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a b s t r a c t

In this paper, we explore exclamatives when used as responses in a discourse. Our
proposal is based on the following pragmatic observation: so-called that-exclamatives
in both Germanic and Romance languages are preferred as responses to polar questions,
while wh-exclamatives are restricted to a response use in non-polar contexts. We
establish this data pattern empirically by means of two judgment studies, and we then
provide a detailed theoretical account for these challenging new data points. In
particular, we show that the differences between the response uses of wh-exclamatives
and that-exclamatives can be explained on syntactic grounds, analogous to ‘the syntax
of answers’ proposed in recent syntactic work by Holmberg (2013, 2015) at the syntax-
pragmatics interface. In sum, we provide a pragmatically more refined view on excla-
matives and their use in a discourse, suggesting new empirical distinctions at the
syntax-pragmatics interface.

© 2020 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Many languages of the world feature wh-exclamatives (e.g., How fast he was!), and some of them also exhibit that-con-
figurations that can be used as root clauses expressing an exclamatory speech act; the Germanic languages Dutch (1a),
German (1b), and Swedish (1c) are prominent and well-documented examples (e.g., Bennis, 1998; d’Avis, 2016; Delsing,
2010):
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However, Romance languages feature that-exclamatives as well; observe the following examples from Catalan (2a) and
French (2b); see Villalba (2003) and G�erard-Naef (1980):1

All these constructions share a rich array of features at the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic level, whichwe cannot detail
in this paper (see Trotzke and Villalba, 2020). However, and just to highlight the most important ones, we would like to
mention here that they all involve a declarative complementizer, are restricted to matrix contexts, involve an exclamative
interpretation, and, as we will discuss at length in this paper, fulfill similar discourse functions. Even though each similarity
might be due to chance when considered in isolation, we think that the combination of such a cluster of similarities is ev-
idence enough to propose a unified analysis.

In this paper, we will compare wh- and that-exclamatives in Germanic and Romance languages and introduce an
observation that has not been accounted for so far:wh- and that-exclamatives behave differently when used as responses in a
discourse. We use ‘responses’ as a broad category that encompasses direct answers to information-seeking questions, but also
contains other second moves in a dialogue that provide the information asked for in a preceding question in more indirect
ways (e.g., by means of pragmatic inferencing/implicatures; see Holtgraves, 1998; Walker et al., 2011; de Marneffe and
Tonhauser, 2019). This will become clear at several points of our paper, but for now observe the following example, which
inspired our investigation into comparingwh- and that-exclamatives as responses. The following data point has been pointed
out for Catalan, but only as a side issue and in passing (examples from Castroviejo Mir�o, 2006: 192):

1 We hasten to point out that there is a lot more to say about the morphosyntax of the construction we refer to as that-exclamatives. For instance, such
configurations have been discussed as cases of ‘insubordination’ in the literature and/or pointed out in the context of ‘illocutionary’ complementizers
(Evans, 2007; Truckenbrodt, 2006;Q5 Gras and Sansineena, 2017; D'Hertefelt, 2018; Corr, 2018; Ceong, 2019; and many more). However, a cross-linguistic
discussion of those claims and analyses and how they relate to our comparison between Catalan and German would take as too far afield in this paper.
For instance, we believe that only German and not also Catalan that-exclamatives are proper instances of ‘insubordination’, and there is some (recent)
literature supporting this claim (see Villalba, 2003; Feldhausen and Villalba, 2020; and Trotzke and Villalba, 2020 for arguments that Catalan that-
exclamatives cannot be subordinated, which is also a general consensus in Catalan grammars). Since in the present paper, we instead explored the
discourse use of exclamatives introduced by the complementizer that (and not their detailed morphosyntactic structure), we would like to refer the reader
to our other work and the typological literature on insubordinated structures like that-exclamatives cited above.

