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Abstract

We propose a unified analysis of “meta questions”, a variety of questions about the
intentions behind a speech act, among them “Echo-questions”. We analyze meta ques-
tions as run-of-the-mill questions in which a wh-Phrase covertly scopes over silent
speech-act-material. The silence of the speech act material and the covertness of the
movement are derived from independently motivated constraints in the theory of spell-
out. The analysis explains a restriction on recursion of silent speech acts, more specif-
ically the limited distribution of meta-meta questions (Trinh 2024).

1. Echo questions
We start with an analysis of “echo questions”, exemplified by (1-B).

(D A1: Did you talk to Mary?
B;: Did I talk to who? — Echo question
Aj: Did you talk to Mary.
B,: No. I did not talk to Mary.

Echo questions are often informally characterized as a request from the interlocutor to
repeat her utterance, with the in-situ wh-phrase marking the position of the phrase that the
speaker especially wants the interlocutor to repeat (maybe because they didn’t hear it well
or are very surprised by it). But what is the semantics that explains this use and how does it
come about? Clearly, (1-B) is not interpreted like its “normal”, ex-situ, parallel ‘who did
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I talk to?’. B is not asking A to provide the identity of the person B talked to. Rather, B is
a question about A’s own question. B is asking A something paraphrasable as (2).!

2) Paraphrase of (1-B{): who is the person x such that you are asking whether I talked
to x?

We propose that the LF of echo questions wears the paraphrase in (2) on its sleeves, that is,
that (1-B) has an LF structure such as (3), where gray indicates silent, i.e. non-spelled out,
material. Henceforth, we will use subscripts to indicate the reference of pronouns. Thus,
the pronoun ‘you’ and ‘I’ in (3) refer to A and B, respectively.

3) LF of (I-By): [o whoy [g youn ask [y whether g talked to whoy]]]

‘which person x is such that yous ask whether Iy talked to the person x’2

This structural analysis accounts for the intuition that (1-B) fits naturally between (1-A)
and (1-Aj): it is consistent with the assumption, conveyed by (1-Ay), that B does, but A
does not, know who B talked to, and it is a question which (1-Aj) directly addresses.

The crucial claim here is that there is ‘youp ask’ intervening between ‘whether’ and the
upper ‘who’. Borrowing from previous works, we will use the term SPEECH ACT OPERA-
TORS as descriptive label for such material as ‘youp ask’ in (1). ‘youp ask’ is not the only
speech act operator possible in echo questions; for example, an analogous analysis is avail-
able with ‘youp say’ replacing ‘youp ask’. Our approach to echo questions can therefore
be summarized as in (4).

€)) Echo questions
An echo question is a regular question at LF, with a (covertly moved) wh-phrase
scoping over a (silent) speech act operator.

This proposal immediately raises the questions of why the wh-phrase ‘who’ appears in-situ
rather than ex-situ and why the speech act operator is silent. In other words, why is every-
thing above f3 silent in (3)? (we address the silence of ‘whether’ in fn.3.) We propose to
use an independent principle of spell-out to explain this. Specifically, following Chomsky
(2001), and others, we adopt the principle in (5).

4 Spell-Out Principle
Spell out applies to all and only complements of phase heads.

!The intuition that (1-B;) has the meaning in (2) was expressed in Noh (1998), Ginzburg and Sag (2001),
Artstein (2002), Beck and Reis (2018). One attempt at formalizing this intuition that we know of is made by
Li (2019). Li’s analysis differs from ours in several ways, most importantly in that Li postulates an ECHO
operator whereas we attempt to reduce the effects of a dedicated ECHO operator to more general properties
of speech act operators, thus allowing us to generalize to other “meta-questions”.

