks the 

speech act of an utterance as a question, links the utterance to aspects of 

its non-linguistic or linguistic context (i.e. preceding utterances, events or 

knowledge shared by the discourse participants) and triggers the 

presupposition that the hearer knows the correct answer to the question. 

In addition to this basic meaning, denn is observed to optionally 

express the speaker's surprise about the basic facts that are questioned in 

yes/no-questions or to be specified in wh-questions. May (2000) points out 

that denn can furthermore perform a variety of different illocutionary 

functions, such as expressing reproach or requesting clarification of 

certain facts in the speech situation. In favor of a unitary account, it will be 

assumed, following Zimmermann (2004a), that additional meanings and 

functions of this kind are not part of the lexical entry of denn, but 

contributed by the utterance context (as proposed also by Weydt 1969 and 

Thurmair 1991). Presumably this is attained by means of conversational 

implicatures (cf. Grice 1975). The assumption that discourse particles 

semantically interact with other factors such as the utterance context, 

complies with the observation that the meanings of co-occurring discourse 

particles interact. This may lead to an entirely different meaning (cf. Weydt 

1969:49). 

 At least with respect to its core meaning, VG dn can be shown to 

have the same semantic properties as SG denn. First, dn also 

unambiguously marks a modified utterance as a question. Second, dn also 

relates the utterance to facts from the utterance context and expresses the 

speaker's assumption that the hearer knows the answer, which is 

illustrated in the example in (7): 
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(7) Seit wann regnet-s-n schon? 

 Since when rains-it-dn already? 

 'How long has it dn already been raining?' 

 

(7) can only be felicitously uttered if the hearer knows that it is raining (i.e. 

knows the relevant context fact to which the utterance refers) and if it is 

possible for the speaker to assume that the hearer knows the answer (i.e. 

when it started to rain). From these observations, it can be can concluded 

that dn has the same semantic properties as denn. This implies that there 

must be other reasons for their difference in syntactic behavior, particularly 

for the fact that dn is restricted to wh-questions, while denn can also occur 

in yes/no-questions. 

 

4.2 Kratzer: Discourse particles as expressives 

 

4.2.1 The formal semantics of discourse particles 

 

Kratzer (1999) analyzes discourse particles such as German ja as 

expressives. In formal semantics within the generative framework, 

expressives are defined as elements whose function is expressive (i.e. 

emotive, affective) modification of an utterance (cf. Potts 2003a). A 

prototypical expressive is the element damn in the following example: 

 

(8) Ed refuses to look after Sheila's damn dog. 

 (Potts 2003a:304,ex.1) 

 
 

The expressive content (or expressive meaning) which is contributed by 

such elements conveys information about the speaker's emotions and 

attitudes. According to Potts (2003b), expressives share the following 

properties (cf. also Kaufmann 2004): Their interpretation is bound to the 

utterance situation (nondisplaceability). It is dependent on the speaker 
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(indexicality or speaker-orientedness). Expressive content does not 

interact with presupposed content of an utterance (independence). The 

intended speech act is achieved by uttering an expressive; it does not add 

any content to the common ground (immediacy). Expressive content can 

hardly be paraphrased in descriptive terms (descriptive ineffability).  

Kratzer claims that discourse particles do not contribute to the 

descriptive content of the utterance they occur in (i.e. to the expressed 

proposition), but to its expressive content. The expressive content is 

considered a second level of meaning that contains the attitude of 

discourse participants towards the descriptive content (cf. Weydt 1969 for 

a similar approach). Kratzer proposes a first approximation of the meaning 

of ja: 

 

(9) [[ja(� )]]: 

ja �  is appropriate in a context c if the proposition expressed by �  in c 

is a fact of wc which – for all the speaker knows – might already be 

known to the addressee. 

 (Kratzer 1999:1) 

 

According to her, the overall meaning (meaning+) of an utterance is 

calculated by adding all instances of expressive meaning that are 

contributed by expressives to the descriptive meaning. Consider the 

following sample computation: 

 

(10) a. Webster schläft ja 

  Webster sleeps ja 

  'Webster is ja sleeping' 

b. Descriptive meaning: l s(sleep(Webster)(s)) = p 

c. Expressive meaning [= q1] contributed by ja (roughly): 

l s(p(ws) & might(s)(l s’(know(s’)(p)(ix(addressee(s)(x)))))) 

  (Kratzer 1999:4,ex.10a-c) 

d. Meaning+ of � : � s(p(s) & q1(s) & ... & qn(s))  

  (Kratzer 1999:4) 
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The expressive meaning contributed by ja becomes clear in the examples 

in (11) and (12). While the utterance in (11) is perfectly acceptable, the 

one in (12) is unacceptable as it is impossible for Spencer, from what he 

knows, to assume that Webster might already know the answer to his 

question. 

  

(11) Webster runs into Spencer at the bus stop: 

 Webster: Du hast ja 'ne neue Frisur. 

   You have ja a new hairdo 

 (Kratzer 1999:2,ex.2) 

 

(12) Webster asks Spencer: 'Who did Austin marry?' 

 Spencer: % Austin hat ja Ashley geheiratet. 

   Austin has ja Ashley married 

   'Austin married Ashley.' 

   (Kratzer 1999:2,ex.3) 

 

An interesting detail of Kratzer's analysis is that it implies that the 

proposition which is expressed by the modified utterance holds true. This 

is the case for ja, but not for all discourse particles, as we will see in 

Zimmermann's (2004a, 2004b) analysis of wohl. 

With respect to its syntactic distribution, Kratzer (1999:3) states that 

the modified proposition has to be in the semantic and syntactic scope of 

ja. She claims that this scope is determined in the same way as that of 

sentence adverbs (such as möglicherweise 'probably'). As sentence 

adverbs can be analyzed as quantifiers over possible worlds (cf. von Fintel 

and Heim 2002), they can be assumed to syntactically behave on a par 

with other quantifiers, their scope being equal to their c-command domain 

at LF (cf. Roberts 1997:179;262), c-command being defined as follows. 
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(13) C-command: 

�  c-commands �  iff �  does not dominate �  and every category 

dominating �  dominates � . 

 (Roberts 1997:27,ex.42) 

 

The following examples show that ja syntactically appears to behave like 

the sentence adverb probably: 

 

(14) ...da (*ja / *möglicherweise) er (ja / möglicherweise) schnarcht. 

because (*ja / *probably) he (ja / probably) snores. 

