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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to assess from a corpus-based discourse-pragmatic per-
spective certain claims made in the literature concerning English whA- concessive con-
ditional constructions (e.g. Whoever/No matter who comes to the party, it will be fun),
namely that these utterance-types correlate with interrogative semantics, scalarity
and potential modality. By means of an extensive investigation of corpus data these
claims are shown to be largely unsupported by attested usage. Based on Dancygier
and Sweetser’s classification of conditional constructions, it is found that potential
modality is paradigmatic only of content-level concessive conditionals, and not of the
epistemic, speech-act or metalinguistic varieties. Contrary to claims in the literature,
scalarity is demonstrated to not be typical of wh- concessive conditionals. The lack
of scalarity in most wh- concessive conditionals is argued to cast into doubt the cate-
gory label “concessive conditional” applied to these constructions in a substantial part
of the literature and to favour an alternative designation such as “irrelevance condi-
tional.” The empirical data further reveals that wh- concessive conditionals practically
never involve pure ignorance, and this is argued to be problematic on the discourse-
pragmatic level for the claim that they have interrogative semantics.
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1 Introduction

The configuration examined in this study has been designated by various
names. The most well-known is ‘concessive conditional’ (henceforth CC),
coined by Bennett (1982) to refer to structures like (1) below and extended by
Konig (1986) to cases like (2)—(4) in order to bring out their shared underlying
semantics; Zaefferer (1987) uses the moniker ‘unconditional’ to refer to types
(2)—(4) to bring out the fact that the protasis (aka antecedent) imposes no con-
dition on the apodosis (aka consequent), which is true under all values of the
latter; Huddleston and Pullum (2002) apply the label ‘exhaustive conditional’
to cases like (2)—(4) to underline the fact that the protasis expresses a set of
conditions that covers all the possibilities:

(1) Even if Alfonso comes to the party, it will be fun.

(2) Whether Alfonso comes to the party or not, it will be fun.
(3) Whoever comes to the party, it will be fun.

(4) No matter who comes to the party, it will be fun.

The most common analysis of this construction in the formal-semantic litera-
ture treats the antecedent as being semantically interrogative (Zaefferer, 1990,
1991; Gawron, 2001; Ciardelli, 2016; Hirsch, 2016; Rawlins, 2008a, 2008b, 2013;
Biezma and Rawlins, 2015; Bledin, 2020). Rawlins (2008b: 584) represents the
paradigmatic formalization of this analysis:

(...) unconditionals, because of the semantic contribution of the interrog-
ative morphology they contain [wh-], denote the same kind of object as a
root question (following Zaefferer 1990, 1991, Lin 1996, Izvorski 2000b). I
will refer to this kind of object as an “issue”. (...). An issue encodes a set of
alternatives, corresponding to the possible answers to the question (Ham-
blin 1958, 1973, Karttunen 1977, Groenendijk and Stokhof 1984), whereas
a proposition involves only a single alternative. What alternatives there
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54 DUFFLEY AND LARRIVEE

are compose in a “pointwise” way (in the sense of Hamblin 1973, Kratzer
and Shimoyama 2002) with the main clause they adjoin to. That is, each
alternative composes in turn. A singleton alternative will act as if compo-
sition weren't pointwise at all. But a set of alternatives will lead to a set of
domain restrictions. Because of the interpretation of a question, we know
that these alternatives exhaust the possibilities (Groenendijk and Stokhof
1984, 1997). An exhaustive set of potential domain restrictions will convey
that the choice of alternative doesn’t matter, and at the same time result
in the consequent being entailed.

This position is reiterated in Rawlins (2013: 146), where the author asserts that
CCs “uniformly have the interpretation of an actual question—a set of propo-
sitional alternatives.”

The present study will focus on the two subtypes of CC that contain a vari-
able wh-item illustrated in (3) and (4) above.! The paradigmatic formalization
of wh-CCs’ semantics just cited assumes the wh-element in the antecedent to
be the sign of a question denoting a set of propositional alternatives, each of
which combines proposition-by-proposition with a modal equivalent to the
conjunction if, thereby imposing a restriction on the truth of the matrix’s
proposition. At the top of the logical form is a universal quantifier that gath-
ers all the alternatives together as a conjunction of restrictions (i.e. Vx (if p(x),
then g; ‘for all x's, if x is p, then q follows’). In this way, Rawlins’ analysis captures

the intuition that a CC denotes a conjunction of conditionals, as illustrated in
(s5b) below:

(5) a. Whoever comes to the party, it will be fun.
b. If Peter comes to the party, it will be fun.
If Myriam comes to the party, it will be fun.
If Joseph comes to the party, it will be fun.
If Anne comes to the party, it will be fun.

The functional-typological tradition (e.g. Konig, 1986; Leuschner, 1998) pro-
poses a fundamentally similar approach but treats CCs as conditionals rather
than interrogatives, with quantification over a set of antecedents in the prota-
sis (‘if {py, P2 P3 - Pn}> then q’). Rawlins’ perspective finds some typological

1 Type (2) invariably contains the wh- word whether and the disjunctive or, thereby explicitly
evoking alternatives. Our focus is on constructions with wh- words in which this notion is
evoked less directly. Type (1) contains no wh- word.

INTERNATIONAL REVIEW OF PRAGMATICS 16 (2024) 52—86



UNCONDITIONALLY CONDITIONAL 55

support in Haspelmath and Konig’s survey of CCs across 4o different languages
which found that “the constructions most closely related to all types of CCs are
embedded interrogatives” (1998: 578).

The fact that the same basic semantic content is treated as “conditional”
in the functional-typological approach and as “interrogative” in the formal-
semantic one raises a question about the definition of these two terms. The
term ‘conditional’ seems fairly straightforward: it corresponds to structures that
can be paraphrased using the item if. The term ‘interrogative’ is often used inter-
changeably with the term ‘question’, although sometimes a distinction is made
between ‘interrogative’ as a syntactic concept and ‘question’ as a semantic one
(Sperber and Wilson, 1986: 243—254; Huddleston, 1994: 411—414). The formal-
semantic analysis of CCs cited above uses ‘interrogative’ as a semantic term
synonymous with Huddleston’s category of ‘questions’, whose distinctive prop-
erty is that they define a set of possible answers. Huddleston (1993: 260) fur-
ther distinguishes ‘questions’, which belong to the domain of semantics, from
‘inquiries’, which are pragmatic or illocutionary in nature, being defined by the
speaker’s intention of seeking information from the addressee. The semantic
notion of ‘question/interrogative’ is thus defined autonomously of both linguis-
tic form and pragmatic function as a logical category corresponding to a set of
propositional alternatives whose truth-conditional status is unresolved.