2The reader may be asking why (3) is not ruled out as a subjacency violation, given that ‘who’ moves out
of ¥ which is a wh-island. We will attempt to address this question in section 1.5.
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For present purposes, we will say that speech act verbs such as ‘ask’ are phase heads. It
follows that nothing above ¥ is spelled out in (3) because 7 is the largest phasal complement
in the structure (i.e. one that is not dominated by any phasal complement). And since the
upper copy of ‘who’ is in a non-spelled out region of the tree, it is the lower copy that is
spelled out, i.e. the wh-phrase appears in situ.?> The statement in (6) delivers this.

(6) Wh-movement and spell-out. Wh-movement which is designated as “overt” is
pronounced in the scope position (overt movement) if this position is within a
spelled-out domain, otherwise it is covert (i.e. the wh-phrase is spelled-out in situ).

The Spell-Out Principle commits us to the claim that every sentence contains tree-
top silent material (at least one silent head). The sentences in (1), for example, have the
structures in (7).

(7) A1: Did you talk to Mary?
[o 1A ask (s whether youp talked to Mary]]
B;: Did I talk to who?
[a Whoy [g youn ask [y whether Iy talked to who]]]
Aj: Did you talk to Mary.
[ [a ask [g whether youg talked to Mary]]
B,: No. I did not talk to Mary.
[o 5 say [p I did not talk to Mary]]

One independent motivation for the spell-out principle in (5) is that it enters into an ex-
planation of the necessity of successive cyclic movement (as Chomsky 2001 argued). If
we add to (5) the assumptions that spell-out applies at the phase level and that it is im-
possible for a phrase to move out of a constituent that has been spelled-out, it follows that
movement out of each phase P must proceed through the edge of P before spell-out ap-
plies at P. Boskovi¢ (2016:p.26) raises an objection to (5): if only phasal complements are
sent to spell-out, matrix clauses will never be sent to spell-out. This paper embraces this
seemingly implausible consequence: we adopt the spell-out principle in full generality, and
claim that properties of meta-questions follow precisely from the fact that matrix sentences
are not spelled-out completely: it is the speech-act material that “licenses” the pronounced
material of matrix clauses.

3Note, also, that the final pronunciation of yin (3) is ‘did I talk to who’, i.e. without pronouncing ‘whether’
and with T-to-C movement. We assume that non-spelled out ‘ask’ requires ‘whether’ in [Spec,C] to be spelled
out as 0, i.e. the zero segment, and triggers T-to-C movement. We will not attempt to derive these assumptions.
Notational distinction is therefore made, using font colors, only between spelled out ‘whether’ and non-
spelled out ‘whether’, not between ‘whether’ spelled-out as ‘wedo’ and ‘whether’ spelled out as ‘0’. We are
also not concerned with T-to-C movement, hence do not indicate it in (3) or in other representations.

4The reader can see that we do not subscribe to the view that a question speech act can only be performed
by using a sentence containing a matrix ‘I ask’: (7-A1) has matrix ‘I ask’ while (7-B;) does not, but both
are used to ask a question. Thus, we are not endorsing the so-called “Performative Hypothesis” as proposed
by Ross (1970), Lakoff (1970), Sadock (1974), among others, according to which e.g. an assertion always
requires a tree-top ‘I say’, a question always requires a tree-top ‘I ask’, etc. in the structure.
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In what follows we apply our question-about-speech-act analysis not just to echo
questions, but to a variety of other non-canonical questions discussed in the literature.
These “meta-questions’ will include so-called Quiz questions (Comyn 2013), Repetitive
questions (Trinh 2024), Declarative questions (Gunlogson 2002) and Excursive questions
(Trinh and Bassi 2023). We get to such meta-questions in section 2. But before we get there,
in the next subsections we show that our analysis accounts for several previously observed
(yet unexplained) properties of echo questions (Iwata 2003, Sudo 2007, Beck and Reis
2018).

1.1 Echo questions contain regular wh-phrases

Since we take echo questions to be regular questions, we expect there to be no specialized
“echo” question word. This expectation is borne out: the target wh-phrase in echo questions
are just those seen in “normal” questions. We have considered an example with ‘who’.
Below are examples with ‘what’ and ‘where’.?