'because he ja / probably snores.' 

 

(15) ...da (ja / möglicherweise) niemand (*ja / *möglicherweise) schnarcht. 

because (ja / probably) nobody (*ja / *probably) snores. 

'because ja / probably nobody snores.' 

 

Kratzer attributes this pattern to the syntactic scope of the elements, ja 

and möglicherweise 'probably' obligatorily taking scope over niemand 

'nobody' in (15), but not being able to take scope over er 'he' in (14). 

While Kratzer (1999) does not provide an explanation for this 

difference in scope, some insights might be gained from investigations of 

scope ambiguities. Von Fintel and Heim (2002:31-34) show that modal 

operators which embed quantificational DPs (like a woman) often trigger 

the so-called de re - de dicto ambiguity. In the de re case the DP, for 

instance a woman, is analyzed to take scope over the modal operator and 

thus receive a specific interpretation in which it refers to an actual woman 

in the actual world. In contrast, the de dicto case in which the DP takes 

narrow scope under the modal operator results in the non-specific 

interpretation that for every world which is specified by the modal operator 

there is a woman – the referent being variable and not specified for the 

actual world. Von Fintel and Heim (2002:43) assume that modal 

predicates do not move, as co-occurring ones never interact scopally. 

Therefore they propose that the de dicto readings result from interpreting 
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the DPs in their base position within the complement of the modal 

predicate, while the de re readings are obtained by Quantifier Raising of 

the DPs to a position higher than the modal predicate. These observations 

allow for the conclusion that quantificational DPs such as niemand 

'nobody' in (15), which inherently do not allow for a de re reading, but only 

for a de dicto reading (niemand 'nobody' asserting the non-existence of a 

referent), have to remain within the scope of the modal quantifier 

möglicherweise 'probably'. 

This approach complies with the proposal discussed in chapter 3.2 

that sentence adverbs like möglicherweise 'probably' and discourse 

particles such as ja mark the boundary of the VP layer, appearing to the 

left of elements which reside within the VP space and to the right of 

elements which have been moved out of it. We have seen in chapter 2 

and 3 that there are reasons to assume that discourse particles are base-

generated within Cinque's Hierarchy and spelled out in their base positions 

unless they are syntactic clitics. While unstressed pronouns such as er 'he' 

in Standard German obligatorily move out of the VP layer and to the left 

edge of the IP layer, certain strong quantifiers such as niemand 'nobody' 

can be argued to obligatorily remain within the VP layer. As has been 

shown in chapter 3.2, elements within the IP layer generally receive a 

presuppositional reading, i.e. the existence of a specific referent selected 

by the quantifier is presupposed. As niemand 'nobody' can only be used to 

assert the non-existence of a potential referent, such a presuppositional 

reading is excluded and it has to remain within the VP layer, in contrast to 

strong quantifiers such as alle Wale 'all whales': 

 

(16) dass <alle Wale> ja doch <alle Wale> sichtbar sind 

 that <all whales> jaD.PRT dochD.PRT <all whales> visible are 

 '... that all whales are visible.' 

 

While the parallels between möglicherweise 'probably' and ja look quite 

obvious at the first glimpse, one major difference has to be pointed out: As 

will be shown in chapter 4.3, Zimmermann (2004a) argues that ja takes 
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scope not only over the expressed proposition, but over the entire speech 

act and must for this reason be assumed to undergo covert quantifier 

raising at LF. In contrast to sentence adverbs which are in general 

assumed to be interpreted and take scope in their base position. These 

can be shown to contribute descriptive meaning to the expressed 

proposition (cf. also Cinque 1999, von Fintel and Heim 2002).  

 Concluding these observations, it can be stated that SG denn 

behaves like ja / möglicherweise 'probably' in (14) and (15): 

 

(17) a. Schnarcht (*denn) er (denn)? 

  snores (*denn) he (denn)? 

  'Does he denn snore?' 

 

  b. Schnarcht (denn) niemand (*denn)? 

snores (denn) nobody (*denn)? 

'Does denn nobody snore?' 

 

At this point, a first approach can be made to approximate the semantic 

content of denn and dn within an analysis such as that of Kratzer (1999). 

 

4.2.2 The formal semantics of denn and dn 

 

As mentioned above, the basic semantic content of SG (and VG) denn is 

to mark the speech act of the modified utterance as a question, to link it to 

aspects of the context (which can be formalized as a proposition p that is 

true in the utterance situation) and to express the speaker's assumption 

that the hearer knows the correct answer. The basic meaning of denn �  

could thus be drafted as follows (in the style of Kratzer 1999): 
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(18) [[denn � ]] (first approximation): 

denn �  is appropriate in a context c if (1) �  is a question, and (2) �  

refers back to a proposition p in c which is a fact of wc that – for all 

the speaker knows – is known to the addressee, and (3) the correct 

answer q to �  is – for all the speaker knows – known to the 

addressee. 

 

For example, Wo ist denn hier der Bahnhof? 'Where is denn the train 

station?' is felicitous, if the following conditions hold. First, the utterance is 

principally meant as a question (i.e. not as an indirect request to do 

something other than to provide information)32. Second, the hearer knows 

that p = there is a train station nearby. Third, the hearer knows that q = the 

train station is in x (such that x is the actual location of the train station). 

Having thus presented a first approach to the implementation of the 

discourse particles denn and dn within a generative framework of formal 

semantics, one main observation of Kratzer (1999) has to be briefly 

discussed, namely that of intervention effects triggered by discourse 

particles in embedded clauses. It is shown that this claim is problematic 

and does not shed much light on the behavior of denn and dn in 

embedded clauses. 

 

4.2.3 Intervention effects in embedded clauses 

 

One highly controversial and disputed observation of Kratzer (1999) is that 

no variables that are bound by a quantifier from the outside may occur 

within the scope of ja. On this phenomenon she bases her hypothesis that 

discourse particles cannot intervene between bound variable pronouns 

                                            
32 The fact that denn in such utterances triggers a politeness effect, making them polite 

questions, is no counter argument to the claim that the expressed speech act is primarily 

that of a question. It can be argued that the politeness effect is a side-effect which arises 

from the semantic contribution of denn, but is not part of its core semantic content (cf. 

Zimmermann 2004a:26 for an analogous claim for wohl). 
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and their binders. Witness first, for illustration purposes, the contrast 

between the acceptable clause in (19) and the clause in (20), in which 

Kratzer claims ja to be unacceptable (as denoted by the '*'). 