It is not at all surprising that this approach should generate mismatches
between linguistic form and notional content. Huddleston (1994: 430-431)
argues for instance that the noun phrase the kind of pizza she likes is a ‘ques-
tion’ “with the same or virtually the same meaning as what kind of pizza she
likes” in (6a), but a noun phrase that simply refers to a kind of pizza in (6b):

(6) a. Ican’'t remember the kind of pizza she likes.
b. I don't like the kind of pizza she likes.

The exact same linguistic form is taken in this type of analysis to be correlated
with two entirely different meanings. This approach also enshrines a discon-
nect between semantic content and pragmatic function, as a sequence like (7)
below is analyzed as containing an embedded wh-question even though the lat-
ter carries no inquisitive illocutionary force at all (see Huddleston, 1994: 260):

(7) She described what her daughter was wearing.
While a semantic/pragmatic distinction is feasible for items that are stored in

long-term memory outside of any particular context and therefore have a stable
decontextualised content, it is problematic for proposition-level entities like
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the subordinate clause in (7) whose content is fundamentally context-depen-
dent (see Duffley, 2021: 172-173). This issue will also be seen to arise with wh-
CCs, which will be argued here to show no trace of inquisitive illocutionary
force and the notion of speaker ignorance which accompanies this force on
the pragmatic level.

Contrary to what is assumed by Rawlins, moreover, the link between CCs
and the formal-semantic concept of ‘interrogative’ meaning is not a necessary
one. A number of recent studies have brought to light clear cases in which con-
cessive conditionality is achieved without recourse to such semantics. Quer
and Vicente (2009) argue, for instance, that to account for the CC meaning
conveyed by Spanish verb-doubling constructions like the one illustrated in (8)
below; all that is required is a variable over worlds (contributed by the subjunc-
tive mood in the antecedent) and a universal modal quantifier (contributed by
the free-choice morphology of the gu-word quien):

(8) Venga quien venga a Berlin, estaré contento.
‘Whoever comes to Berlin, I'll be happy’

In a study of the Hebrew beyn im ... ve-beyn im construction, Rubenstein and
Doron (2014) show that its CC import can be derived from: (i) the connective
‘and’ in the antecedent, (ii) the conditional connective ‘if’ introducing a modal
restriction, and (iii) the preposition ‘between’ introducing a presupposition of
exhaustivity:

(9) beyn im nirce ve- beyn im lo nirce, kulanu
between if willwantaPL and between if not willwantaPL all.aPL
ovdim bisvil ha-alpiyon ha-elyon

work for the-thousandth the-upper
‘Whether we want it or not, we all work for the upper thousandth per-
centile of the population’

In Hungarian, based on the observation that the akar-expressions found in CCs
in this language can function as either NPI or Free-Choice Items but not as
interrogatives, Szabolcsi (2019) argues that akar-unconditionals are a special
case of universal free choice:

(10) Akdrki telefondlt, elbeszélgettiink.

AKAR-who called chatted.we
‘Whoever called, we chatted’

INTERNATIONAL REVIEW OF PRAGMATICS 16 (2024) 52—86



UNCONDITIONALLY CONDITIONAL 57

And Lohiniva (2020) demonstrates that, although Finnish alternative CCs do
not have a question-operator in their structure, they still produce the impres-
sion of proposition-by-proposition conjunction illustrated in (5) above; while
all matrix and embedded alternative questions in Finnish involve the question
particle -ko, this item is ungrammatical in CCs:

(11) Muuttaa-(*ko) Aini (sitten) Pariisiin {tai/vai} Lontooseen,
moves-Q AiniNOM (then) Paris.ILL DIS] London.ILL
‘Whether Aini moves to Paris or London, ...

Such evidence calls for a reassessment of certain assumptions made in stud-
ies of CCs. Regarding present-day English, it will be demonstrated here using
corpus data that although English wh-CCs do logically involve sets of proposi-
tional alternatives, only a minority of such constructions manifest the prag-
matic force which is typical of interrogatives. The corpus data will also be
shown to resolve a question raised by Konig (1986: 233-234) and Bossuyt, De
Cuypere and Leuschner (2018: 98) as to whether the set of propositions evoked
by the protasis in CCs typically involves scalarity. Thus, in (12) below, whoever
implies a scale of callers ordered along the parameter of importance, and the
CC idea that the choice of alternative value on the scale does not matter leads
one to understand that the speaker’s unavailability holds even if the person
calling is the speaker’s boss:

(12) Whoever calls, I'm busy.

Bossuyt et al. present scalarity as being “typical” of CCs; Konig leaves the ques-
tion of whether scalarity “is part of the conventional meaning of such construc-
tions or due to conversational maxims” unresolved. Another assumption about
CCs that will be assessed here concerns the need for them to involve the possi-
bility of an impact of the antecedent on the consequent, which requires what
Haiman (1974: 345) calls “potential aspect’, i.e. futurity, habituality or hypo-
theticality. Corpus data will be adduced which shows that, although this is
the case in the great majority of contexts, it does not apply to certain sub-
types of CCs. Ultimately, it will be argued that English wh-CCs are based on
multi-antecedent or variable-antecedent conditionality, as per the functional-
typological approach, and not on interrogativity. Interrogatives are just one
particularly transparent and productive means of evoking the variability of
antecedents, but they are not the only way to achieve the communicative
goal of expressing a CC, and they are not the way this result is attained in
English.
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The investigation is presented as follows. Two general issues are raised before
the corpus data is described and its implications drawn out. First of all, atten-
tion is directed to the linguistic components of English wA-CCs with a view
to determining the notional content brought to these constructions by the
linguistically-signified meanings of their constituent parts. This is done so as to
ground the analysis of the English data on the linguistic categories of English
and not on abstract concepts that might be tangential to the mental cartogra-
phy of the language under study. After that, the issue of how to properly define
interrogativity as it manifests itself in English is discussed. The positive evi-
dence presented in favour of treating English wh-CC clauses as semantically
interrogative is then assessed. Using corpus data to show that ignorance is not
necessary to convey concessive conditionality, the problem posed by the fact
that the pragmatic hallmark of interrogatives is not associated with wh-CCs
is then discussed. Subsequent to that corpus data is investigated to test the
hypotheses that CCs require potential modality and are typically scalar.

