
Whinter 2015 wh-indefinites reading group1

mitcho + Hadas

1 Some data
In some (many) languages, wh-words have non-interrogative uses:

(1) English:

a. Relative pronoun:
the man who came

b. Free relative head:
I’ll have [what you ate].

(2) Japanese modified wh’s:

a. wh+ka indefinite:

Dare-ka-ga
who-ka-nom

ki-ta.
come-past

‘Someone came.’

b. wh+mo universal:

Dare-mo-ga
who-mo-nom

ki-ta.
come-past

‘Everyone came.’

In some languages, bare wh-words can function as indefinites:

(3) Chuj (Mayan):

a. Wh-questions (generally) front:

Tas
what

ix-a
prf-A2sg

man-a?
buy-tr

‘What did you buy?’

b. Bare wh-indefinite:

Ix
prf

k-aplej
A1pl-eat

tas.
what

‘We ate something.’

(4) Mandarin Chinese:

a. Wh-questions are in-situ:

Ni
you

xihuan
like

chi
eat

shenme?
what

‘What do you like to eat?’

b. Bare wh-indefinite:

Ta
he

yiwei
think

wo
I

xihuan
like

shenme.
what

‘He thinks I like something.’ (Li, 1992)

1Credit for the “whinter” pun goes, apparently, to Junko and Paul Hagstrom.
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2 Literature that exists
The typological connection between interrogative words and indefinite words is well-known
(Haspelmath, 1997; Bhat, 2000). From Gärtner (2009):

12 Hans-Martin Gärtner

and “action nominals” as my prime candidates for non-finite sources of EN-
FIs.18

Also, it is assumed that crosslinguistic identification of embedded interrog-
atives (sometimes also referred to as “indirect questions”) must look to occur-
rences of interrogatives as arguments of predicates like ‘wonder’, ‘know’, and
‘tell’, etc.19

Let us thus begin with the indefinite/interrogative ambiguity. A survey based
on Cheng 1991, Haspelmath 1997 and 2005, Bhat 2000 and 2004, and Bruen-
ing 2007 yielded the following 62 [i=i]-languages (out of a sample of roughly
150).20

(27) [i=i]-languages
Aghem, Assuriní, Atayal, Belorussian, Burushaski, Chinese, Diyari,
Djaru, Dutch, Dyirbal, Old English, Finnish Sign Language, Ga-
libi, German, Goajiro, Gooniyandi, Gothic, Classical Greek, Guaraní,
Hmong Njua, Hopi, Jaminjung, Kaingang, Kamaiurá, Khmer, Kla-
math, Koasati, Korean, Lakhota, Latin, Lithuanian, Mangarayi, Ma-
puche, Maricopa, Martuthunira, Masalit, Mising, Mundari, Newari,
Panare, Panyjima, Pashto, Passamaquoddy, Eastern Pomo, Ancash
Quechua, Russian, Vedic Sanskrit, Santali, Shoshone, Siuslaw, Old
Church Slavonic, Slovene, Takelma, Thai, Ukrainian, Warndarang,
Wintu, Xinh Mul, Yaqui, Yidini, Yindjibarndi, Yup’ik

From our discussion in Section 2 we already know that Dutch, Latin, Lithua-
nian, Russian, and Slovene are [%i=i], and we conjectured the same for Be-
lorussian, Old Church Slavonic, and Ukrainian. Newari can be classified as

18. “Participles” are left out of the picture. Except for the Basque example in (9a), I am not
currently aware of any relevant non-finite structures in the languages investigated that are
based on them. Eventually, participles will have to be investigated more thoroughly too, of
course.

19. Karttunen (1977: 6) gives a list of such predicates. Embedded interrogatives may derivatively
– depending on the analysis – give rise to free relatives. Curiously, English ENFIs do not
allow this, as P. Jacobson (1995: 478) shows: *I haven’t yet read [what(ever) to read]. In the
domain of adjuncts, embedded interrogatives arguably give rise to (concessive) conditionals
(cf. König & van der Auwera 1988). I believe, though, that it is safe to assume that these are
derivative, not exclusive, usages and that therefore adjuncts can be excluded from the search
for ENFIs.

20. The study by Ultan (1978) does not contain any specific information about the [i=i]-property
of languages. I owe the information that Aghem belongs here to Larry Hyman and Maria
Polinsky (personal communication). For Old English, see Quirk & Wrenn 1989: 39 and Fi-
scher et al. 2000. For Finnish Sign Language, see Zeshan 2004: 26. Bhat (2000: 383, 2004:
241) incorrectly classifies Bagandji as a [i=i]-language. The error is due to misleading termi-
nology used by Hercus (1982: 171), who dubs usages of interrogative pronouns in indirect as
opposed to direct questions (e.g., I did not see who chopped down that tree) “indefinite”.
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There seems to be two types of work in this domain:

1. Why do some languages have wh-indefinites and some don’t?
A good example is Gärtner (2009), which involves syntactic theorizing.

2. What is the distribution and semantics of wh-indefinites in a particular language?
A good example is the rich literature on Mandarin wh-indefinites as a kind of polarity
item requiring a licensor: Li (1992); Cheng (1994); Lin (1998).

3 Goal
There does not seem to be much that does both: bring cross-linguistic data together with
generalizations informed by semantic theory. (Bhat (2000) does a little.)

We are interested in attempting this, and we think it would be a fun group project.
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4 Plan
1. Read some things that exist: possibly Lin (1998); Bhat (2000); Gärtner (2009)

2. Come up with a battery of potentially relevant (fieldwork-like) questions to ask of
particular wh-indefinite languages.

3. Present data on the distribution of wh-indefinites in languages we work on/speak.

4. (Hopefully) identify some generalizations.
At a minimum, see how existing semantic theories (e.g. Lin, 1998, 2004) may or may
not apply to a broad range of languages.

5. Write something.

5 Expectations
We hope that participants will able to get something concrete (hopefully a group paper,
and likely other interesting puzzles in their language(s) of interest) out of the reading
group, but it will only work through active participation.

We envision active participants to:

• show up almost every time,

• bring original data to the table, think about it, and present it,

• contribute to writing and become a coauthor (if/when we get there).

If you just want to sit in sometimes when you can (without expecting to become a co-
author), you’re of course welcome.

It is best (though perhaps not entirely realistic) for active participants to commit to being
so from the beginning.

6 Possible times
Here are some possible times we’ve identified:

• Tuesdays after 2:30

• Wednesdays 11:30–1:30

• Tuesdays after 2:30

...possibly others, depending on who shows up.
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