A. Trotzke, X. Villalba / Journal of Pragmatics xxx (xxxx) xxx2

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61

PRAGMA4943_proof ■ 24 July 2020 ■ 2/33

Please cite this article as: Trotzke, A., Villalba, X., Exclamatives as responses at the syntax-pragmatics interface, Journal of
Pragmatics, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2020.06.012



The data in (3) indicate that Catalan that-exclamatives (3B) can be used as a felicitous response to a polar question, while
the correspondingwh-exclamative (3B0) would be pragmatically odd. Note that both cases could in principle be indirect ways
to answer the question (according to our terminology: responses), meaning that from both (3B) and (3B0) the hearer can infer
the answer ‘No (I haven't heard from Antonio)’. However, there is a clear contrast in pragmatic felicity between (3B) and (3B0),
which has been pointed out by Castroviejo Mir�o (2006), but remains unexplained in her and previous accounts. The present
article is based on the hypothesis that this interesting contrast can actually shed some light on the interaction between the
syntax that is involved in the configurations in (3) and their pragmatics in a dialogue. We will both add further empirical
support to observations like (3) and try to account for these data theoretically.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we will first introduce our hypothesis that the acceptability pattern in (3)
depends on the respective discourse context (i.e., the type of question preceding the exclamative). Crucially, we will then
demonstrate that these dependencies hold beyondmore than one language by reporting on two parallel judgment studies, one
on Catalan and one on German, thereby allowing for a comparison between a Romance and a Germanic language. After pre-
sentation of our empirical study, Section 3 discusses our results on the discourse properties of wh- and that-exclamatives and
their dependency on different types of preceding question speech acts. We will connect our findings to the literature on the so-
called ‘syntax of answers’ (Holmberg, 2013, 2015; Haegeman andWeir, 2015;Wiltschko, 2018; Espinal and Tubau, 2019), andwe
propose a detailed analysis for the syntax-pragmatics properties of wh- and that-exclamatives. Section 4 summarizes and
concludes the paper and points out broader implications that go beyond the empirical domain of exclamatives.

2. A cross-linguistic study on exclamatives as responses

Let us look at our key example (3) again. As we have already pointed out in Section 1, this minimal pair suggests that that-
exclamatives (at least in Catalan) can be used as a felicitous response to a polar question (‘Have you heard from Antonio?’),
while the corresponding wh-exclamative would be pragmatically odd.

One is tempted to look at the difference in (3) from the perspective of the respective exclamative forms only. That is, one
hypothesis could be that that-exclamatives are always (i.e., in any type of discourse) more acceptable than wh-exclamatives
when used as responses to a question because of their different linguistic form. This way to look at the data is in accordance
with most of the previous literature on exclamatives, which has mainly focused on the type of responses (e.g., different forms
of exclamatives vs. declarative assertions; see Grimshaw, 1979;Q1 Zanuttini and Portner, 2003; and many others).

In contrast to those accounts, we would instead like to explore the type of questions and thus the type of discourse the
exclamatives occur in. This is a perspective to account for data like (3) above that has not been taken so far, and this newapproach
opensthepath forhypothesesaccording towhich(i) the that-exclamative in (3)mightbebetterbecause it isusedasa response toa
polar question (‘Have you heard from Antonio?’), and (ii) wh-exclamatives might not be so bad whenwe also take into account
non-polar questions as preceding utterances (e.g., ‘When have you heard something fromAntonio?’). All in all, our study focused
on the formof the preceding discourseda factor that is often neglected in the literature on exclamatives. Crucially, we tested this
discourse factor (i.e., preceding utterance is either a polar or a non-polar question) across two languages that both feature wh-
exclamatives as well as that-exclamatives: Catalan and German. In other words, since we did not only test the original Catalan
observation sketched above, our study potentially also allows for some cross-linguistic conclusions. Let us now turn to the two
judgment studies where we tested dialogues like in (3) for both Catalan and German.

2.1. Materials and participants

The experimental items for both languages were presented online as a randomized written questionnaire via the platform
SoSci Survey (https://www.soscisurvey.de) andweremanipulated at two levels: EXCLAMATION FORM (i.e., that-exclamative [4],wh-
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exclamative [5]) and DISCOURSE CONTEXT (i.e., the question preceding the exclamationwas either a polar or a non-polar question).
Note at this point that in what follows we use the term ‘exclamation’ for referring to the relevant expressive speech act of
expressing surprise, which is a pragmatic concept clearly defined and discussed in the semantics/pragmatics literature (e.g.,
Rett, 2011). By contrast, we use ‘exclamative’ for the concrete syntactic forms an exclamation speech act can be performed
with. Crucially, while the speech act ‘exclamation’ is a universal pragmatic concept across languages, the respective syntactic
forms (exclamatives) are of course not and thus subject to language-specific variation (e.g., d’Avis, 2016). This distinction is
particularly relevant for our study because for both languages, we also included declarative exclamations (¼ declarative
syntax used as an exclamation speech act; see [6]) because we wanted to test whether the data we get for (4) and (5) are in
someway unique to the respective sentence types, or whether either (4) or (5) patterns with declarative exclamations; for full
set of items, see Appendix A.2

