
The Semantic Function of Rising Wh-Questions 

In the spirit of Roberts 1996, we attempt to provide a dynamic semantic account of H% in wh-
questions in English.  This project is an offshoot of a larger investigation of the meaning of 
intonation in questions in North American English. We found that 18% of 200 wh-question 
tokens from our corpus of telephone speech were rising (H%). Our data pose a problem for 
accounts of intonational meaning that correlate the meaning of the H% boundary tone to ‘hearer 
ownership/commitment’ (e.g. Steedman 2007; Gunlogson 2001). The generalization that we 
draw from our examination of rising wh-questions, based on constructed examples as well those 
taken from our corpus, is that rising wh-questions are backward-looking in the discourse tree 
(Büring 2003), in the sense that they invoke or re-invoke questions that implicitly or explicitly 
precede or dominate them.  

A simple example of an H% wh-question is the echo question in (1). 

 (1) 1. B: Where did you visit? 
 2. A: I visited Tokyo. 
 3. B: Where did you visit? H% 

Following Büring 2003, discourse trees progress top-down, from left to right, where each 
question either dominates those sub-questions it entails, or else dominates its answer. The 
question-answer pair in (1) can be represented in a discourse tree in which the answer in line 2 is 
dominated by the question in line 1. The new question in line 3 is a copy of the old question in 
line 1. The rise on the question in line 3 serves to indicate that a preceding question is being re-
invoked, as illustrated in (2).  

 (2)               How was your vacation? 
                           /                \ 
      Where did you visit? L%       Where did you visit? H% 

                    | 
                 I visited Tokyo. 

It is interesting to note that a repetition of the question in line 1 with a falling L% boundary tone 
in line 3 would most likely be interpreted as “Where did you visit in Tokyo?”. However, this 
interpretation is not really available to the rising question. Thus, the semantic interpretation of 
the question may contextually vary with a H% versus L% boundary tone. The question being re-
invoked by means of H% need not immediately precede the answer, but could be farther back in 
the D-tree, perhaps a question that had been asked earlier but not answered, or a question from 
previous discourse being re-invoked in order to remind the speaker of the answer. 

A more complicated type of example, where the invoked question dominates the uttered 
H% question, comes from the corpus example shown in (3). 

(3) [A has been worrying about where she could stay when she visits.] 
 1. A:  But if not I mean I'm just coming anyway but I have no idea like where I'll go- 
 2. B:  When are you planning on coming? 
        L*+H                 !H*             L*H-H% 
 
We argue that B's rising question implicates that the answer to the question implied in line 1 
depends on the answer to the question in line 2. The rise indicates that the move constitutes a 
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strategy to answer the question in line 1 and implicates that a related multiple wh-question 
should be accommodated, namely, “where can you plan to stay when?”. 

We explicate the details of such a strategy by means of the following scenario. Suppose 
that A and B are trying to arrange J’s visit to Vancouver. Whether J stays at any one of two 
possible hotels depends on her day of arrival. Suppose that A knows when J is coming, but she 
doesn’t know where J should stay. Suppose further that B doesn’t know when J is coming, but 
that B knows if J comes on a Monday, she will stay at the Sylvia Hotel, and that if she comes on 
a Tuesday, she will stay at the Listel Hotel. 

 
(3)  A:  Where is Jeanette staying?  [Q1] 
     B:  When is she coming? H%  [Q2] 
     A:  On Tuesday. 
     B:  She will stay at the Listel. 
 
We represent the set denotation of this exchange in (4), and in (5) provide the discourse tree 
progression for (3), where moves that are actually uttered are in bold face. 
 
(4)  a.  (i) A knows: ϕ’; (ii) B knows: ϕ → ψ, ϕ’ → ψ’ 
      b.  Implicit questions: 

Q0 = How is J’s visit to be arranged? 
Q3 = Where is J staying when? 
Q4 = Where is J staying on Tuesday? 

c.  ||Q3||c = {ϕ∩ψ, ϕ’∩ψ, ϕ∩ψ’, ϕ’∩ψ’} 
d.  ||Q4||c = {ϕ’∩ψ, ϕ’∩ψ’} 
 

(5) i. Q0 ii. Q0  iii. Q0  iv. Q0           v.  Q0 
      |             |       |            | 
    Q1        Q3        Q3            Q3 

           / \                /   \              /    |     \     
                Q1  Q2

H%
        Q1   Q2

H%
   Q1   Q2

H%
  Q4 

            |    |      |      |                     
               ϕ’   ψ’   ϕ’    ψ’ 

In the second part of the paper, we examine the relationship between the backward-
looking property we propose for H% and other existing accounts of H%, focusing on Safarova’s 
2007 idea that a rise is an intonational modal adverb, indicating uncertainty. We entertain the 
question of how the semantics for H% could be unified in such a way as to be compatible with 
its use in polar interrogatives and declaratives as well as wh-questions. We address the question 
of what is inherent to the semantics of the H% morpheme that compositionally derives the 
meaning of H% in wh-questions. We conclude by suggesting that H% functions more like a 
discourse particle, i.e. is not part of the descriptive meaning of the sentence. 
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