 

 (19) Stacie hat ihren Job verloren, weil sie ja in der Gewerkschaft war. 

Stacie has her job lost, because she ja in the union was 

'Stacie has lost her job, because she was ja in the union.' 

 (Kratzer 1999:5,ex.11d) 

 

(20) Jeder von diesen Arbeitern hat seinen Job verloren, weil er (*ja) in 

der Gewerkschaft war. 

Each of these workers has his job lost, because he (*ja) in the union 

was 

'Each of these workers has lost his job, because he was (*ja) in the 

union.' 

 (Kratzer 1999:5,ex.11e) 

 

In these prototypical cases of the claimed intervention effect, ja evidently 

takes scope over the variable er 'he' which is bound from the outside by 

the quantifier jeder von diesen Arbeitern 'each of these workers'. However, 

it can be shown that the assumption of such intervention effects is highly 

problematic on empirical grounds. (20) is in fact grammatical and 

acceptable, if the presupposition holds that each of the workers was in the 

union (cf. Kaufmann 2004). 

However, there are no possible readings under which Kratzer's 

example of intervention with respect to a wh-element in (22) (in contrast to 

(21)) can be judged grammatical. This phenomenon has to be discussed 

briefly, as it is relevant for the case of denn and dn which are restricted to 

interrogatives and therefore may only appear in embedded questions, if 

they are licensed in embedded clauses at all. Consider first Kratzer's 

examples:  
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(21) Ich weiß, dass sie ja Stacie eingeladen hat. 

I know, that she ja Stacie invited has 

'I know that she ja invited Stacie.' 

 (Kratzer 1999:5,ex.11f) 

 

(22) Ich weiß, wen sie (*ja) eingeladen hat. 

I know, who she (*ja) invited has 

'I know who she (*ja) invited.' 

 (Kratzer 1999:6,ex.11g) 

 

Kratzer claims that the ungrammaticality of ja in (22) is due to the fact that 

embedded wh-clauses generally display an intervention effect of the 

above type as the wh-element binds its trace within the scope of ja. This 

assumption is inherently problematic as Kratzer's analysis of ja �  (in (9)) 

entails that ja has to take scope over the entire proposition, including both 

the quantifier and the variable in (22).  It is therefore not possible to argue 

that the ungrammaticality of (22) is due to such an intervention effect. The 

possible objection that the wh-element might in turn rise across ja at LF 

will be invalidated in chapter 4.3, in which it will be shown that ja in fact 

must be assumed to take scope not only over the proposition, but also 

over the interrogative speech act operator which in turn must have the wh-

element in its scope at LF.  

Evidently, the ungrammaticality of ja in (22) cannot be due to 

intervention effects. Furthermore, the discourse particle denn which 

behaves similar in many regards is perfectly licensed in analogous 

constructions, as exemplified in (23). 

 

(23) Paul fragte Maria, woi sie denn  [VP ti wohne]. 

 Paul asked Maria, where she denn lives 

 'Paul asked Maria, where she denn lives.' 

 (adapted from May 2000:130,ex.267) 
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The observation that denn is licensed suggests that the difference is due 

to selection restrictions on sentence types, as denn in matrix clauses is 

only licensed for interrogatives while ja is restricted to declaratives. One 

possible hypothesis is to assume that either the embedded wh-element or 

one of the functional heads in the left periphery of the embedded clause in 

(22) bears an interrogative speech act or sentence type feature which is 

incompatible with the semantic features of ja. 

An interesting observation at this point is that VG dn which is only 

marginally licensed in embedded (wh-)clauses is judged grammatical in 

(24), where the wh-element is moved from an adjunct position, but 

ungrammatical in (25), where it is moved from an argument position. This 

observation would comply with Kratzer's hypothesis of intervention effects, 

as it could be argued that arguments, but not adjuncts bind a trace within 

the scope of the discourse particle dn. Having shown that Kratzer's 

hypothesis cannot be maintained both on empirical grounds (in the case of 

embedded declarative clauses) and on conceptual grounds (in the case of 

embedded interrogatives), a different solution must be found for this 

phenomenon. 

 

(24) OK? Ich frag mich, wann-a-s-(d)n braucht. (cf. (65) in chapter 1) 

I ask myself, when-heCL.NOM-itCL.ACC-(d)n needs 

'I wonder when he will need it.' 

 

(25) *? Ich frag mich, wo sie-dn wohnt. (cf. (73) in chapter 1) 

 I ask myself, where she-dn lives. 

 'I wonder where she lives.' 

 

Obviously, there are other factors involved as well, as (26a) and (26b) 

display a tendency to be judged ungrammatical, in contrast to (24). The 

latter only differs from the former by having the DP der Peter 'Peter' 

replaced by a clitic pronoun. 
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(26) a. ## Ich frag mich, wann-s der Peter-dn braucht. 

b. ## Ich frag mich, wann-s-(d)n der Peter braucht.  

 I ask myself, when-itACC (dn) the Peter (dn) needs. 

'I wonder when Peter will need it.' 

(cf. (69) and (70) in chapter 1) 

 

Assuming that the contribution of dn is to contextualize the modified 

proposition, as proposed for denn, the reason for the difference might be 

linked to the difference between clitic pronouns which have been shown to 

require a referential antecedent and definite DPs which have reference on 

their own. 

Concluding this sub-section, it must be noted that the following 

important fundamental observation can be made for clauses in which denn 

and dn are acceptably embedded. The semantic content of the discourse 

particle in these examples cannot apply to the utterance situation, the 

speaker and the addressee, but has to be predicated of the reported 

situation and the respective speaker and hearer (cf. also May 2000:148). 

This observation complies with the fact that the discourse particle denn 

can basically only be embedded in indirect wh- or y/n-questions and only 

when embedded under a verbum dicendi (cf. May 2000:130). The 

observation that the particle's semantic content is predicated of the 

reported situation and not of the utterance situation can be carried over to 

the case of wohl and ja when embedded under verba dicendi (cf. 

Zimmermann 2004a, Kratzer 1999). For now, nothing more can be said 

about embedded denn and dn. The next sub-section deals with 

Zimmermann's (2004a, 2004b) theory and how it can be adopted for the 

analysis of denn and dn. 

