
 

1 

Fake wh-interrogatives: A syntax-discourse interface analysis  

                            Ángel L. Jiménez-Fernández & Mercedes Tubino-Blanco 
         University of Seville               Western Michigan University 

 
In this paper, we explore fake wh-interrogatives in Spanish, an interrogative type with the 
appearance of a wh-question (e.g., an interrogative involving the wh-pronoun qué ‘what’) but 
interpreted as and receiving the typically raising intonation of a yes/no question (e.g., (1)).  
 
This class of interrogatives has been previously identified as Split-interrogatives (Arregi 2007, 
2010; Contreras & Roca 2007; López-Cortina 2003, 2009), and wh-doubling (Camacho 2002), 
since they apparently involve a split in their structure. Their initial part exhibits a wh-pronoun, 
typically qué ‘what’, analyzed as an expletive interrogative pronoun by Lorenzo (1994), as 
well as falling intonation, characteristic of wh-interrogatives. What distinguishes these 
questions from real wh-interrogatives is their final raising intonation and their interpretation as 
yes/no questions. A similar but not identical interrogative pattern has been found in Catalan 
(Contreras & Roca 2007) and English (López Cortina 2009). 
 
We reject an analysis in which these constructions would consist of two independent 
interrogatives (i.e., a wh-interrogative followed by a yes/no question), since the wh-portion is 
not a well-formed independent clause in Spanish (2).  
 
In our analysis, these interrogatives are interpreted as positive polarity questions that include a 
focal element. We identify the focus (e.g., the interrogative pronoun) as the element responsible 
for the initial falling intonation, as well as the emphasis perceived on the wh-pronoun. The 
interpretation of the interrogative as a yes/no question is derived from the inclusion of the 
expected answer in the body of the question, as well as the final raising intonation. If we assume 
that the wh-operator is associated with the focus (Bosque 1980), the question would include 
both the operator and the focalized element, which appears to the right, as argued by Ortega-
Santos (2016).  
 
Interpretation-wise, these fake wh-interrogatives appear to have a confirmational value, that is, 
the speaker is requesting information to confirm a previous suspicion or intuition (López 
Cortina 2009). Unlike other types of confirmation interrogatives such as tag questions, fake 
wh-interrogatives are invariably affirmative, regardless of the actual reply, which might be 
positive or negative (3). In our analysis we propose that both the wh- operator and the focalized 
element are generated together on a Confirmation Phrase à la López Cortina. However, the 
ConfP must be interpreted within the domain of Sentence Polarity. The operator must move to 
CP, attracted by a [wh] feature on C. Any additional feature on C will be valued by the focalized 
element by means of Long Distance Agreement. This explains why in fake wh-interrogatives 
the wh-operator qué ‘what’ is in complementary distribution with more specific operators, e.g, 
cómo ‘how’, cuándo ‘when’, dónde ‘where’. In (4), only (4a) would be considered a fake wh-
interrogative, whereas (4b) would be analyzed as two independent interrogatives. 
 
We compare the present mechanisms in these interrogatives with the mechanisms available in 
Bianchi & Cruschina’s (2016) polar questions with a fronted focus for Spanish (5) and English 
(6). Again, these interrogatives have a confirmational value, very similar to the one in fake wh-
interrogatives. In our analysis, the [wh] feature on C is valued along with the rest of features 
by means of the focalized element movement to CP. 
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Examples 
(1) a. ¿Qué   vienes,       de     la   calle? 
            what  come:2SG  from the street 
            ‘Are you coming back home?, lit. what are you coming, back from the street?’ 
      b. ¿Qué   vas,      en coche? 
             what go:2SG in  car 
            ‘Are you going by car?, lit. what are you going, by car?’ 
(2) a. *¿Qué  vienes? 
             what come:2SG 
             Intended: ‘Where are you coming from?’ 
     b. *¿Qué vas? 
             what go:2SG          
             Intended: ‘How are you going? 

(3) *¿Qué   no vienes, el viernes? 
          what NEG come:2SG, the  Friday 
          Intended: ‘When are you not coming, on Friday?’ 

(4) a. ¿Qué  llegaste,    anoche? 
            what arrived:2SG last.night 
          ‘Did you arrive last night?, lit. what did you arrive, last night?’ 
     b. ¿Cuándo llegaste,        anoche? 
           when     arrived:2SG  last.night 
         ‘When did you arrive, last night?’ 
(5)  ¿Gazpacho estás      haciendo? 
         gazpacho  are:2SG making 
        ‘Gazpacho are you making?’ 

(6)    Soup are you making? 