8) A: Did you buy the book?
[o L4 ask [g whether youg bought the book]]
B: Did I buy what?
[o What| [g youa ask [, whether Ig bought what, ]]]

) A: Did you live in Cambridge?
[ [ ask [g whether youg lived in Cambridge]]
B: Did I live where?
[o Where) [g youa ask [, whether I lived where;]]]

1.2  Echo questions are insensitive to sentence types

In every example we have considered so far, the speech act verb is ‘ask’, which means that
what is being echoed is itself a question (‘whether B talked to NP’). However, as mentioned
earlier, the wh-phrase can scope over other speech act verbs such as ‘say’ or ‘request’. We
thus expect to find questions that echo declaratives or imperatives. This expectation is borne
out, as has been noted in the literature.®

(10) A: TItalked to Mary
[a A say [5 I4 talked to Mary]]
B: Youy talked to who? — Echoing a declarative
[o Who| youy say [g youa talked to who]]

(11) A: Talk to Mary!
[ [a request [g prop talk to Mary]]

>For more involved echo questions, see Artstein (2002). His proposals are compatible with our approach,
as far as we can tell.
®We assume that the subject of imperatives is the silent pronoun ‘pro’.
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B: Talk to who? — Echoing an imperative
[a Who; youa request [g prog talk to whoq]]

1.3  Echo questions cannot be ex situ

We also predict that ex situ questions cannot have the echo reading. Consider (12).

(12) A1: Did you talk to Mary?
B:#Who did I talk to?
A,:#Did you talk to Mary.

B,: No. I did not talk to Mary.

If (12-B;) could express the “echo” question Q = ‘which person x is such that youu ask
whether Ip talked to x’, it would fit naturally between (12-A;) and (12-A,). But (12-By)
clearly doesn’t fit between (12-A) and (12-A,): it sounds odd after (12-A) and (12-A,)
sounds odd after it.

Our explanation is straightforward: given the Spell-Out Principle, Q cannot be ex-
pressed by pronouncing the string in (12-B;). Before we show why that is the case, let
us note that spelling out a constituent means spelling it out completely. Now, Q can be
expressed by either the structure in (13a) or the structure in (13b). We can see that in order
to pronounce (13a) as (12-B;), we would have to spell out material that are not part of any
phasal complement, and in order to pronounce (13b) as (12-B;), we would have to spell
out a phasal complement incompletely. In both cases, the Spell-Out Principle is violated.

(13) a. [q whoy youy ask [g whether I talked to who,]]
b. [ lask [ﬁ whoy you, ask [, whether Ig talked to who]]]

We predict that (13b) is ok with ‘ yous ask’ pronounced. But there is a confound, since
pronouncing ‘(who) you ask’ creates a wh-island configuration which independently results
in ungrammaticality (see section 1.5 below for why the version where ‘(who) you ask’ is
not spelled-out does not create an island problem). However, we can test the prediction
in languages that have resources to avoid the island problem, e.g. by using resumptive
pronouns. In Hebrew, which behaves like English in all aspects discussed so far, the version
of (13b) is ok with ‘you ask’ pronounced and with a resumptive pronoun at the tail.

1.4  Echo questions cannot be embedded

Echo questions are known to be unembeddable. This is evidence by the contrast between
(14-B;-1) and (14-B-ii).

(14) Aj1: John talked to Mary.
Bi: (i) John talked to who?
(i1) *I didn’t hear (that) John talked to who.
(iii)) I didn’t hear who you’re saying that John talked to.
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Again, our explanation is that (14-B1-ii) is just not a possible pronunciation of the structure
that represents the intended meaning. The echo question in (14-Bj-1) has the structure in
(15a). The structure which represents this question being embedded under ‘I didn’t hear’
and which, at the same time, is intended to yield the string in (14-B-ii), is (15b).”

