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A Comparative Study on Definite Free Relatives,
Embedded Wh-Interrogatives, and Wh—Clefts
AH 3 (FAolFd)

In English, definite free relatives, embedded wh-interrogatives and wh-clefts appear to look
similar by themselves. As shown in (1), the bracketed parts, having the form "wh-word + S/XP",
are all introduced by wh-words, which are followed by a clause. Note that the following clause
should miss something. Despite the similarity of appearance, they have different interpretations
in each construction. To disambiguate them, we need to examine the properties of each
construction.

However, not much attention has been paid to distinguish these three constructions from one
another, though there have been some to differentiate (la and c¢) from (1b) (among others,
Huddleston and Pullum 2002, and Baker 1997) or (la) from (1b and ¢) (among others, Zwicky
1995 and Yoo 2003). They, however, fail to explain the different characteristics of wh-clefts
from the other two, as observed in (2)-(6).

As shown in (2), free relatives and wh—-clefts do not allow infinitival clauses to follow the wh-
word, while interrogatives do. As illustrated in (3), free relatives show number agreement with
the matrix verb, while embedded wh-interrogatives are always construed as singular. On the
while, wh-clefts are generally regarded as singular, but sometimes plural verbs are possible.
The three constructions also show different behaviors with respect to "subject—auxiliary
inversion", as in (4). While free-relatives undergo "subject—aux inversion", interrogatives
undergo "it-extraposition", instead. Wh-clefts undergo neither of them. As in (5), only wh-clefts
allow the wh-sequence to be reversed with the post-verb part. These three constructions also
show a sharp difference regarding the matrix verbs, as in (6). While interrogatives can occur
only with a certain group of predicates which require a question, free relatives have no
restriction on the matrix verbs. Wh-clefts, most restricted among the three, can occur only with
the verb be.

In this paper, we focus on thorough examination on comparison of those three constructions,
and as possible analyses of each construction, we propose simple ones in the lexicalist,
constraint—based framework. To distinguish those constructions, based on the different
characteristics observed, we provide different categorial status and syntactic structures for each
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construction. For free relatives, following Kim (2001), we provide a structure consisting of a free
relative noun and an adjunct clause (head—adjunct—phrase), as in (7). Following Ginzberg and Sag
(2000), we analyze embedded wh-interrogatives as a structure consisting of an interrogative
word and a head clause (head-filler phrase), as in (8). For wh—-clefts, we analyze as a structure
consisting of a complementizer what and a complement clause (head-complement phrase), as in

9.

(1) a. [What John needs most _] is too expensive. (definite free relative)
'"The thing that John needs most is too expensive'
b. [What John needs most _] is unclear. (embedded wh-interrogative)
'T don't know what John needs most.'
c. [What John needs most _] is a good rest. (wh—cleft)

'John needs A GOOD REST most, (not anything else.)'
(2) ((finiteness))

a. [What I should read]/*[What to read] has been stolen. (free relative)
b. I don't know [what I should say]/[what to say]. (wh—interrogative)
a. [What I should wear]/*[What to wear] is a school uniform. (wh-cleft)
(3) ((humber concord))
a. [What books she has] *is/are in the attic. (free relative)
b. [What books she has] remains/*remain to be seen. (wh-interrogative)
c. [What was left behind] was/(?)were (just) five empty bottles. (wh-cleft)
(4) ((subject-auxiliary inversion)
a. Is [what she wrote] too difficult to understand? (free relative)
b. *Is [what she wrote] unclear?/Is it unclear [what she wrote]? (interrogative)
c. 7*Is [what John needs most] a good rest? (wh-cleft)
(5) ((reversibility))
a. *Unobtainable is [what he wants]. (free relative)
b. *Unclear is [what John wants]. (interrogative)
c. Peace and quiet is [what he wants]. (wh-cleft)
(6) ((restriction on the matrix verbs))
a. [What John enjoys] makes him sick. (free relative)
b. I wonder/know [what John enjoys]. (interrogative)
c. [What John enjoys] is making himself sick. (wh-cleft)
(7) NP (8) S 9 CP/NP
Md Md MD
S/NP S/NP /NP
| =~ | = | —
what John needs what John needs what John needs
(free relative) (embedded wh-interrogative) (wh-cleft)
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