 

4.3 Zimmermann: Discourse particles as speech act modifiers 

 

As we have seen in chapter 2 and 3, there are reasons to assume that 

discourse particles are base-generated within the IP layer – more 



Patrick Grosz – 'dn' in Viennese German 

 

 

170 

precisely within Cinque's Hierarchy. They are spelled out in their base 

positions, unless they are syntactic clitics and undergo head movement to 

the canonical clitic landing position. In this sub-section, it is shown that 

they have to be assumed to covertly move at LF to take scope over the 

proposition or the entire speech act, as there are reasons to assume that 

they are speech act and sentence type modifiers. 

While Kratzer (1999) and von Fintel and Iatridou (2002) treat 

discourse particles as expressives and Kaufmann (2004) as 

presupposition triggers, the idea that they can explicitly be treated as 

modifiers of the speech act operator is already implied by von Fintel and 

Iatridou (2002) who propose that the expressive ja is to be considered a 

speech act marker and as such to have procedural meaning (i.e. non-

truthconditional meaning which is not descriptive). Analogous approaches 

are that of Zeevat (2003) and Eckardt (2004). A recent, formal account of 

discourse particles as speech act modifiers which allows for an 

implementation of this approach into the presented framework, has been 

proposed by Zimmermann (2004a) and is discussed in this sub-section. 

 

4.3.1 The basics of the analysis 

 

Zimmermann (2004a) in essence proposes a sub-classification of 

discourse particles into those which modify speech acts and those which 

modify sentence types. He analyzes the discourse particle wohl 

'presumably' as an element of the latter type. He assumes that it is 

covertly moved to the highest position within the left periphery of a 

sentence, i.e. SpecForceP, to modify the sentence-type indicator 

(declarative or interrogative, in this case) which is located in Force0 

(according to Rizzi 1997). This analysis accounts for the observation that 

wohl neither contributes to the descriptive meaning of a sentence (i.e. its 

propositional content), nor triggers an implicature or presupposition, 

according to Zimmermann. 
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Wohl is analyzed as modifying the sentence with respect to a 

discourse participant's commitment to the expressed proposition. In 

declaratives it results in a weaker commitment of the speaker. In 

interrogatives it weakens the degree of commitment to a proposition which 

is requested by the uttered question. More formally, the semantics of wohl 

can be approximated as expressing epistemic insecurity with respect to an 

expressed proposition. This means that this particle operates on the 

epistemic basis of an utterance which explains that it is restricted to 

sentences that are interpreted at indices which are epistemically 

accessible; to declaratives and interrogatives. Accordingly, wohl cannot 

occur in imperatives and assertions that explicitly express wishes such as 

Käme er (*wohl) doch! 'If only he (*wohl) came!'. 

Zimmermann proposes that the difference in meaning that arises 

between wohl in declaratives and wohl in interrogatives is exclusively due 

to the sentence type. He introduces the concept of epistemic reference 

point (Ger. epistemische Verankerung) which is defined as reference to 

the knowledge of different participants in discourse. In declaratives, wohl 

refers to the speaker’s knowledge, i.e. its epistemic reference point is the 

speaker, on part of whom it expresses epistemic insecurity. In 

interrogatives, it refers to the hearer’s knowledge and optionally also to the 

speaker’s knowledge. Questions modified by wohl request the hearer’s 

opinions / assumptions and not the hearer’s knowledge. This different 

epistemic reference point is analyzed to be exclusively due to the 

sentence type as it correlates with Doherty's (1985) observation that the 

defining difference between declaratives and interrogatives is that 

declaratives refer to the speaker’s knowledge and interrogatives to the 

hearer’s knowledge (cf. also Zeevat 2003 for a similar proposal). From this 

correlation between wohl and the sentence type with respect to their 

epistemic reference point, Zimmermann concludes that wohl inherits its 

epistemic reference point from the sentence type, i.e. it is not included in 

its proper semantics. Together with the assumption that grammatical 

information has to be passed down from one element to another in local 

structural syntactic configurations, this insight allows for the conclusion 
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that wohl and the sentence type indicators decl(arative) and int(errogative) 

have to be in a close structural relation at least once during the derivation. 

Zimmermann points out that discourse particles like wohl differ from 

propositional modifiers like epistemic modals (e.g. must, can) or modal 

adverbs (e.g. probably) in that wohl doesn’t contribute to the propositional 

content of an utterance. He bases this assumption on two observations: 

intervention effects in variable binding constructions and the behavior of 

wohl in yes/no-questions. While the assumption of such intervention 

effects is highly problematic, as has been shown in chapter 4.2.3, 

Zimmermann's observations on yes/no-questions provide strong 

arguments for his claim. He points out that wohl cannot be asked for, in 

other words, it is not part of the proto question (cf. Karttunen 1977) in a 

yes/no question, which is the set of alternative propositions denoted by a 

question. This is extensively discussed in the following sub-section 

 

4.3.2 The scope of discourse particles 

 

In formal semantics, questions are considered sets of alternative 

propositions that are derived from the proposition which is expressed in 

the question (cf. Hamblin 1973, von Stechow 1991, Bäuerle and 

Zimmermann 1991). These sets are considered to constitute the proto 

question from which the real question is derived by applying an 

illocutionary question operator ? to it: 

 

(27) a. Is it raining?     (yes/no-question) 

 b. p = it is raining     (expressed proposition) 

 c. {p, Øp} = {it is raining, it is not raining} (proto question) 

 d. ?{p, Øp} = ?{it is raining, it is not raining} (real question) 

  » Tell me which is correct: It is raining or it is not raining. 

  (cf. Zimmermann 2004a:10,ex.21) 
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Zimmermann shows that wohl takes wide scope over the proto question 

operator which in turn takes propositions as its arguments. Consider his 

example in (28): 

 

(28) Ist Hein wohl auf See? 'Is Hein wohl at sea?' 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:11, ex.22a) 

 

If wohl was part of the proposition expressed by the question, it would be 

in the scope of the proto question operator, thus resulting in the following 

interpretation (wohl(� ) being interpreted as ASSUME(hearer, � )): 

 

(29) ?{ASSUME(hearer, Hein is at sea), ØASSUME(hearer, Hein is at 

sea} 

» Tell me which is correct: You assume that Hein is at sea, or it is not 

the case that you assume that Hein is at sea. 

 (cf. Zimmermann 2004a:10,ex.22c) 

 

This is not the correct interpretation of (28). The correct interpretation 

results from wohl taking obligatory wide scope over the proto question 

operator and the embedded proposition: 

 

(30) ?(ASSUME(hearer, {Hein is at sea, Hein is not at sea})) 

» Tell me your assumption on which is correct: Hein is at sea or Hein 

is not at sea. 