(15) a. [y whoy youu say [s John talked to whoy]]
b. [g g say g1 didn’t hear [, who; youn say [s John talked to who;]]]]

As we can see, (15b) is a violation of the Spell-Out Principle: the phasal complement f3 is
not spelled out completely. The pronunciation in (14-B-ii1), however, does abide by it.

1.5 Echo questions are insensitive to islands

As mentioned in footnote 2, the structure in (3) — like the structure of every echo question
in which the speech act verb is ‘ask’ —involves a wh-phrase moving out of a wh-island. The
question is why the sentences are not ruled out as subjacency violations. More generally,
why are echo questions insensitive to islands? Examples given in the literature as evidence
for this insensitivity are usually of the same type as (16-B), where an island can be detected
in the overt syntactic material.

(16) A: Do you believe the claim that John talked to Mary?
B: Do I believe the claim that John talked to who?

According to our analysis, the structure of (16-B) is (17), which means ‘who’ crosses not
one but two islands: y and 3.

(17) [ Wwho; youp ask [ B whether Ig believe [, the claim that John talked to who]]]

Our account for the island-insensitivity of echo questions will be (18), which is a well-
known generalization about in-situ wh-phrases (cf. Huang 1982).

(18) In-situ Generalization
In situ wh-phrases can appear in islands

Recall the sense in which we take a wh-phrase to be in situ: it is the lower copy of a chain
whose higher copy is located in a non-spelled out region of the structure. In other words,
it is a wh-phrase that has moved covertly (Bobaljik 2002, Bachrach and Katzir 2017). We

"Note that (i), pronounced with a break between ‘you’ and ‘John’ as indicated by the colon, is acceptable.
@) I didn’t hear you: John talked to who?

Arguably, (i) manages to convey what (14) is intended to convey. What distinguishes between (i) and (14-
B -ii) is that the former is not an embedding structure while the latter is. We take this to be evidence that the
problem with (14-B-ii) is its structure, not its pragmatics.
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should note that there are proposals to derive (18) which assume a notion of scope-taking
without covert movement (see Pesetsky 1987, Reinhart 1998). We believe our account
of echo questions and, later on, of meta-questions, can be made compatible with such
approaches. For presentational purposes, we choose the “lower copy spell out” approach
and take (18) as a primitive.8

2. Meta-questions

We have shown how observations about echo questions can be derived from an analysis
which takes them to be regular questions involving covert movement over a silent speech
act operator (SO). Call this formal property the ECHO PROPERTY.

(19) Echo Property
[a Wh [g SO 1]

We expect the Echo Property to identify a natural class of META QUESTIONS which could
in principle contain those that have not been labeled as echo questions. In what follows we
present several examples that we believe bear out this expectation. Below each example,
we provide our analysis of it in terms of the Echo Property (henceforth “EP analysis”).

2.1 Quiz questions

To start, consider so-called “quiz questions”, or “probing questions”, which are often used
in the contexts of quiz shows or classrooms, under the assumption that the speaker, who
may be presumed to know the answer, is prompting the addressee to provide it (Comyn
2013, Nguyen and Legendre 2020). Two examples are given in (20), of which the first,
(20a), is the title of Comyn (2013), and the second is our own.

(20) a.  Wh-in-situ is accompanied by which formal features?
[which formal features you say [wh-in-situ is accompanied by which formal
features]]
b. OK, you didn’t see the victim when you visited his home at 8 PM, the time
of the murder. You were there for what purpose exactly?
[what purpose you say [you were there for what purpose]]

An EP analysis of quiz questions explains their distinctive formal feature — the fact that
they contain an in situ wh-phrase. At the same time, the analysis makes sense of their oth-
erwise puzzling pragmatics — it explains how they can satisfy the general requirement that
a question can only be asked by someone seeking some missing information: the speaker
clearly knows the answer to the canonical versions of the questions (e.g., in the case of
(20b), ‘for what purpose exactly were you there?’); the addition of the matrix speech act

8 Another approach going back to Huang (1982) is to assume that covert movement is insensitive to some
but not all of the islands that restrict overt movement (ECP vs subjacency). Space limitations do not allow us
to explore the predictions that might follow under this approach.
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operator ‘you say’ within the scope of the wh-phrase makes it clear that the speaker is ask-
ing for the answer that the addressee would give to the question, information that is indeed
unavailable to the person asking the question, thus satisfying the general requirment.