For each combination, there were four examples. To test whether participants understood the task of judging the mini-
dialogues, we constructed four fillers we expected to get good judgments (‘good’ fillers), four fillers we expected to get
bad judgments (‘bad’ fillers), and four fillers we expected to receive mixed judgments (‘medium’ fillers); see Appendix B. This
methodology has already been proven to be useful in a previous study in experimental pragmatics (Trotzke, 2019). Taken
together, there were 36 stimuli in total; stimuli were divided into 2 lists, each consisting of 24 items. All items were designed
in a strictly parallel fashion for the two languages (Catalan and German), but we also ensured that the items sounded most
natural in the respective language by our choice of language-specific names, interjections, etc.

that-exclamative:

2 Our items representing declarative exclamationsdjust like the other conditionsdincluded discourse-initial markers of (either positive or negative)
surprise such as ‘Oh my god!’, see Catalan and German versions below. Together with the respective contexts, we hypothesize that those markers sufficed
to indicate an exclamation reading to our participants. Since further cues vary across the two languages under investigation (e.g., only German features
exclamative modal particles; see Bayer and Trotzke, 2015; Trotzke, 2020 for examples and discussion) and since our study was a written questionnaire, we
did not include other cues such as intonation or particles.
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wh-exclamative:

declarative exclamation:
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We collected judgments from 34 native Catalan and 61 native German speakers; Catalan speakers were tested within the
context of a university class, and German speakers were recruited through Clickworker's crowdsourcing service (https://www.
clickworker.de), following previous literature on experimentation in pragmatics (Degen et al., 2019). Participants had to rate
the acceptability of Speaker B's reactions on a scale ranging from 1 (¼ very bad) to 6 (¼ very good). All Catalan participants
passed a version of the Bilingual Linguistic Profile (Gertken et al., 2014), adapted to Catalonia's situation, where several
degrees of Catalan-Spanish bilingualism coexist, and we discarded any candidate who was classified as a Spanish-dominant
speaker (see Appendix C).

2.2. Results

Figs. 1 and 2 present the results for our filler items. Fillers for both languages were judged as expected, and the
results of a one-way ANOVA of FILLER TYPE on acceptability judgments show that the main effect of FILLER TYPE on
acceptability judgments was highly significant both for Catalan (F(2, 16) ¼ 798.15, p < .001) and for German
(F(2, 55) ¼ 804.14, p < .001). We thus conclude that participants understood the task well and that they made use of the
whole scale.

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

good fillers medium fillers bad fillers

Fig. 1. Judgment of filler items (Catalan); whiskers represent SE.
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Let us now turn to the results for our critical items in both languages; Fig. 3 presents the results for the Catalan and Fig. 4
for the German items. For Catalan, a two-way ANOVA (3 � 2) revealed a significant main effect of EXCLAMATION FORM (F(2,
39) ¼ 9.32, p < .001) and a significant interaction of EXCLAMATION FORM and CONTEXT (F(2, 59) ¼ 9.43, p < .001), but we found no
significant effect of CONTEXT (F(1, 27) ¼ .92, p > .05).

For German too, we found a highly significant main effect of EXCLAMATION FORM (F(2, 71) ¼ 11.43, p < .001) and a significant
interaction of EXCLAMATION FORM and CONTEXT (F(2, 77) ¼ 7.70, p < .01). Again, there was no significant effect of CONTEXT (F(1,
66) ¼ .45, p > .05). Paired t-tests show that the difference between polar and non-polar contexts is significant within all
exclamation-form conditions (in both languages), except for the German wh-exclamatives (t(60) ¼ �1.01, p > .05).

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

good fillers medium fillers bad fillers

Fig. 2. Judgment of filler items (German); whiskers represent SE.

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

that-ex wh-ex dec-ex

polar non-polar

Fig. 3. Judgment of critical items (Catalan); whiskers represent SE.