2 The notional content of the linguistic components of English
wh-CCs

Rawlins is perplexed by the fact that plain wh-words, which he treats as seman-
tically interrogative, cannot be used to introduce alternatives so as to form a
CC, as illustrated by the unacceptability of (13) below:

(13) *Who comes to the party, it will be fun.

Wh-words being analyzed by him as having both interrogative morphology and
interrogative semantics, he would naturally have expected them to be capable
of occurring in CCs. Rawlins is reduced to proposing what he himself admits
is a “stipulative” solution to this quandary—simply mandating that “the lexical
distribution of the conditional feature (COND) licences adjunction, and it is
specified so that it cannot appear on plain interrogative clauses or on polar
interrogatives—it must co-occur with either the feature leading to -ever or
the alternative question feature.” Given however the wide diversity of forms
deployable in CC clauses in English—wh-ever words [Whoever comes to the
party, it will be fun], alternative questions [ Whether Alfonso comes to the party
or not, it will be fun), no matter wh- [ No matter who comes to the party, it will
be fun), it doesn’t matter wh- [It doesn’t matter who comes to the party, it will be
fun], regardless of wh- [ Regardless of who comes to the party, it will be fun], bare
alternatives [ With Alfonso or without him, the party will be fun], clauses headed
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by any [ Anyone who comes to the party, Mary will make sure they have fun]—
it seems highly unlikely that this structure is governed by any distributional
stipulation such as that invoked by Rawlins.

This indicates a possible problem with taking the notional content of the wh-
component of English CCs to be inherently ‘interrogative’ in meaning. Further
data confirms this. ‘Interrogative’ semantics is difficult to square for example
with the use of a wh-word as direct object of the verb know exemplified in the
sentence below:

(14) Iknow who Mary lent the cookie platter to.

Baker (1989:166) paraphrases this use as Tknow the answer to the question who
did Mary lend the cookie platter to? This shows that who Mary lent the cookie
platter to does not denote a set of alternative possibilities here, but rather a
real referent whose existence is presupposed but whose identity is left unspec-
ified. Baker also identifies a class of “definite free relative clauses” headed by
wh-words, exemplified by cases like:

(15) Karen ate what Fred offered to her.

Here what is also paraphrased by a definite NP (‘the thing that Fred offered
her’) and not by a set of propositional alternatives. The wh- semiology is there-
fore not always associated with paraphrases denoting sets of propositional
alternatives.

Moreover, even when it can be, as in (16) below, it does not induce inter-
rogative word order nor does it trigger the use of auxiliary do characteristic of
English interrogatives (17):

(16) Iwonder who Mary lent the cookie platter to.
(17) Who did Mary lend the cookie platter to?

The ‘subject-verb’ order of the subordinate clause in (16) is that of an affirma-
tive sentence. Careful semantic analysis reveals that this makes perfect sense:
the subordinate clause simply expresses the object of the wondering here (cf.
was wondering that too), not a question focussed on the recipient of the lend-
ing. Analogously, the absence of do in (16) has been shown to be due to the
absence of the questioning of some aspect of the realization of the lending:
Hirtle (1997) and Duffley (2016) have demonstrated that the auxiliary do is used
in questions because of its cognitive content; in Did you lend Anne the cookie
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platter?, the questions bears on the past realization—denoted by did—of the
action of lending the cookie platter to Anne. Since the sentential subject is by
definition not part of the predicate, do is not used in focus questions when the
identity of the subject is under question (e.g. Who lent Anne the cookie platter?).
It does occur however whenever any aspect/circumstance of the realization of
the action denoted by the predicate is at issue (When did you lend Anne the
cookie platter?/Where did she put the cookie platter?| How did she get the cookie
platter?, etc.). In (17) above, the recipient of the lending is the focus of the inter-
rogative, and this calls the way the lending itself was realized into question (i.e.
‘it was a lending of the cookie platter with who as recipient of the lending?’);
(16), on the other hand, predicates ‘wondering’ of the speaker, with the won-
dering’s object being the to-be-identified person to whom Mary lent the cookie
platter; any interrogative attitude is conveyed by the main verb’s lexical content
and not by the wh-word.

It would seem more accurate therefore to describe the meaning of wh- in
English as denoting an unidentified referent whose identity calls for specifi-
cation. This way of characterizing its meaning can account for its use both
in indirect questions and in definite free relatives. It would also explain both
its occurrence and its syntactic position in focus questions. When used in an
interrogative utterance, the needing-to-be-specified identity of the wh-word’s
referent is the focus of the question, i.e. its identity is what the speaker wants to
know. Applying Givon’s (1989: 222) cognitive principle ‘Attend first to the most
urgent task’ then provides an explanation for the fact that this element is placed
in initial position.2 When used in an affirmative context such as (14) above, on
the other hand, the non-specified identity of the referent denoted by who is
represented as being known by the speaker.

This analysis of wh-items has been defended by Fava (1996), who argues that
it is the context that leads to the classification of the wh-word as an interroga-
tive in (18) and as a relative in (19):

(18) They asked what had been done.

(19) They condemned what had been done.

2 A communicative task is more urgent if the speaker deems it to be either more important
or less predictable. It should be noted that Givon's principle is not a linguistic universal; for
example, in spoken French the focus of a wh-question can occupy end-position: Et main-
tenant, on fait quoi ? The salience of end-position accounts for its ability to assume this
function.
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UNCONDITIONALLY CONDITIONAL 61

She holds the linguistically-signified meaning of wh- to be indeterminate
between these two interpretations, which require the intervention of prag-
matic factors additional to the meaning of w- to be conveyed. In (19) above, it
is the factive implication of the main verb condemn that accounts for the defi-
nite free relative reading.