2.2  Excursive questions

Trinh and Bassi (2023) discuss “excursive questions”, exemplified by (21-B1), which they
describe as questions that invite the addressee to make an “excursion”, or a “detour”, in
order to settle a side issue before coming back to the main line of the conversation.

21) A1: Did you talk to Mary?
[ I ask (s whether youp talked to Mary]]
Bi: Did I talk to Mary when? — “Excursive” question
[o wheny youu ask [g whether Ip talked to Mary when;]]
As: Yesterday.
B>: No I didn’t. But I did talk to her last week.

An EP analysis of excursive questions explains why the target wh-phrase is in situ and,
also, the intuition that the speaker is asking for a clarification, or precisification, of the
previous question.

2.3  Repetitive questions

Trinh (2024) discusses “repetitive questions”, exemplified in (22-A;). These are yes/no
questions that repeat an immediately preceding yes/no question. The repetition is verbatim
modulo changes in pronominal ¢-features.

22) Aj1: I'have to be home for dinner.

[ [ say [ 1a have to be home for dinner]]

Bi: Are you married?
[o Ig ask [5 whether youy are married]]

Ay Am I married? — “Repetitive” question
[o Whether youg ask [g whether [y I am married]]]

B,: Yes. Are you married.
[o [ ask [g whether youy are married]]

Ajz: No. I’'m single.

An EP analysis of (22-A,) explains an obvious fact about this question: it is not asking
whether A is married, but rather whether B is asking whether A is married.

2.4  Declarative questions

Finally, Gunlogson (2002) discusses “declarative questions”, exemplified by (23-B). These
are yes/no questions that show declarative word order (i.e. no subject auxiliary inversion).



A unified theory of meta-questions

(23) A: Thave to be home for dinner.
[o [a say [g 1A have to be home for dinner]]
B: You’re married? — “Declarative” question
[o Whether youy say [g youg are married]]

An EP analysis of declarative questions does justice to the intuition that underlie several
analyses of these, namely that they ask not ‘whether ¢’ but ‘whether the addressee as-
serts/implies/is committed to the proposition ¢’ (Gunlogson 2002, 2003, Trinh and Crnic
2011, Krifka 2017). It also provides us with a natural way to account for the declarative
word order: we can say that because the embedding speech act verb is ‘say’, not ‘ask’, there
is no trigger for T-to-C movement in the embedded CP (see note 3).

3. Meta-meta-questions

Echo questions thus turn out to be special cases of meta-questions, i.e. those with a silent
wh-phrase scoping over a silent speech act operator. Other instances of meta-questions
include quiz questions, excursive questions, repetitive questions, and declarative questions.
From the examples discussed, it’s clear that meta-questions have various uses. What unites
them is that they involve a speech act which, in turn, is concerned with another speech act.

A natural question to ask at this point is whether asking a “meta-meta-question” is
possible. Pragmatically, it should be: it is coherent to perform a speech act which concerns
a speech act which, in turn, concerns another speech act: (24) is perfectly acceptable.

(24) Are you asking me whether I’'m asking you whether you’re married?

Grammatically, asking a meta-meta-question means constructing a sentence which contains
a silent speech act operator scoping over another silent speech act operator. For example, it
means conveying (24) with (25a), which would have the analysis in (25b).

(25) a. Are you married?
b. [ whether you ask [ﬁ whether I ask [, whether you are married]]]

Intuitively, (25a) cannot convey (24), which suggests that (25b) is grammatically unavail-
able. This is what we predict: the Spell-Out Principle (5) implies that there is exactly one
silent speech act operator in every sentence: it allows (26a), where the phasal complement
B is spelled out in full, and disallows (26b), where it is not.

