
Wonder if embedded, know whether semi-question 

 

One puzzle that has been boggling semanticists and syntacticians alike is the difference(s) between 

sentences like the ones under (1). While the embedded clauses in (1a) and (1b) are symmetric and they both 

have a [+wh] feature, it is arguable that they are not necessarily the same. 

(1) a. I wonder [ who is in Ravenclaw]. 

  b.  I know [who is in Ravenclaw]. 

 

Based on the intuition that questions and [+Q] features imply the existence of an information gap, clauses 

like (1a) will be referred to as “embedded questions”, while (1b), which does not presuppose a lack of 

knowledge on the part of the speaker, is an instance of  “semi-questions”.  A review of Groenedijk & Stokhof 

(1984)’s and Lahiri (2002)’s classification of predicates will lead into den Dikken and Giannakidou (2002)’s 

proposal that question embedding predicates select complementizers containing a silent Q operator. This 

suggestion can easily find its syntactic counterpart in McCloskey (2005) and in de Cuba (2007)’s analysis 

of factive and non-factive verbs. The present discussion will argue for the marriage of the aforementioned 

accounts, namely that verbs like know will select ordinary CPs while wonder verbs select cPs with an 

interrogative operator. Furthermore, predicates such as don’t know seem to shed an interesting light on the 

matter and so does the distribution of non conditional if versus whether in sentences like the ones below. 

 

  (2) a. I know whether Chomsky is in Gryffindor. 

   a’. # I know if Chomsky is in Gryffindor.  

   b. I don’t know whether Chomsky is in Gryffindor. 

   b’. I don’t know if Chomsky is in Gryffindor. 

 

As it appears that if can only surface in embedded questions while whether is grammatical in both semi- 

and embedded questions, one line of reasoning might be that if is connected to the silent Q operator. 

Moreover, it will be argued that know  and don’t know select different arguments: simple CPs and cPs with 

extra [+Q] machinery, respectively.  
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