The linguistic-semantic content of wh- sketched above would explain quite
transparently why plain wh-words are not found in CCs. In and of themselves,
wh-words do not introduce alternatives, but merely evoke a referent whose
identity calls for specification. In an assertive utterance, this notion needs to
be combined with something else in order to evoke the idea of alternatives.
One such alternative-evoking element is the suffix -ever, which introduces the
notion of an open-ended serial extension into the future, thereby exponentially
broadening the set of possible identities of the referent of the wh-item. Another
way to evoke alternatives is to preface the wh-word with an expression of indif-
ference as to the identity of the referent such as no matter.3

The third element identified in the literature as being involved in con-
veying concessive conditionality is the existence of a possible impact of the
antecedent on the consequent, with the CC denying the relevance of the for-
mer for the latter. This requires what Haiman (1974: 345) calls “potential aspect’,
i.e. futurity, habituality or hypotheticality. Thus while (20) below manifests the
‘referent-needs-to-be identified’ reading observed in (18) and (19) above, (21)
expresses the CC idea that ‘if x says climate change is a red herring, he is an
idiot; if y says climate change is a red herring, he is an idiot; etc.:*

(20) Whoever said climate change was a red herring is an idiot.
(21) Whoever says climate change is a red herring is an idiot.

A complete analysis of CCs also requires taking into account the type of con-
ditionality expressed in the overall utterance. We adopt Sweetser (1990) and
Dancygier and Sweetser (2005)’s distinction between four types of conditional
here—content-level, epistemic-level, speech-act level and metalinguistic-
level—each involving a different type of relation between the antecedent and
the consequent.® Content-level conditionals present the antecedent as a real

3 Note that both of these two types of items have extender uses such as Ask me any question,
no matter how/however crazy it might be!

4 Of course, the referent of whoever in (21) is also left unidentified.

5 Dancygier and Sweetser also identify a subcategory of metalinguistic conditionals that they
term “meta-metaphorical conditionals,” which express a relationship between two metaphor-
ical domains, as in If Jones is the heart of the team, Smith is the head, meaning ‘If you accept
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causal precondition for the consequent, as in (22) below, where his loving her
is a precondition for him typing her thesis:

(22) If he loves her, he will type her thesis.

Epistemic-level conditionals, on the other hand, merely present the knowledge
of the antecedent as a precondition for concluding or asserting the consequent
to be true, as in:

(23) If he typed her thesis, he loves her.

In speech-act level conditionals, the antecedent denotes the relevance or felic-
ity conditions for the utterance of the consequent:

(24) There are cookies on the counter if you're hungry.6

And in metalinguistic conditionals, the antecedent places a condition on the
felicity of the word choice in the consequent:

(25) The philosophy of life, if it could be defined by such a phrase, was beyond
his grasp.

An example of an epistemic-level CC would be the utterance of (26) below by
someone trying to defuse in a friendly spirit a situation where the interlocutors
disagree about who was behind the masks at a costume party:

(26) Whoever was at the costume party last night, it was fun.

Here the identity of the people who were at the party last night is declared by
the speaker to be irrelevant as a condition for the assertion of the fact that the
party was fun. The import here is ‘no matter who was at the costume party last
night, I can assert as true the fact that it was fun’ An example of a speech-act
level CC would be (27), where the speaker declares the identity of the people
who were at the party last night to be irrelevant as a felicity condition for the
speech act of asking whether or not the party was fun:

the metaphor of Jones as the heart of the team, you will also accept calling Smith the head’
No examples of this type occurred in our data.

6 The British version of this example led Austin (1961) to dub such sequences “biscuit-
conditionals”.
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(27) Whoever was at the costume party last night, was it fun?

An illustration of a metalinguistic CC would be:

(28) Whatever you call it, that dish was delicious!

Here the precise name of the dish is declared by the speaker to be irrelevant as
a condition for the assertion of the fact that it was delicious.

Taking stock of the evidence gathered so far, the contributions of the lin-
guistic components of English wh-CCs are as follows: the wh-word contributes
the notion of a needing-to-be-identified referent, the -ever suffix that of an
open-ended series extending into the future, thereby evoking a profusion of
alternatives; the no matter preface evokes alternatives by expressing indiffer-
ence as to the identity of the wh-word’s referent, and the cognitive template of
the conditional presents the antecedent as a precondition for the consequent,
either on the content, epistemic, speech-act or metalinguistic level.” Before get-
ting to the corpus data, we will first examine another general issue, this one
concerning the legitimacy of defining interrogativity as it manifests itself in
English as the introduction of a set of propositional alternatives.

3 The syntax, semantics and pragmatics of English interrogatives

On the one hand, utterances which manifest the formal characteristics asso-
ciated with the category of interrogatives sometimes do not convey interrog-
ative force. As Tsui (1992: 100) has shown with regard to the rhetorical use of
Who cares?, this utterance can be used in situations where the speaker nei-
ther expresses doubt nor implies that they do not know the answer to a ques-
tion: in the conversation in which Tsui observed its occurrence, the listener
did not supply any answer but rather continued to express his opinion on the
topic under discussion, taking the speaker’s utterance to mean ‘Nobody cares..
We have also observed the non-interrogative meaning of the form who in I
know who Mary lent the cookie platter to. To this observation can be added the
non-interrogative meaning of the formal device of do-auxiliary inversion in a
sequence such as Well did she know the answer to that question.

7 Dancygier and Sweetser (2005: 32—33) argue that this is done by setting up two alternative
mental-space scenarios, one in which P is true in the if-space and Q is true in the extension
from the if-space, and the other in which P is not true in the if-space and Q is not true in the
extension from the if-space.
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On the other hand, it is possible to elicit information without using any
formal linguistic device typically associated with the interrogative category in
English, as in this exchange also reported by Tsui (: 94):

(29) H:I...Idon't know, see, he has a son at, was in the school last year ah does
he have to re-apply?
X: Ah yes, I think so.
H: So we’ll have to fill out one of those forms again.
X: Yes.

Even though the sentence introduced by so is spoken with declarative intona-
tion, the speaker is not stating a fact but is asking the hearer to respond to a
tentative assertion, i.e. is eliciting a confirmation. The elicitation function of
the statement in (29) can be explained by the situation in which it occurs,
where drawing a conclusion from what X has just said and stating it as such
(cf. so) can be used as a means of eliciting confirmation that one’s deduction is
correct.