0
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5

6

that-ex wh-ex dec-ex

polar non-polar

Fig. 4. Judgment of critical items (German); whiskers represent SE.
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All in all, the experiment confirmedour initial expectations concerning the correlationbetween the kindof question and the kind
of exclamative type: that-exclamatives in both languageswere clearly preferred as responses to polar questions. Indeed,weobtained
significant main effects for exclamation form (p < .001), and a significant interaction between exclamation form and context
(p < .001). In the next section, wewill now discuss these results inmore detail and provide a theoretical account for these patterns.

3. Exclamatives as responses and the syntax of answers

It is clear from our experimental data in Section 2 that when used as a response to questions in a discourse, the
acceptability of exclamatives depends on the form of the preceding question speech act: Polar questions can be followed by
that-exclamatives, and non-polar questions can be followed by bothwh-exclamatives and declarative exclamations. Our data
indicate that this correlation is robust and holds beyond more than one language because similar results were obtained for
Catalan and German. In this section, we propose that our data are relevant for discussing an empirical domain at the syntax-
pragmatics interface that has been termed ‘the syntax of answers’ in more recent work (Holmberg, 2013, 2015; Haegeman
and Weir, 2015; Wiltschko, 2018; Espinal and Tubau, 2019). In particular, in our experiment we observed distinctions
across different syntactic forms (three EXCLAMATION FORMS) and not across different speech acts (all of themwere exclamations).
We will now illustrate to what extent our data contribute to recent work on the syntax of answers and add exclamatives as
responses as an interesting topic to this type of literature at the syntax-pragmatics interface.

In the recent literature, we find a lot of ways of how to model the syntax of answers to questions. One of the most
prominent accounts is Holmberg's (2013, 2015) theory about the syntax of ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Since we are comparing discourses
with polar and non-polar (wh-)questions, Holmberg's account is particularly appealing because it builds on the idea that the
syntactic derivation of polar questions can be modelled in parallel to the derivation ofwh-questions. His theory is built on the
general framework of so-called ‘cartographic’ syntax, which represents discourse-related meaning like focus and topic in the
left periphery of the clause (Rizzi, 1997, 2014). Since this model is controversial even among the proponents of generative
syntax, let us briefly point out why we think that Holmberg's modeldtogether with the advantages already pointed out
abovedis nevertheless a suitable model for explaining our empirical data.

The cartographic model of syntax is mainly criticized among formal syntacticians because both themodel of grammar and
the representational axioms of this approach to discourse meaning components are inconsistent with the more recent
theoretical goal of minimizing representations in the syntactic component (e.g., Newmeyer, 2009; Trotzke and Zwart, 2014;
see also Horvath's 2010 ‘StrongModularity Hypothesis for Discourse Features’ in this regard). It is important to note that these
criticisms mainly concern the explanatory level(s) of syntactic theory (How can a language be acquired? How has language
evolved?, etc.). However, the descriptive advantages of the cartographic framework have never been doubted, especially in
cross-linguistic syntactic work. That is, approaching syntactic structures (and especially the clausal left periphery) from a
cartographic perspective has proven to be incredibly fruitful. Since proponents of this approach are committed, by and large,
to a rigorousmethodology of description, they can rely on a large amount of previous work and thereby also refine our picture
of the overall syntactic structure of heretofore under-researched languages (see Aboh, 2010; Ramchand and Svenonius, 2014;
and many others on this point). Taken together with the advantage of Holmberg's (2013, 2015) theory that he offers a unified
account for analyzing answers to polar and non-polar questions (which is exactly what we need), the cross-linguistic outlook
of cartographic syntax isdto our minddparticularly suitable for our comparison of Catalan and German discourse syntax.

Given the conceptual background of cartographic syntax, Holmberg (2013) analyzes an answerdeither affirmative (7a) or
negative (7b)dto a polar question like Is he coming? as follows:

The basic idea in (7) is that the answer particles ‘yes’ and ‘no’ are located in the specifier of a focus phrase (providing the
‘new’ information), and depending on their polarity (affirmative or negative), they assign their value (Aff or Neg) to a cor-
responding sentence-internal polarity feature (Pol), and this results in either an affirmative or negative assertion.