 (cf. Zimmermann 2004a:10,ex.23) 

 

Evidently, the set of alternative propositions is the same in the question 

with wohl and the question without it. From these empiric facts, 

Zimmermann concludes that wohl takes the proto question as its argument 

and does not contribute to the proposition. In contrast, epistemic modals 

are interpreted within the scope of negation and proto question operators.  

This test can also be applied to instances of denn. Reconsider the 

first approximation of a lexicon entry in (18), repeated as (31). 
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(31) [[denn � ]] (first approximation): 

denn �  is appropriate in a context c if (1) �  is a question, and (2) �  

refers back to a proposition p in c which is a fact of wc that – for all 

the speaker knows – is known to the addressee, and (3) the correct 

answer q to �  is – for all the speaker knows – known to the 

addressee. 

 

Analogous to Zimmermann's analysis of wohl, the question in (32) might 

be analyzed either as in (33), denn being assumed to be part of the 

proposition, or as in (34), denn being interpreted higher than the 

proposition and proto question, but lower than the question operator ?33: 

 

(32) Ist Hein denn auf See? 'Is Hein denn at sea?' 

 

(33) ?{([[denn]] & Hein is at sea), Ø([[denn]] & Hein is at sea)} 

» Tell me which is correct: (a) Hein is at sea and this is a question, 

and you know the contextually provided proposition to which I refer 

with this utterance, and whether it is true that Hein is at sea or not, or 

(b) Hein is not at sea and this is not a question, and you do not know 

the contextual fact to which I refer with this utterance, and whether it 

is true that Hein is at sea or not. 

 

(33) cannot be the right interpretation of (32), as the speaker neither 

questions the hearer's knowledge of the contextual fact to which the 

question refers, nor the hearer's knowledge of the correct answer, nor the 

utterance's property of being a question. However, interpreting denn in 

analogy to wohl is not felicitous either: 

 

(34) ?([[denn]] & {Hein is at sea, ØHein is at sea}) 

                                            
33 Note that the modification of an entity (or constituent) �  by denn is informally written as 

'[[denn]] & � '. The question of the exact formalization of this modification is not relevant 

for the ongoing discussion and exceeds the scope of this thesis. 
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The question operator ? is defined as operating on sets of at least two 

alternative propositions. The interpretation in (30) is perfectly felicitous as 

the respective set is merely modified by wohl with respect to propositional 

commitment, but it still remains a set of propositions. In (34) this is not the 

case. ? would have to apply to both the proto question and to the semantic 

contributions of denn. This is obviously not the case, as the correct 

interpretation is in any case one in which the hearer is requested to select 

one of the two propositions provided by the proto question – either Hein is 

at sea, or Hein is not at sea. The difference between wohl and denn is 

evident. Denn has to operate on a level which is higher than the question 

operator, resulting in (35) which in fact yields the right interpretation for 

(32): 

 

(35) [[denn]] & (?{Hein is at sea, ØHein is at sea}) 

» This is a question and you know the contextual fact to which I refer 

with this utterance, and you know which is the correct answer to the 

question, and I request that you tell me which is correct: (a) Hein is at 

sea or (b) Hein is not at sea. 

 

Zimmermann makes an analogous observation for ja in declarative 

clauses. From these observations it can be concluded that denn does not 

only take scope over the proposition denoted by an utterance (cf. (33)), 

but that it further operates on the speech act operator (i.e. on the question 

operator ?) and not on the sentence type (denoted by the proto question; 

cf. (34)). Zimmermann takes this difference between ja (or denn) and wohl 

as basis for his proposal of a sub-classification of discourse particles. To 

implement the presented observations into a framework of generative 

syntax, Zimmermann proposes an analysis as outlined in the following 

sub-section. 
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4.3.3 Discourse particles and the left periphery 

 

In accordance with Rizzi (1997) Zimmerman assumes that the sentence 

type (declarative, interrogative, exclamative, etc.) is specified in the 

highest functional projection of the left periphery, i.e. ForceP. It is 

determined by an abstract sentence type feature (decl, int, imp, etc.) 

located in Force0. This feature determines three parameters: the semantic 

type of the denotation (e.g. proposition (decl) versus set of alternative 

propositions (int)), the modal base of a sentence (e.g. epistemic, in case of 

decl and int) and the epistemic reference point of the utterance (e.g. 

reference to the speaker (decl) or reference to the hearer (int) of the 

expressed proposition). These sentence type indicators can be operated 

on by sentence-type modifiers such as the discourse particle wohl. 

Speech act operators like ASSERT and the question operator ? operate 

on a higher level and take scope over both sentence-type indicators (e.g. 

decl, int) and sentence-type modifiers (e.g. wohl). These speech act 

operators determine the usage of an utterance, while the sentence-type 

modifiers for instance modify the strength of commitment to an expressed 

proposition. Obviously, sentence-type modifiers can be asymmetrically 

embedded under speech act operators: ASSERT(wohl(p)). 

 To adapt Rizzi's theory to account for the semantic behavior of wohl, 

Zimmermann states that one additional assumption suffices. This new 

assumption is that ForceP also encodes the strength of commitment to the 

expressed proposition, by means of operators like wohl that are moved to 

SpecForceP. The following analysis is straightforward. Wohl being 

assumed to be base-generated and spelled out within the IP layer, it is 

analyzed to covertly move to the CP layer at LF. Consider the overt 

syntactic structure of the sentence in (36), as proposed by Zimmermann34: 

 

                                            
34 Note that Zimmermann (2004a) adopts a VP-adjunction approach for discourse 

particles and sentence adverbials, while it is argued for an approach within Cinque's 

(1999) framework in this thesis. 
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(36) Hein ist wohl in See gestochen 

 Hein is wohl in sea stabbed 

 'Hein has wohl set sail.' 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:21) 

 

(37) [ForceP declspeaker [TopP Hein [FinP ist [VP wohl [VP in See gestochen]]]]] 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:21,ex.46a) 

 

The empirical data that were discussed earlier in this thesis suggest that 

SG ja, denn and VG dn are base-generated within the same area of the 

clause as wohl (cf. in particular chapters 2.3, 2.4 and 3.4). 