Given the fact that one can elicit information in English without using any
of the formal linguistic devices typically associated with the interrogative cat-
egory and the fact that these formal linguistic devices do not always signal an
inquiry for information, it seems preferable to treat ‘interrogative’ as a prag-
matic discourse category rather than as a syntactic one involving certain formal
devices. A definition which attempts to correlate syntactic form and logical
category or syntactic form and discourse function comes to naught due to
the mismatches observed above. A logico-semantic definition involving the
denotation of a set of alternative propositions also fails to show any stable cor-
relation with linguistic form in English. The most sensible way of defining a
question is in terms of the function which the speaker intends to fulfil by means
of the utterance, i.e. that of eliciting information of which he/she is ignorant.

Given the basic pragmatic nature of interrogativity in English, the truth-
conditional definition of a question as a set of alternative propositions creates
a disconnect between the semantic content attributed to CCs by this definition
and the pragmatics of their actual use in discourse. Rawlins (2013) asserts both
that CCs “uniformly have the interpretation of an actual question” (: 146) and
that “root questions always seem to involve ignorance.” (: 162). Now although
all questions would seem to involve sets of alternatives, as ignorance implies
not knowing which scenario actually obtains among an array of possibilities,
not all sets of alternatives are associated with the discourse function of elicit-
ing information. Thus (30) below evokes a set of alternatives, but is not in any
way interrogative:
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(30) Joe will either paint, stain or varnish the bookcase.

The notion of ignorance which is an inherent part of what interrogatives imply
in their actual deployment in natural-language discourse is not discernible in
a CCsuch as (31) either:

(31) Whoever walked by, the shooter opened fire on them.

This confirms that ignorance is not an essential component of the notion of
concessive conditionality, and raises the possibility that in English it is perhaps
not a component of CCs at all.

Such a conclusion might seem hasty at first blush, given the fact that there
is very plausible historical evidence that CCs evolved diachronically out of
questions (see Zaefferer, 1991; Leuschner, 1998). Such questions had a rhetor-
ical character, however, implying that no matter what the answer proposed by
a fictional listener, the assertion remained unaffected:

(32) What did the police officer think it was? In any case, he opened fire.®

Moreover, the conveying of this interpretation requires the presence of an
indifference marker such as in any case:

(33) *What did the police officer think it was? He opened fire.

This suggests that indifference might be more central to concessive condition-
ality than is ignorance. This question will be examined in section 5 below using
actual corpus data. We will now however briefly examine the positive evidence
presented in the literature in favour of treating English wh-CC clauses as inter-
rogative rather than relative.

4 Evaluating the linguistic evidence invoked in favour of treating
English wh-CC clauses as interrogative

Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 989) justify placing wh-CCs in the interrogative
category by setting them off from wh-free-relatives (FRs), arguing that wh-CCs

8 Ordinary conditionals, on the other hand, evolved out of polar questions whose fictional
answer was affirmative (see Jespersen, 1940; Haiman, 1978): —Do you believe in ghosts?—Then
Yyou are superstitious.
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are like interrogatives and unlike FR s in that they allow the wh-word to be mod-
ified by an expletive:

(34) We must be attractive, whatever the hell that means. (CC)
(35) *Whoever the hell said that was wrong. (FR)

However, in actual fact, free relatives show no aversion to the wh-element being
modified by an expletive, as illustrated by this attested use:

(36) Whoever the hell said I did is a goddam liar. (books.google.ca)

Huddleston and Pullum also claim that wh-CCs are like interrogatives and
unlike FRs in allowing multiple wh-elements:

(37) Whoever said what to whom, we must move on. (CC)

(38) *Whoever said what to whom is going to be severely dealt with. (FR)
Actual usage, once again, belies this claim:

(39) Whoever said what about who doesn'’t live here. (www.picuki.com)
Rawlins (2013: 148-149), for his part, claims that the ‘what was X doing Y
idiom” conveying the meaning of ‘why?’ (e.g. What were the police doing
searching his house?) appears only in interrogatives and CCs, but not in

FRs:

(40) Whatever they were doing reading her email, it didn't lead to any legal
problems. (CC)

(41) *Shedidn’t worry about whatever they were doing reading her email. (FR)

This diagnostic is invalidated by attested usage of wh-words such as (42) how-
ever:

(42) Fox was reporting news and asking questions. They also have commenta-

tors who make no allusions to what they are doing giving their personal
opinions. (iWeb Corpus)
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Here the idiomatic meaning occurs outside of an interrogative or a CC clause,
which entails it cannot be used to diagnose a clause as necessarily belong-
ing to these two categories. Moreover, it is not so clear that FRs with wh-ever
exclude the ‘reason why’ interpretation either, as (43) below seems quite natu-
ral:

(43) She couldn't care less about whatever they were doing reading her email.

In sum, the positive evidence adduced in the literature in support of the inter-
rogative analysis of wh-CCs seems rather uncompelling.

5 Corpus data concerning CCs and the notion of ignorance

Given the questionable status of the definition of the term ‘interrogative) as
laid out above, this study will focus in this section on the notion of ignorance.
Von Fintel (2000) has identified two interpretational possibilities of free rel-
atives with whatever—ignorance and indifference—which he treats as logical
presuppositions. His analysis views whatever as presupposing that in all worlds
that are minimally different, either epistemically or counterfactually, from the
world of evaluation, and in which the identity of some x is different from the
identity of x in the world of evaluation, the proposition formed by abstracting
over the relative in the matrix has the same truth-value as the proposition has
in the world of evaluation. Thus in the ignorance reading of whatever instan-
tiated in (44) below, the wh-word presupposes that in all of the worlds epis-
temically accessible to the speaker and minimally different from the actual
world and where Arlo is cooking something different from what he is actu-
ally cooking, there is the same amount of garlic in what he is cooking (i.e. a
lot):

(44) There is a lot of garlic in whatever Arlo is cooking.