The representation of answer particles in a focus phrase is the key feature why Holmberg is able to model polar questions in
parallel towh-questions. In the case of awh-question likeWho is coming?, the answer term (e.g.,Mary) is the focus constituent;
accordingly, the answer termMary assigns its focus value to a variable inside the propositional part of the utterance (on parallels
and differences betweenwh-questions and other focus-marking constructions, see Truckenbrodt, 2013 and Eckardt, 2007):

With this information-structural approach to the syntax of answers in mind, we are now in a position to explain our
experimental data above. Let us consider first the case ofwh-exclamatives. We observed that those exclamatives are preferred
as responses in a discourse when they are preceded by wh-questions. Crucially, at first sight this goes against Grimshaw's
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(1979) classical observation that wh-exclamatives can never be used as responses to wh-questions. Here are her classical
examples (Grimshaw, 1979: 321):

While we agree with her basic observation, we submit that Grimshaw's example (8B) is bad not because it involves an
exclamative per se, but because it features an information-structural mismatch. Note that her example contains a narrow focus
(‘how tall’), and the response in (8B) is intended as a direct answer to this narrow-focusquestion. In contrast, inourexperimentwe
usedwh-questionswhere the focus is broader (e.g.,How isMarc doing?,Howwas the race for Stefan?...; see Appendix A),3 and thus
the respective answers inferred from the exclamative responses do not necessarily have to be narrow (e.g.,Marc is doing good, The
race was good for Stefan,…). In other words, the broad-focus questions in our cases enable the responses to bemore indirect, and
this iswhy exclamatives in those broad contexts can indeed be used as responses to a question, contra Grimshaw's (1979) general
claim.4 The indirect way of providing a direct answer by means of an exclamative response can be illustrated as follows:

In (9), we see that an exclamative (9b) conveys a descriptive content (9c) from which the answer for the broad-focus
question (9a) can be inferred (i.e., ‘if he was again fast, then the race went very well for Stefan’). Accordingly, the match-
ing of the descriptive content of the exclamative (9c) and the broad-focus question (9a) is a pragmatic one (i.e., the answer can
be inferred).

The puzzle about our data now is that the same broad-focuswh-questions cannot be responded to by the syntactic form of
a that-exclamative. This is unexpected because our experimental items of that-exclamatives (e.g., ‘That he was so strong-
minded again!’) express a similar descriptive content (‘He was so strong-minded again’), which in principle could also
serve as an indirect answer to broad-focuswh-questions. However, this is not what we found in our experiment. The syntactic
form of that-exclamatives is only acceptable when preceded by polar questions. We thus conclude that there has to be a
difference in the syntax (i.e., the syntactic form) of answers.

Given what we have introduced about the syntax of answers above (7)/(8), we can analyze this difference by extending
Holmberg's account to our exclamative data. In particular, we postulate that while the wh-element inwh-exclamatives binds
a (degree/d) variable inside the proposition (10), the complementizer that in that-exclamatives assigns a value to a

3 In what follows, we also give English versions and/or translations of the materials used in our experiment to improve the readability of our paper.
Crucially, this will also concern the different exclamative types. While there is no problemwith giving the English counterparts for the Catalan/Germanwh-
exclamatives, we would like to clarify at this point that our translations of that-exclamatives (e.g., ‘That he is beautiful!’) do not imply that configurations
like this can be used in English.

4 Let us point out here that we did not design the items for that-exclamatives according to information-structural considerations like that. The reason for
this is that we thought that while it is possible to control for ‘polar vs. non-polar’ discourses across exclamative types and the two languages Catalan and
German, it might be harder to test felicity patterns in the context of ‘narrow vs. broad focus’ across the two languages. To see this, please note that that-
exclamatives in German can feature a degree predicate like in our experimental item (i), but they can also lack such a predicate like in our item (ii):

Since we hypothesize that this difference could (or should) also play a role at the information-structural level of ‘narrow vs. broad focus’, and since the non-
degree option (ii) is not possible in Catalan, we did not include such a factor in designing the items for that-exclamatives across the two languages.
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corresponding sentence-internal polarity feature (11); the interpretation of the descriptive contents of both exclamative
forms as responses to the questions in (10) and (11) is a matter of pragmatic inferencing, as discussed above (9). In particular,
the relevant answer proposition can be inferred from the literal utterances in both (10) and (11), and it receives an extra value
(either negative or affirmative) when combined with the polarity-bearing complementizer ‘that’ (11):

