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• den Dikken and Giannakidou (2002) argue that wh-the-
hell is a polarity item that has all the properties above. In 
particular, they argue that the hell forces domain 
widening to include both familiar and novel entities. 

• The hell is not a PI: Martin 2020 shows that the hell is 
not sensitive to (non)veridicality but to speaker’s 
ignorance.

(2) He refused to tell me who the hell called.
(3) #I refused to tell him who the hell called.

• The hell is not aggressively non-D-linked:

(4) 

• Martin 2020: the hell restricts the denotation of the wh operator to 
only unfamiliar entities:

(5) ⟦what the hell⟧f = ⟦what⟧f∩⟦the hell⟧f = {x: x is not human}∩D\ℂ}

• Problems I: as we saw, the hell can be D-linked:

(6) You are taking forever to make your order. Come on! They only 
have sushi, pasta and pizza. What the hell do you want?

• Problem II: cross-linguistically, which-type operators are 
compatible with the hell. (Oguro 2017 for Japanese.) Italian:

(7)  Andiamo! Hanno solo sushi, pasta e pizza. Quale  diavolo vuoi?
Come on! They only have s., p. and p.         Which devil     want

• Appealing to the notion of an unfamiliar entity is not right:

(8)

• Interim conclusion: Neither a domain widening analysis nor a 
restrictor analysis of the hell account for the English and the 
cross-linguistic data.

• We leave for future investigation whether a semantic account should 
be concerned with seemingly syntactic properties of the hell questions: 
incompatibility with sluicing, with in-situ questions, and with pair-list 
readings. And if so, how.

• We also leave to the future a discussion of the connection between 
the hell questions and questions characterized by marked intonation 
and/or gestures cross-linguistically (e.g. MAT-questions in Italian; cf. 
Ippolito (2019), (2021)).

• Finally, we leave to the future the investigation of the connection 
between the hell in questions and the hell in non-interrogative 
sentences like (13):

(13) A: I’m leaving. B: The hell you are.

• Standard assumptions about the semantics of questions:
o ⟦whα P?⟧C={p∈℘(W):p=P(x)|x∈C⊆Dα}
o ⟦P?⟧C ={p,W\p}

• The hell does not change the denotation of the wh-question, but it 
triggers a presupposition and contributes a Conventional 
Implicature:

(9) Proposal:
⟦the hell Q⟧K,g,w defined if ∨Q ∈ TK; 
if defined, ⟦the hell Q⟧K,g,w = ⟦Q⟧K,g,w

CI: ∀p ∈ ⟦Q⟧K,g,w [∃r∈BELs,w: p<s ¬p]

(10)

• Goal: to account for the properties of THE HELL in 
questions:

(1) Who the hell called me?

• The hell questions have been claimed to have many 
properties. In this poster, we focus on the following claim 
made in the literature:

a) The hell question are non-canonical questions
b) The hell questions are aggressively non-D-linked
c) The hell questions are incompatible with D-linked wh

operators like which
d) The hell questions are embeddable only in some 

circumstances

• Some of these properties are incorrectly ascribed to the 
hell questions (Oguro 2017 on (b) and (c), Martin 2020 on 
(d)).

• Here I argue that, of the properties above, only (a) and (d) 
truly hold of the hell questions. Our goal is to spell out the 
bias carried by the hell questions and, in doing so, to 
account for various properties of these questions.

The hell with questions
• No ∃-presupposition: ∨Q is required to be on the Table not in the 

common ground.

(11) Who the hell is ever going to marry someone like that? (Nobody)

• D-linked cases are not problematic: just like other questions, the 
hell questions can have contextual restrictions on the domain of the 
wh. This explains (4): the CI is that for each proposition p of the form x 
should replace Ronaldo now, such that x is one of the 11 players on 
the bench, the speaker has some reason r to believe that p is less 
likely than ¬p.

• The hell is semantically compatible with D-linked operators: 
assuming that which-like operators carry an ∃-presupposition or that 
their domain only contains salient entities, is not incompatible with the 
semantics of the hell. We are also able to accommodate cross-
linguistic data. The incompatibility between which and the hell in 
English is not due to the semantics.

• Speaker’s ignorance: (3) is pragmatically infelicitous because there 
is clash between the implication that the speaker knows who called 
and the CI that for each alternative, the speaker has reason to doubt 
that alternative. More generally, the data also support the CI-nature of 
the hell’s contribution since CIs are known to be speaker-orientated:

(12)

• Domain  widening is an illusion: domain widening is not part of the 
semantics; it is a pragmatic inference.
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When Jillian arrives at Jack’s house, he is reading a book. Jillian 
sees that it is a book that she told Jack not to read. 
Jillian: What the hell are you reading?
Jack: Yes, I know, but I was curious! 

During a soccer game, Ronaldo gets injured. The coach 
needs to choose one of the bench players. 
The coach: Who the hell should replace Ronaldo now?

Domain extension is unwarranted: the coach is not 
asking which player among ALL players should replace 
Ronaldo. 

#We all know who won but Zeno refuses to tell the press who the 
hell won.

⟦Who the hell called me?⟧K,g,w = ⟦Who called me?⟧K,g,w

Presupp: that-someone called me is on the Table;
CI: for every proposition p in the denotation of the 
question, there is a proposition r that the speaker 
believes such that on the basis of r, p is less likely than 
¬p.
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