In (45) below, on the other hand, the presupposition is that in all counterfactual
worlds minimally different from the actual world in which something different
is on the desk, Bill grabs that thing if and only if in the actual world he grabs
the thing on the desk. This means that if something else had been on the desk,
he would have grabbed that thing:

(45) Bill needed a paperweight, so he grabbed whatever was on the desk.
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Building on von Fintel’s analysis, Tredinnick (2003, 2005) relates the ignorance
vs. indifference distinction to a difference in the projection behaviour of the
presuppositions underlying these clauses, according to whether the latter is
counterfactual or epistemic: the counterfactual presupposition associated with
the indifference interpretation can either be accommodated locally, giving rise
to agent indifference, or project globally, giving rise to impersonal indifference;
in contrast, the epistemic presupposition that produces the ignorance reading
can only project locally. This difference in projection behaviour manifests itself
in unless-clauses, where the presupposed proposition expressing speaker igno-
rance is always understood to be outside the unless-clause:

(46) Unless there’s a lot of garlic in whatever Arlo is cooking, I'll eat out
tonight.
a. = ‘Unless there’s a lot of garlic in the thing Arlo is cooking and I don’t
know what it is that he’s cooking, I'll eat out tonight
b. = I don’t know what Arlo is cooking, but unless there’s a lot of garlic in
it, I'll eat out tonight.

In contrast, the presupposed proposition expressing indifference can be under-
stood to be either inside or outside the unless-clause:

(47) Unless whatever lottery number John picks wins, I am not going to con-
sider him a lucky guy anymore.

a. = ‘Unless whatever lottery number John picks wins and it doesn’t mat-
ter which number that is, I am not going to consider him a lucky guy
anymore.

b. = ‘It doesn’t matter which lottery number John is going to pick, but
unless whatever number he does pick wins, I am not going to consider
him a lucky guy anymore.

Tredinnick argues the more restricted behaviour of the ignorance free-relative
to be due to its epistemic nature, which requires as part of its interpretation
a precise locus of ignorance, i.e. some agent who is ignorant of the identity of
the referent. Thus while ignorance is always relative to some agent’s epistemic
world, indifference need not be construed relative to an agent, since counter-
factual worlds can be determined impersonally.

Rawlins (213: 114) and Duffley and Larrivée (2020: 242) have observed that
ignorance can co-occur with the notion of indifference in the same context
with a wh-ever word, as illustrated by the example below from Rawlins:
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(48) Whatever Mary is cooking, dinner will be good.
- The speaker does not know what Mary is cooking.
- It doesn’t matter what Mary is cooking for the purposes of dinner qual-

ity:

Rawlins claims that in CCs involving ignorance this double entailment is
always present, i.e. this construction is never found conveying pure ignorance.
We add to this observation the fact that the idea of ignorance can be com-
pletely absent from a CC—such is the case in (31) above [ Whoever walked by, the
shooter opened fire on them]. This data suggests that indifference is more fun-
damental to CCs than ignorance is. This would represent yet another manifes-
tation of the mismatch between the interrogative semantic content proposed
for CCs and their pragmatics.

The centrality of indifference to CCs is confirmed by the data from the
Brigham Young University TV Corpus, which shows that indifference is present
in 64.3% of wh-ever CCs while ignorance is only associated with this con-
struction in 35.7 % of contexts. However, a small number of cases—a2 %—were
observed in which a CC did bear an implication of pure ignorance. What is
interesting about these cases is that none of them were content conditionals;
there were 27 epistemic CCs like those illustrated in (49)—(51) below and one
metalinguistic CC, (52):

(49) Anne, stop! Whatever they’ve promised you, it’s not worth it.
(50) Whatever it is you're doing, Laura, it's destroying me.

(51) Esophagus is destroyed. The bite almost severed his head! Whatever it
was, it’s not afraid of humans.

(52) he's, uh, rebuilding his jetty into a pier or a wharf, whichever’s bigger.

The association between epistemicity and ignorance is unsurprising, as the lat-
ter corresponds to a negative epistemic state. In the metalinguistic case in (52),
the speaker’s inability to resolve their hesitation between the terms pier and
wharf is also due to ignorance, in this case of the exact difference in meaning
between these two words.

Since wh-ever words often involve both ignorance and indifference in the
same context—Duffley and Larrivée (2020: 42) found this to be the case in 27 %
of all uses of such items—another construction was investigated that mani-
fests a clear distinction between these two notions: who cares + wh-word, which
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denotes pure indifference, vs. who knows + wh-word, which exclusively denotes
ignorance. Sequences with who cares can convey concessive conditionality in
cases such as (53) and (54) below:

(53) Who cares how he found her? He has her.
‘However he found her, he has her’

(54) Who cares where he is? I'm sure he’s safe.
‘Wherever he is, 'm sure he’s safe’

The same thing is true of the notion of personal indifference expressed by neg-
ative sequences with care as in:

(55) Idon’t care how you did it. You pulled it off.
‘However you did it, you pulled it off.

Our intuition was that sentences with know would be unable to express con-
cessive conditionality:

(56) *Who knows how he found her? He has her.
(57) *Idon’t know how you did it. You pulled it off.

This intuition was confirmed by the fact that in the 1-billion-word Corpus
of Contemporary American (COCA), there were no occurrences at all of the
ignorance-denoting sequence who knows wh- that expressed concessive condi-
tionality (o/1781), while a full 49% (372/755) of the instances of the
indifference-denoting phrase who cares wh- did convey this idea. Here are the
frequencies of the CC reading for who cares wh- and who knows wh- for each
member of the wh-series in the corpus in question (see Table 1).

From this table it is immediately obvious that pure ignorance is never associ-
ated with CCs, i.e. CCs and interrogatives do not belong to the same pragmatic
discourse category. On the other hand, CCs do frequently correlate with the
notion of indifference, in almost 50 % of cases.