Zimmermann proceeds with his analysis in proposing that wohl has 

to rise to SpecForceP covertly at LF in order to take scope over the 

sentence type indicator: 

 

(38) [ForceP wohli declspeaker [TopP Hein [FinP ist [VP ti [VP in See gestochen]]]]] 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:21,ex.46b) 

 

In this constellation, wohl receives its epistemic reference point from decl 

by means of Specifier-Head-Agreement. On the other hand, it operates on 

Force0 to modify the strength of propositional commitment. Both processes 

are illustrated in (39a) - Æ denotes the default value of absolute 

(epistemic) security which applies in absence of overt operators. (39b) 

shows that speech act operators like ASSERT or ? can operate on the 

outcome of modifying the epistemic security by inserting wohl: 

 

(39) a. Æ(p) ®  ASSUME(speaker, p) 

 b. ASSERT(ASSUME(speaker, p) 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:21,ex.47a+b) 

 

The analysis of wohl in interrogatives like (40) is analogous: The overt 

structure in (41a), i.e. the input for PF, is derived by moving the finite verb 
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to Force0 to license the abstract feature int35. As in the case of 

declaratives, the discourse particle wohl covertly rises to SpecForceP to 

receive its semantic interpretation (illustrated in (41b)). The latter step is 

also supported by the need to account for wohl taking scope over the 

proto question operator. 

 

(40) Hat Hania wohl (auch) ihre Chefin eingeladen? 

 Has Hania wohl (also) her chef invited? 

 'Has Hania wohl (also) invited her chef?' 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:21,ex.48) 

 

(41) a. [ForceP inthearer + hat Hania [VP wohl [VP auch ihre Chefin 

eingeladen]]]? 

b. [ForceP wohli inthearer + hat Hania [VP ti [VP auch ihre Chefin 

eingeladen]]]? 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:21,ex.49a+b) 

 

The respective operations can again be described as in (42): 

 

(42) a. Æ({p,Øp}) ®  ASSUME(hearer, {p,Øp}) 

 b. ?(ASSUME(hearer, {p,Øp}) 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:22,ex.49c+d) 

 

This semantic representation can be derived compositionally in three 

steps as illustrated in (43) and (44). 

 

 

 

 

 
                                            
35 Note that this is a different analysis than that which has been proposed in this thesis, 

namely that the finite verb in Verb Second Position in root clauses always resides within 

the Fin0 (resp. C0) head. 
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(43) i. formation of the proto question in Force0(int): � p.{p,Øp} 

 ii. functional application of [[wohl]] in SpecForceP: 

  [[wohl]] = � P.ASSUME(hearer, {q|qÎ P}) 

 iii. application of the speech act operator ? 

 

(44)  ?(ASSUME(hearer, {p,Øp}))     = (iii.) 

� ��� � �

 ?     ForceP (ASSUME(hearer, {p,Øp}))  = (ii.) 

� � � � � �

  wohl     Force' {p,Øp}  = (i.) 

� P.ASSUME(hearer, {q|qÎ P})     � � �

      int   FinP 

     � p.{p,Øp}     p 

 

(43) and (44) illustrate that wohl takes syntactic and semantic scope over 

the proto question operator. This derivation can also be adopted for 

declaratives if the propositions denoted by declaratives are considered 

unit sets (i.e. they only contain one element). Zimmermann concludes that 

the proposal of LF-movement of wohl allows for a correct compositional 

derivation of the meaning of sentences that are modified by wohl. 

 He finally addresses the problem of wohl in wh-questions. The 

assumption that wohl is moved to SpecForceP implies that this position 

cannot host wh-elements. This observation corresponds to Grewendorf's 

(2002:240) analysis that wh-elements are marked for focus and thus 

moved into SpecFoc(us)P. Therefore a wh-interrogative like (45a) would 

have the LF structure in (45b): 

 

(45) a. Wen hat Hania wohl eingeladen? 

  Whom has Hania wohl invited? 

  'Whom has Hania wohl invited?' 

 b. [ForceP wohli int [FocP wen [FinP hat Hania ti eingeladen]]]? 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:27,ex.61a+b) 
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Zimmermann notes that this assumption implies the rejection of Rizzi's 

(1990) wh-criterion that an abstract question feature in the highest 

functional head (in this case, Force0) has to be licensed by a wh-

expression in its specifier position. Furthermore, Zimmermann assumes a 

different position for the finite verb in wh-questions such as (45b) than in 

yes/no-questions (cf. (41b)). Zimmermann proposes that the configuration 

of Force0 and SpecFocP might be considered local enough to check the 

question features of the sentence type indicator int and the wh-element 

wen 'whom'. Alternatively, the abstract question feature might be analyzed 

as not being located in Force0, but in a lower head, for instance, T0 or Fin0, 

where it is picked up by the verb during the derivation. The proposal that 

the finite verb is not moved to Force0, but to Fin0 could be extended to 

other sentence types and thus provide a unitary account for wh-questions 

and yes/no-questions. In fact, this is what has been implicitly claimed in 

this thesis by assuming that the finite verb in German root clauses always 

moves to the Fin0 head (or traditionally C0). 

 

4.3.4 Discourse particles differ from implicature triggers 

 

Having shown that discourse particles like wohl are interpreted higher than 

the proposition they occur in, Zimmermann shows that they differ from 

typical implicature triggering elements for two reasons: their inability of 

taking unlimited wide scope and the fact that they do not contribute to the 

expressive meaning of an utterance by triggering conventional 

implicatures. In particular, it would be false to analyze wohl in yes/no 

questions as suggested in (46): 

 

(46) [[wohl p?]] = ?(p) Ù hearer is not sure with respect to p 

 (cf. Zimmermann 2004a:12,ex.25) 

 

The first evidence for such a difference is that typical implicature triggering 

elements such as expressives, parentheses and certain particles can take 
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wide scope over a whole utterance from embedded contexts. Furthermore, 

they add an implied meaning (IMP) which has the same status as the 

asserted meaning (ASS); the overall meaning is formally described as an 

ordered pair <ASS, IMP>. (47) is an example of an implicature triggering 

expression which shows that they are not interpreted in the embedded 

clause, but take widest scope over the whole utterance on the level of 

overall meaning (cf. Zimmermann 2004a:13): 

 

(47) a. Herbert sagt, dass sein verdammter Hund zweimal am Tag 

gefüttert werden sollte. 