(26) a.  [qSO B
b. *[e SO [ SO 111

In other words, we predict that meta-meta-questions are not possible. Let us discuss
some examples to confirm this prediction, starting with (27), which shows that repetitive-
questioning a declarative question is not possible (an unexplained observation in Trinh
2024).
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27 Aj: Ihave to be home for dinner.
[ [a say [g Ia have to be home for dinner]]
Bi: You’re married?
[o whether youu say [g youa are married]]
As:#I’m married?
[a Whether youp ask (g whether I say [y Ia am married]]]
B,: Yes. You’re married?
[o whether youy say [g youa are married]]
Ajz: No. I'm single.

The reader may ask whether it is the pragmatics of (27-A,) that is the cause of its unac-
ceptability. We believe the answer is no. For one, pronouncing the grey material in (27-A5)
in the appropriate way is perfectly fine. Second, compare this exchange to the almost iden-
tical, but felicitous, exchange we saw earlier in (22), in the discussion of repetitive ques-
tions. There, a “normal” yes/no question with subject auxiliary inversion is used instead of
a declarative question. Whatever the pragmatic difference is between (22-B) and (27-B1),
itis unlikely to play a role in these contexts. Thus, the contrast between these two sentences
strongly suggests that the deviance of (27-A5) is due to its structure.

Next, consider (28). Suppose that A is appalled that B uses the expression ‘the idiot’ to
refer to John in B’s echo question. If meta-meta-questions were possible, we could imagine
the conversation going on as in (28). However, it is clearly halted at (28-A,), which is
deviant, as predicted.

(28) Aq: Give the book to John!
[ [a request [g prog give the book to John]]
Bi: Give what to the idiot?
[o what) youa request [g prog give what; to the idiot]]
Aj:#Give what to who?
[o Whoo youp ask [g what; I4 request [y prog give what; to who,]]]
B,: Give what to the idiot, John.
[o¢ What| youu request [ﬁ prop give what; to the idiot, John]]
Aj: Give the book to John! And John, BTW, is not an idiot.

Finally, (29) shows that it is not possible to repetitive-question an excursive question.

(29) Aq: Did you talk to Mary?
[o 1A ask (g whether yougp talked to Mary]]
B;: Did I talk to Mary when?
[o wheny youp ask [g whether Iy talked to Mary when;]]
A,:#Did you talk to Mary when?? (are you really asking me that??)
[a¢ Whether youp ask [ﬁ when; I ask [y whether youg talked to M. when;]]]
B,: Yes. Did I talk to Mary when.
Ajz: Did you talk to Mary yesterday.
Bj3: NoIdidn’t. But I did talk to her last week.
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4. Fragment meta-meta-questions

Spelled out constituents can still end up being silent, due to ellipsis. This is relevant to what
we will now say about a kind of excursive questions discussed in Trinh and Bassi (2023),
exemplified by (30-B). Here we see the wh-phrase appears in isolation as fragment. As-
suming that only constituents can be elided, the analysis in (30-B1-1) is not available. We
are left with the analysis in (30-Bj-i1): ‘when’ moves overtly to its scope position within
B, which is a phasal complement. After 8 is spelled out, i.e. sent off to the phonological
component, it undergoes sluicing, or more precisely sprouting, which results in ellipsis of
the sister of ‘when’ (we mark ellipsis with strikethrough).

(30) Aj: Did you talk to Mary?
[a [ ask [g whether youp talked to Mary]]
Bi: When?
(i) *[¢ when; youyu ask [B whetherb-tabked-to-Mary when | |
(i1) [ Ip ask (g when; youx-ask{ywhetherdg-talked-to-Mary-whent]]]

As nothing prevents us from merging a (silent) ‘whether’ to & in (30-B-ii), we predict that
(31-A») is possible, as observed.’