Our theoretical proposal is based on the following empirical observations: First, it is pointed out, at least since Grimshaw
(1979), that wh-exclamatives convey the same descriptive content as declarative assertions involving a degree variable. In
particular, How fast he was! is interpreted at the descriptive level as a statement such as He was extremely fast, an end-of-
scale degree. Note that How fast he was! and He was extremely fast of course differ in either conveying that the fact that
someone was extremely fast obligatorily violates the speaker's expectation (wh-exclamative) or expressing that this fact
must not necessarily violate that expectation (declarative assertion). However, the descriptive content featuring a degree
interpretation is the same for both utterance types: They both convey that a property (here: ‘being fast’) holds to an
extreme degree. The only difference is that wh-exclamatives lack an apparent degree modifier like extremely, and that the
end-of-scale degree reading is always part of the descriptive content of their syntactic form (see Beltrama and Trotzke, 2019
for even more lexical and syntactic strategies to yield such a degree reading). All in all, this is why in (10) we postulate that
the combination [how fast] expresses a degree reading (‘extremely fast’) and that this degree reading must be part of the
propositional content of the utterance, which, according to the syntactic approach we are adopting here, is represented
inside the sentence-level phrase ‘T(ense)P(hrase)’. The result is that items like [how fast] in exclamatives bind a degree
variable inside the proposition.

Let us now turn to the second representation in (11) and its empirical and theoretical rationale in connection to what we
are claiming in (10). At the outset of this section, we already made clear that one particularly appealing component of
Holmberg's (2013, 2015) theory about the syntax of answers is that he deals with different types of answers from an
information-structural and thus from a discourse perspective. More specifically, response particles like yes and no are
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analyzed as providing the information focus of a discourse because they contain the ‘new’ information for the hearer.
Accordingly, those particles can occupy the syntactic position of a ‘focus phrase’ (FocP) just as other focus elements can (like
wh-elements inwh-questions or focal phrases in declarative assertions). Crucially, however, the ‘information focus’ in the case
of yes and no is polar: either the new information is that something is the case or the new component of the utterance is that
something is not the case. This differs from other cases of information focus where more than two alternatives (a non-polar
choice) can be the basis for providing the relevant new information (e.g., Who is coming? {Mary, John, Peter…} is coming).

Now, it is clear that both ourwh-exclamatives and our that-exclamatives are not direct responses like yes, no, orMary
is coming, but rather allow for pragmatic inferences that provide the relevant responses given in (10) and (11) above.
However, our data in Section 2 show that they do so in very different ways: While wh-exclamatives can provide new
information from which a non-polar answer to a non-polar question can be inferred (10), wh-exclamatives cannot
convey information from which a polar answer (‘yes’ or ‘no’) to a polar question can be inferred (as our experimental
data show). The opposite holds for that-exclamatives: They can only be used as providing answers to polar questions,
and they are pragmatically odd in a context where more than two choicesdAff(irmative) or Neg(ative)dare part of the
discourse (see experimental data in Section 2). Since the only difference between the two exclamative forms is a
syntactic one (either the left periphery contains the complementizer that or a wh-phrase), we submit that those
different discourse constraints have to be encoded in their syntax along the lines of Holmberg's syntax of answers; this
approach precisely distinguishes between syntactic forms that are felicitous in polar contexts (binding an Aff or Neg
feature inside the proposition) and syntactic forms that are tied to non-polar contexts (binding a non-polar focus inside
the proposition).

Accordingly, our new observation is that the complementizer thatdwhen used in a that-exclamativedcan assign a po-
larity feature, either affirmative as in (11) or negative as in Do you have the phone number? ‘That I am so forgetful!’ (¼> No);
see Appendix A for such an example. Consequently, in contrast to the polarity operators ‘yes’ or ‘no’, the complementizer that
acts as a polarity anaphor that has to obtain its value from the discourse context.5 This analysis also explains why wh-
exclamatives patternwith declarative exclamations: Declarative exclamations do not involve assignment of a polarity feature,
but rather they involve binding of a focus variable inside the proposition. Note that in our items, the focus is expressed in situ
(e.g., He was so fast again!); see the following example and Appendix A:

Like wh-exclamatives (10), declarative exclamations are bad in polar contexts because their syntax (lacking a polarity
anaphor and sentence-internal polarity) does not license this particular information-structural setting.