The closest who knows wh- came to expressing a CC in our data was in con-
texts where it was followed by but such as (58):

(58) Who knows why they do this, but they do and it isn’t the metal benders,
the bible belters, the corn pickers, the surfers or any ONE group.
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TABLE 1 Frequencies of the CC reading for who
cares wh- and who knows wh- for each
member of the wh-series

CC TOTAL
who cares when 2 6
who cares where 22 47
who cares how 88 107
who cares what 205 479
who cares who 45 91
who cares why 10 25
TOTAL 372 755
who knows when o) 221
who knows where o) 409
who knows how o) 286
who knows what o) 481
who knows who o) 201
who knows why o) 193
TOTAL o 1781

Here, however, it is the contrastive semantics of the conjunction that is respon-
sible for the impression of it not mattering why the subordinate proposition is
true. Who cares wh-, on the other hand, requires no but to convey concessive
conditionality:

(59) Bottom line is who cares why they do it. They do it and I believe we must
use strategy (like Sun Tzu) to fight and defend ourselves. (sensitivenew-
world.wordpress.com)

The problematic disconnect between the interrogative content attributed to
the items found in CCs and their pragmatic effect in discourse is highlighted
by Arnold and Borsley’s (2014: 29) depiction of no matter wh- as having inter-
rogative semantics when in fact this phrase is never used in actual discourse to
express ignorance: we examined 1000 occurrences of this sequence in the Cor-
pus of Contemporary American and found no cases at all in which it expressed
lack of knowledge.

On the level of particular uses, some more specific observations can be
made regarding pragmatic phenomena encountered in the data for who cares
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wh-|knows wh-. Who cares how had the highest percentage of CC uses of all
wh-words at 82% (88/107), as illustrated in the occurrence cited below:

(60) Tamara puts down the container of curry and licks her finger. “Who cares
how you got it? You got it.”

This is no accident from the pragmatic point of view. Indifference as to the
means used to achieve some end implies that the choice of means does not
matter, the achievement of the end being the only really important thing,
The means-end relationship thus lends itself very readily to the CC schema
in which the choice of alternative means does not matter as long as the end is
achieved. This is epitomized by the Machiavellian dictum that ‘the end justifies
the means.

As noted above, the closest who knows wh- comes to expressing a CC is in
contexts where it is followed by the conjunction but such as Who knows how
you did it, but you did it. Not knowing how to achieve a goal normally makes
achieving the goal impossible, and so its actual achievement is not expected;
there is thus a clear pragmatic reason for the use of but with ~ow. On the other
hand, world knowledge teaches us that not caring how someone achieves a
goal does not make achieving that goal impossible; in fact, the speaker who
does not care how a goal is achieved treats the means employed as irrele-
vant, the important thing being that the goal itself be reached. Consequently,
there is no pragmatic need for the conjunction but to express a contrary-to-
expectation attitude with respect to the achievement of the end with who cares
wh-.

Interestingly, a few attestations of who knows wh- followed by but (5/49)
did not appear to absolutely require the use of the conjunction or some other
expression of contrast in order to produce a concessive impression. These are
given below, with the but-less constructions in the primed examples:

(61) Who knows why men do the things they do. But it’s their loss.
(61’) Who knows why men do the things they do. It’s their loss.

(62) GIFFORD: That’s 37,000 valedictorians, that's 37,000 class presidents.
You see, if everyone is special, then no one is. If everyone gets a trophy,
trophies become meaningless. (...)

KOTB: That’s depressing. (...)
GIFFORD:(...) Yeah. It's—trophies do become meaningless if everybody
wins them. (...)
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KOTB: Yeah. Yeah.
GIFFORD:... you know—and who knows who deserves and who doesn't,
but they are what they are.

(62") Who knows who deserves and who doesn’t. They are what they are.

(63) For people who try to relate their experiences or judge this man, it seems
they fail to realize this isn’t about them. He decided to fold his hand ...
we all die. He chose his own way. Why heap ugliness on top of the sorrow
people who love him feel? Suicide is more about the living. Who knows
where he is, but it’s not suffering here anymore [ it = the place where he is].

(63") Who knows where he is. It's not suffering here anymore.

(64) The Daniel Craig era is over. Who knows who the next Bond will be but in
time we will find out.

(64’) Who knows who the next Bond will be? In time we will find out.

(65) And besides, said the defense, there was actual physical evidence to prove
someone other than Ernie committed the crime, that speck of unidenti-
fied DNA found in one of those bloody shoe prints at the crime scene. The
prosecution argued it was just a mistake, contamination. But did it point
to the real killer? And as for the so-called jackpot evidence, the cash pur-
chase of the Nike sneakers and baseball bat and gloves, who knows who
bought those, said the defense, but it wasn’t Ernie.

(65') Who knows who bought those, said the defense. It wasn't Ernie.

In (61), the dispensability of but is due to the fact that expressing ignorance of
the reason for some behaviour can pragmatically imply that the speaker thinks
there is no reason at all for that behaviour or that it is impossible to identify one,
thus giving rise to a concessive notion of the type ‘although it may be impossi-
ble to identify the reasons why men do the things they do, the fact remains that
they are still the losers due to their behaviour. This differs nonetheless from the
pure CC conception which would be conveyed by Who cares why men do the
things they do. It’s their loss. In the latter case, the idea of the choice of alter-
native explanation not mattering to the speaker is expressed directly through
the voicing of a lack of care for what the reasons are for men to behave the way
they do.
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In (61)—(65), word order seems to be a crucial factor for the maintenance
of an CC-like impression even under the omission of but, with the position of
the apodosis subsequent to the wh-clause protasis being exploited iconically
to pragmatically imply that the fact expressed by the final clause trumps that
expressed by the initial clause. Thus in (65) above but introduces something
that is in opposition to the fact that there is no way to know who bought the
Nike sneakers and baseball bat and gloves, i.e. the fact that one person at least
can be excluded as a suspect—Ernie. Without but, the fact that it wasn’t Ernie
who bought these items would be presented as a separate piece of knowledge,
and the mention of this fact after the fact that there is no way to know who
bought the sports equipment would imply that the fact that it wasn’t Ernie
trumps the first fact.