Herbert says that his damned dog twice a day fed be should 

  'Herbert says that his damned dog should be fed twice a day.' 

b. <Herbert says that his _ dog should be fed twice a day; the 

speaker does not like Herbert's dog>  

 

(48) a. Der Kapitän weiß, dass der Smutje auch betrunken war. 

  the captain knows that the cook also drunk was 

  'The captain knows that the cook was also drunk.' 

b. <The captain knows that the cook was _ drunk; somebody else 

was drunk> 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:13,ex.28, translations added.) 

 

In contrast, the following examples show that wohl cannot scope out of the 

embedded context but has to receive its interpretation within it. Therefore, 

wohl in embedded contexts cannot be interpreted except for cases where 

it is embedded under attitude verbs or verba dicendi (witness the 

difference between (49) and (50)): 

 

(49) a. Schröder hat gesagt, dass die SPD wohl Unterstützung 

verdient. 

  Schröder has said that the SPD wohl support deserves 

  'Schröder said that the SPD wohl deserves support.' 
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b. ¹  <Schröder said that the SPD _ deserves support; the speaker 

is unsure whether the SPD deserves support> 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:13,ex.29, translation added) 

 

(50) a. *? Die Deern weiß, dass der Hein wohl auf See ist. 

  the girl knows that Hein wohl at sea is 

  'The girl knows that Hein is wohl at sea.' 

b. ¹  <The girl knows that Hein is _ at sea; the speaker is unsure 

whether Hein is at sea> 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:13,ex.31, translation added) 

 

The second piece of evidence differentiating wohl and prototypical 

implicature triggering elements is that the latter add a second component 

of meaning (IMP) to the descriptive meaning (ASS) which is not changed. 

This is not the case for discourse particles of this type. Wohl does not 

contribute a surplus meaning to the descriptive meaning – Zimmermann 

points out that a felicitous utterance of (51a) does not allow for the 

conclusion that Hein is actually at sea. Instead, wohl modifies the overall 

meaning of the utterance such that the epistemic strength of the 

expressed proposition is weakened. 

 

(51) a. Hein ist wohl auf See. 

  'Hein is wohl at sea.' 

 b. ¹  <Hein is  _ at sea; [[wohl]]> 

  (Zimmermann 2004a:15,ex.38, translation added) 

 

From these observations Zimmermann concludes that wohl is not 

interpreted at the independent semantic level of implicatures and 

presuppositions. He takes these observations as additional evidence for 

his proposal that wohl has to move to SpecForceP at LF. This analysis 

accounts for wohl taking scope over the proposition without being able to 

take unlimited scope as implicature triggers do. 
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 These observations lead to a significant semantic difference between 

the wohl-type of discourse particles and the denn- and ja-type. As 

Zimmermann points out for ja, these can be described in the above 

notation, in contrast to wohl: 

 

(52) a. Hein ist ja auf See. 

  'Hein is ja at sea' 

 b. = <ASSERT(Hein is _ at sea); [[ja]]> 

 

(53) a. Ist Hein denn auf See? 

  'Is Hein denn at sea?' 

 b. = <?{Hein is _ at sea, ØHein is _ at sea}; [[denn]]> 

 

Nevertheless, denn differs significantly from implicature triggering 

elements such as expressives, as it cannot take unlimited scope either, 

but has to receive an embedded interpretation. Reconsider the example in 

(23), repeated as (54a). 

 

(54) a. Paul fragte Maria, wo sie denn wohne. 

  'Paul asked Maria, where she denn lives.' 

  (May 2000:130,ex.267) 

b. ¹  <Paul asked Maria, where she _ lives; the speaker wants to 

mark the utterance where she _ lives as a question and wants 

to express his/her assumption that the hearer knows to which 

contextual fact it refers and what the correct answer is> 

 

Interestingly, ja which in all previous investigations patterns exactly as 

denn (with the only syntactic difference of being licensed in exactly the 

converse sentence type, i.e. declarative), seems to behave differently in 

this regard, namely, like a prototypical expressive: 
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(55) a. Stacie hat ihren Job verloren, weil sie ja in der Gewerkschaft 

war. 

Stacie has her job lost, because she ja in the union was 

'Stacie has lost her job, because she was ja in the union.' 

(Kratzer 1999:5,ex.11d) 

b. » <Stacie has lost her job, because she was _ in the union; the 

speaker assumes that the hearer knows that Stacie was in the 

union> 

 

This difference between ja and denn is due to the type of the embedded 

sentence, as ja behaves exactly like denn when embedded under a 

verbum dicendi, the only case where denn can be embedded at all: 

 

(56) a. Webster sagte, dass er ja niemanden gekannt habe. 

Webster said that he ja nobody known had 

'Webster said that he ja  hadn't known anybody' 

  (Kratzer 1999:6,ex.12) 

b. ¹  <Webster said that he _ hadn't known anybody; the speaker 

assumes that the hearer knows that Webster hadn't known 

anybody> 

 

4.3.5 Zimmermann's analysis applied to denn, dn and ja 

 

As stated above, Zimmermann (2004a) proposes that ja and wohl do not 

form a unitary class of particles. He points out that ja does not modify 

sentence types, like wohl, but that it modifies types of speech acts, i.e. it 

takes scope over the speech act operator (ASSERT). an analogous 

observation has also been made for the scope of denn (and the speech 

act operator ?) earlier in this text. Further empirical evidence for such a 

difference might be gained from linearization facts. Zimmermann proposes 

that the fact that ja obligatorily precedes wohl in overt syntax mirrors their 

respective scope behavior at LF. Zimmermann shows that ja and wohl 
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never scopally interact in a declarative sentence where they co-occur; it is 

always ja that takes scope over wohl and never the other way round. 

Zimmermann provides the following example: 

 

(57) Heute ist ja wohl Müllers letzter Arbeitstag 

 today is ja wohl Müllers last day.at.work 

= Speaker assumes that today is Müller's last day at work and 

expresses his expectation that the hearer should entertain the same 

assumption on the base of evidence available to him. 

 (Zimmermann 2004b:565,ex.52) 

 

The contribution of wohl in this case is to weaken the epistemic security of 

the expressed proposition (today is Müller's last day at work). The 

contribution of ja is to express the speakers assumption that the modified 

utterance might be accessible to the hearer. Therefore, ja taking scope 

over wohl can be interpreted such that the speaker expresses an 

assumption (i.e. a proposition modified by wohl) and further expresses the 

assumption that the hearer shares this assumption (i.e. that the 

proposition which is modified by wohl might also be accessible for the 

hearer). This analysis results in the correct interpretation. If wohl were to 

take scope over ja, the resulting utterance would be such that the speaker 

is epistemically insecure about both the facts that the expressed 

proposition holds and that it might be shared by the hearer. This would 

obviously not result in the right interpretation. The utterance in (57) can not 

be understood such that the speaker questions her/his own assumption 

that the expressed proposition might be available to the hearer (cf. 