All in all, our analysis of the experimental data in Section 2 highlights the fact that the differences between the
response uses of wh-exclamatives and that-exclamatives should be explained on syntactic grounds, because it clearly is
the different form of the two exclamative strategies that results in their different pragmatic felicity. As a consequence,
we have demonstrated that the way exclamatives have been viewed from a discourse perspective must be broadened:
First, it is simply not true that exclamatives are infelicitous as responses, as has been claimed in many of the seminal
papers on exclamatives (e.g., Grimshaw, 1979; Zanuttini and Portner, 2003). Second, we can even observe interesting
new distinctions at the syntax-pragmatics interface when looking at their response uses. In the last section of the paper,
we will now summarize our findings and point out some implications that go beyond the empirical domain of
exclamatives.

5 As one anonymous reviewer notes, this analysis of the complementizer ‘that’ is further corroborated by the fact that the Catalan complementizer que
can introduce polar questions (see Prieto and Rigau, 2007; Corr, 2018; and Feldhausen and Villalba, 2020):
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4. Conclusions

In this paper, we have capitalized on the fact that exclamatives can be used as responses, and in this use they provide
propositional content from which the direct answer to the relevant question can be inferred. Note that this indirect way of
answering a question is actually a widespread strategy. For instance, one could also answer a question by means of a pre-
supposition like in the following case:

In (13), the proposition ‘Mary smokes’ is derived from the presuppositional trigger hasn't managed, which allows the
hearer to generate the conversational implicature that ‘Mary is smoking on the balcony’, which serves as a felicitous
answer to the question posed by A. Obviously, (13B) is a marked and an indirect way to give an answer; however, it
technically works just as typical cases of relevance implicatures already discussed in seminal work by Grice (1975, 1981)
and recently investigated by Walker et al. (2011) and de Marneffe and Tonhauser (2019). In particular, the content of the
answer is inferred from the ‘at-issue’ meaning of the utterance (‘Mary smokes’ in (13B)) by means of general conver-
sational principles: Since the utterance in (13B) violates the so-called ‘maxim of relevance’ (i.e., it is not immediately
relevant to Speaker A's wh-question), it is not in accordance with the more general cooperative principle: “I expect a
partner's contribution to be appropriate to immediate needs at each stage of the transaction.” (Grice, 1975: 47) In the
concrete case of (13), this violation results in the implicature ‘She hasn't managed to quit smoking. þ> Mary is smoking
on the balcony.’

According to a strictly pragmatic perspective, the respective syntactic forms of indirect responses that are based on such
pragmatic inferencing should not really be relevant to the felicity of the response. Consequently, the only thing that should
matter is the propositional content of the response (giving rise to the relevant implicatures) and not the syntactic format it
appears in. However, given our data in this paper, one can question such a purely pragmatic approach.

Q2 We have shown that different syntactic forms of exclamatives must match the information structure of the preceding
questions, and crucially this seems to hold cross-linguistically. More specifically, our new claim is that the complementizer
thatdwhen used in a that-exclamative in Catalan and Germandcan assign a polarity feature, and this results in its restriction
to polar-question contexts. On the other hand, wh-exclamatives (and declarative exclamations for that matter) do not
obligatory feature such a polarity assignment. That is, they are felicitous in both polar and non-polar contexts in German, and
even infelicitous in polar contexts in Catalan. The main finding of our study is thus that only that-exclamatives in both
languages are clearly preferred as responses to polar questions, and we therefore conclude that the role of exclamatives in
discourse cannot be explained by pragmatic means only, but is also restricted by features at the interface of pragmatics with
syntactic form. Crucially, we have demonstrated that some features at this interface seem to hold cross-linguistically (in our
case for a Germanic and a Romance language). At a more general level, we hope that our inclusion of exclamatives as re-
sponses in the syntax of answers has added a new empirical domain to recent work in this domain at the syntax-pragmatics
interface and will inspire drawing further empirical distinctions in investigations that look into how different syntactic forms
can be used in a dialogue.
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Appendix

(A)
Catalan critical items (incl. translations)
THAT-EXCLAMATIVES e POLAR CONTEXT
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German critical items (incl. translations)
THAT-EXCLAMATIVES e POLAR CONTEXT
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(B)
Catalan filler items (incl. translations)
GOOD
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