31 A1: Did you talk to Mary?
[o A ask [ B whether yougp talked to Mary]]
Bi: When?
[a [ ask [g when| yeun-askty-whether Ig-tatked-to-Mary-whent]]]

As: When?? (are you really asking me that??)
[o¢ whether youp ask [[3 when| Ix-ask-fy-whetheryoug-talked-to-M—whent]]]
B,: Yes, when?
Ajz: Yesterday.
B3: No, I didn’t. But I did talk to her last week.

Note that there is arguably no difference between (31) and (29) in terms of pragmatics:
(31-A3) accomplishes exactly what (29-A5) is intended to accomplish. The difference in
acceptability between them suggests that what is at play is structure, not function.

Since fragment meta-questions involve overt movement of the wh-phrase, we expect
them to be more sensitive to islands than full meta-questions in which the wh-phrase moves
covertly. This expectation seems to be borne out, as evidenced by the contrast between (32-
B) and (33-B).

(32) A: Can you see the man who talked to Mary?
B: Can I see the man who talked to Mary when?
[o when| youy ask [ﬁ whether Ig can see the man [who talked to M. when;]]]

9We owe this example to Dan Goodhue.



Trinh, Fox & Bassi

(33) A: Can you see the man who talked to Mary?

B: *When?
[o 15 ask [g when; yeusaskty-whetherdg—can-see-the-man-fwho-talked-te
Mary-whent]]]]
S. Conclusion and open questions

Here is the picture we are left with: echo questions, quiz questions, excursive questions,
repetitive questions, and declarative questions are just ordinary questions containing ordi-
nary words with their ordinary semantics: ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘when’, ‘who’, ‘you’, ‘I, ‘say’,
‘ask’, etc. There is no special “echo operator”. Neither, in fact, is there a special “speech
act operator”. The pronunciation of linguistic expressions is subject to a general constraint:
the Spell-Out Principle. Questions are no exception.

Our analysis, nevertheless, leaves a number of questions open. One pertains to the
sprouting analysis of (31-B;). There we see that ‘when” moves overtly out of a whether-
island. Now, sprouting is known to be subject to whether-islands (Chung et al. 1995, Barker
2013), as evidenced by the deviance of (34).

(34) #Bill asked whether John talked to Mary, but I don’t know when Bill-asked-whether
John-tatkedto-Marywhen

The fact that (31-B1) is not deviant therefore poses a challenge for our analysis. Though,
see Romero 1998 for a perspective on sprouting that might be able to address this challenge.
Another open question pertains to speech act adverbs. Consider the sentence in (35).

35) Frankly, you’re not that smart.

a. [q Frankly I say (s you’re not that smart]]
b. [g[say (s frankly you’re not that smart]]

The problem (35) poses is that our account, as it stands, cannot connect the right pronun-
ciation with the right meaning for this sentence. Semantically, ‘frankly’ is often viewed as
a modify of ‘I say’, as in (35a), which means it cannot be spelled out, hence cannot be
pronounced. But ‘frankly’ is pronounced, which means it should scope below ‘I say’, as
in (35b), but then we get the wrong meaning (c.f. Mittwoch 1977, Boér and Lycan 1980).
One possible way out of this dilemma is to consider a split analysis of the adverb, accord-
ing to which it consists of a covert part which is interpreted and occurs above ‘I say’, and
an overt part which is pronounced and occurs under ‘I say’ (see Hirsch 2017 for an analysis
of ‘only’ in the same spirit). We will leave the task of fleshing out such an analysis and its
predictions for ‘frankly’ and possibly other speech act adverbs to future work.

Finally, there is also a question regarding recoverability. What makes ‘say’, but not
‘hope’, recoverable? In other words, why can (36) be analyzed as (36a) but not (36b)?

(36) It’s raining.



A unified theory of meta-questions

a. [ sayit’s raining
b. #I hope it’s raining

We hope to pursue these questions in future research.
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