Zimmermann 2004a) 

Zimmermann takes these observations as further evidence for his 

claim that ja takes scope higher than the speech act operator (ASSERT) 

and thus higher than wohl in SpecForceP. According to Zimmermann, the 

sentence in (58a) can thus be described as (58b) with the denotation in 

(58c). 
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(58) a. Heute ist ja wohl Müllers letzter Arbeitstag. 

  today is ja wohl Müller's last day.at.work 

  'Today is ja wohl Müller's last working day.' 

 (Zimmermann 2004a:31,ex.67a) 

b. [jai [ASSERT [ForceP wohlj declspeaker [TopP heute [FinP ist [VP ti tj ...] 

c. ja + ASSERT [ASSUME (speaker, today is Müller's last working 

day)] 

(Zimmermann 2004a:32,ex.72) 

 

An analogous derivation can be attributed to denn in accordance with the 

observations in chapter 4.3.2. Recall that a framework has been adopted 

which analyzes questions as denoting sets of alternative propositions, to 

which the question operator ? applies, resulting in requesting the hearer to 

select one of these propositions. While yes/no-questions denote binary 

sets, wh-questions denote sets which are determined as follows. They 

express a proposition which contains a variable denoted by the wh-

element (cf. Bäuerle and Zimmermann 1991). The possible values that 

this variable can take are determined by the properties of the wh-element 

(cf. Eckardt 2004 who labels this set of possible values the search space). 

The set of propositions which is denoted by the question in (59) and from 

which the hearer is requested to select one can be formalized as in (60): 

 

(59) Wo ist der Hans? 

 where is the Hans? 

 'Where is Hans?' 

 

(60) � x. x Î  Dlocations: Hans is in x 

 

In conclusion, the interpretation of the wh-question in (61a) can be derived 

as sketched in (61b) and (61c). 
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(61) a. Wo ist denn wohl der Hans? 

  Where is denn wohl the Hans? 

  'Where is denn wohl Hans?' 

b. [denni [? [ForceP wohlj inthearer [FocP wok [FinP ist [VP ti tj [VP der 

Hans]]]]]? 

c. denn + ? [ASSUME (hearer, {� x. x Î  Dlocations: Hans is in x})] 

 

In other words, the semantic content of denn as sketched above is added 

to the speaker's request that the hearer commits herself/himself to one of 

the propositions that are included in the set denoted by the function in 

(60). The contribution of wohl is to weaken the degree of the requested 

commitment, i.e. the hearer is not expected to say what she/he knows to 

be the case, but to say what she/he assumes to be the case. 

At this point, conclusions can be made on the syntactic behavior of 

denn and dn at the LF interface. Recall the syntactic analysis of SG (and 

VG) denn and VG dn within Cinque's (1999) framework, which has been 

proposed in chapter 2 and 3. Witness the sample derivation in (63) of the 

wh-question provided in (62). 

 

(62) a. SG Wo ist denn Hans? 

 b. VG Wo is-(d)n der Hans? 

   where is-denn/dn the Hans? 

   'Where is Hans?' 

 

It has been proposed that denn and dn are base-generated in the specifier 

of a functional projection within the highest area of Cinque's Hierarchy: 

 

(63) a. SG [CP Wo [C ist] [F1P [SpecF1P denn] [F' F1
0 [Hans [VP ... ]]]]]? 

 b. VG [CP Wo [C is] [F1P [SpecF1P dn] [F' F1
0 [der Hans [VP ... ]]]]]? 

 

Furthermore, it has been argued that VG dn, being a clitic element, has to 

move up and head-adjoin to the canonical clitic position, C0, while SG 
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denn remains in its base position, the surface realization thus being as 

follows: 

 

(64) a. SG [CP Wo [C ist] [F1P [SpecF1P denn] [F' F1
0 [Hans [VP ... ]]]]]? 

 b. VG [CP Wo [C is-(d)ni] [F1P [SpecF1P ti] [F' F1
0 [der Hans [VP ... ]]]]]? 

 

Finally, it has been shown in this chapter that covert LF movement of 

discourse particles to the CP layer has to be assumed, resulting in an LF 

structure which can be sketched as follows36: 

 

(65) a. SG [CP-layer [denni [? [ForceP int [FocP Wo [FinP ist] [F1P [SpecF1P ti] [F' 

F1
0 [Hans [VP ... ]]]]]? 

b. VG [CP-layer [dni [? [ForceP int [FocP Wo [FinP is] [F1P [SpecF1P ti] [F' F1
0 

[der Hans [VP ... ]]]]]? 

 

4.4 Summary 

 

In this chapter, a first approximation of a semantic contribution of SG (and 

VG) denn and SG dn has been presented, based on traditional attempts at 

determining their semantic contribution. It has been shown that the 

meaning of SG denn can be expressed in terms of Kratzer (1999) and that 

Kratzer's observations on the behavior of ja can be carried over to the 

investigation of denn. It has further been shown that the intervention 

effects that Kratzer claims are both empirically and conceptually highly 

problematic. However, it has been shown that dn appears to be rather 

accepted in embedded wh-clauses when the wh-element is base-

generated in an adjunct position than in an argument position. 

 Subsequently, it has been proposed to treat discourse particles as 

modifiers of speech act operators or sentence type indicators, as 

proposed by Zimmermann (2004a, 2004b). It has been shown that 
                                            
36 Note that it is controversial whether clitic movement takes place before Spell-Out or 

whether it involves movement at PF; therefore no trace is written in its clitic position. 
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Zimmermann's semantic tests for the scope behavior of discourse 

particles can also be applied to denn, showing that it obligatorily takes 

scope not only over the proposition and the sentence type indicator (as is 

the case for wohl), but also over the speech act operator '?'. It has thus 

been concluded that denn is of the same semantic type as ja and, in 

accordance with Zimmermann, proposed that they both move to the 

leftmost periphery of the clause. The most essential fact which can be 

concluded from these observations is that it has to be assumed that the 

discourse particles SG denn and VG dn are covertly moved up to the high 

end of the CP layer to allow for interpretability at the LF interface. 