6 Testing the hypothesis that potential modality is required in CCs

The corpus also allowed us to test the hypothesis put forward by Haiman (1974)
that for the relevance of the antecedent to be denied so as to produce a CC
reading on the content level, there has to be a possible impact of the realiza-
tion of the antecedent on the realization of the consequent, which requires
“potential aspect,” i.e. futurity, habituality or hypotheticality. An examination
of the first 100 occurrences of each member of the no matter wh-series, and of
all 22 occurrences of no matter why in the corpus, found that potential modal-
ity was present in almost all of the 622 uses of this sequence in CC construals
(598/622), as illustrated in the three attestations cited below:

(66) And I know, no matter what Captain Harris says, you are not going to stay
away from this. (futurity)

(67) There’s always somebody worse off than you, people who've gone through
unimaginable hells. No matter how badly you've been treated, no matter
how terrible a hand you've been dealt, ultimately you make a choice about
how you're going to deal with that and let that affect your life. (habitual-

ity)

(68) The government said that the judge in the court would have to deal
with publicity in this case no matter when the trial date was set and the
judge herself seemed sympathetic to the government and dismissed the
defense assertions this might pose a problem for jurors in the case. (hypo-
theticality)
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There were however 24 exceptions. Interestingly, 23 of these involved
epistemic-level conditionals. These were classifiable into two temporal cate-
gories, the first of which involved the assertion of a present fact:

(69) Coincidentally enough, in Canada “any part Native is a Native” for govern-
ment purposes....... even though up there they still go by skin shade and
treat me like black and not Choctaw. I'm screwed no matter which side
of the border of my own continent I am on.

(70) the Lucas train DID fly off the tracks at Return Of The Jedi and never
rolled properly again. It must be SOOOO0O0OO difficult to be creative
when you're a billionaire ... I wish I had his freakin’ problems ... Look at
Jobs. Hehad NOOOOOOOOOO0O problem creating his butt off at NeXT,
Pixar, Apple, etc. Money didn't get in his way and sap his creative juices.
So I'm stickin’ to my guns ... no matter when he passed the Hack Horizon,
Lucas is now and has been for a very long time a Hack.

(71) No matter where the investigation goes from here, the question is why
President Bush didn't fire Libby long ago if his role in outing Plame was
as clear as the indictments indicate.

(72) She’s a wonderful success story no matter who wins the ball games.

(73) Others say that food photos are so appealing because we have always
started a meal by eating with our eyes, while others suggest that food
has become something of a status symbol, and sharing a photo of a
meal, particularly from a buzzworthy restaurant, is as much about estab-
lishing social media hierarchy as it is documenting what we ate today.
No matter why we share photos of food, the fact is that we do it a
lot.

The import in all instances of this type is that the choice of alternative value
for the antecedent has absolutely no impact on the present truth of the conse-
quent. Similar to these, but located in past time, were nine uses like the three
below:

(74) No matter who won this latest forsaken election (lol) the BIGGEST most
disturbing reality (for me anyway) was the fact that in the most impor-
tant election of the last 160 years, barely more than 1 THIRD of the people
voted.
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(75) The boy blazed in the air “for three or four seconds,” a figure that caused
almost as much furor as the previous numbers, as lone gunman support-
ers lined up against conspiracy theorists over whether the apparition was
some kind of otherworldly endorsement of the Warren Commission’s
findings or those of the House Select Committee on Assassinations. No
matter which side you were on, however, it was hard to say what the flam-
ing boy could have had to do with a crime whose forty-ninth anniversary
had gone largely unremarked-upon a month earlier.

(76) Nick realized that was the first compliment he had ever paid the man.
Though he loved he man, he had still judged him, disapproved of him on
some level. But perhaps he had only been disapproving of Daisy. But no
matter why he hadn't paid Gatsby a compliment before, he was glad he
did, because Jay gave Nick the most beautiful smile he had ever seen, and
something inside Nick melted.

The idea here is also that the choice of alternative value for the antecedent had
absolutely no impact on the assertion of the truth of the consequent in the
past. In this category, it is significant that no matter why represented 43% of
the epistemic-level uses involving present and past facts: this corresponds to a
well-worn pragmatic strategy in which the very existence of a fact is presented
as rendering irrelevant the search for the reason why it exists.

Lastly, in one occurrence in our corpus the main clause contained a perfor-
mative verb:

(77) No matter what is thought of us, no matter when or where we served,
those of us who came home salute those of you who didn't. God Bless
and be with all of us. Vietnam, the land that God forgot.

Here the import is that those of the group to which the speaker belongs who
came home from the Vietnam War salute those who didn't, regardless of their
public repute or the time or place of their military service. This corresponds to
the category of speech-act conditionals, where the if-clause evokes the felicity
conditions for performing the speech act expressed by the consequent. Thus
the CC above portrays the speech act of saluting the soldiers who didn’t come
home from the Vietnam War as felicitous under any conditions of public repute
or time or place of military service.

Our corpus survey of no matter wh- thus showed that potential modality is
only necessary in order to produce the CC reading in content-level condition-
als. With the epistemic or speech-act types, such prediction-related modality
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is not required, as the antecedent then only expresses something irrelevant as
a condition for the act of asserting the truth of, or for the performance of the
speech act denoted by, the consequent. Thus in the present and past epistemic
contexts described above, a truth is depicted as assertable in spite of any and all
potentially invalidating factors. In the speech-act type, the speaker goes ahead
and performs a speech act in spite of circumstances that might potentially have
deterred them from doing so. For wh-ever CCs, data from a previous corpus-
based investigation (Duffley and Larrivée 2020) confirms these findings, with
98% of the 965 wh-ever content-CCs involving potential modality.

The wh-ever data also allowed the refinement of two further points. The first
is the fact that metalinguistic CCs behave the same way as the epistemic and
speech-act varieties in not requiring potential modality, as can be seen from
the use below:

(78) It all amounts to the same thing, whichever way you say it, 3 months, 12
weeks, 84 days.

The data on non-content CCs with both no matter wh- and wh-ever therefore
confirms Dancygier and Sweetser’s (2005:122) observation that “restrictions on
tenses in conditional protases and apodoses do not apply in the same way when
the conditional link is not intended to be at the level of the contents of the two
clauses, but at the level of their epistemic or speech-act relationships.”

The second refinement concerned the fact that the 2% of cases where poten-
tial modality was not present with content-CCs all involved speaker ignorance
of a current ‘when’, ‘where’ or ‘which’, coupled with the affirmation that all pos-
sible places, times and alternatives had the same status, as in:

(79) Wherever he is right now, he’s safer than here.

The temporal relation between the antecedent and the consequent in such uses
is comparable to that found in conditionals denoting single eventualities of the
type that Davies (1979: 1053) and Konig (1986: 234—235) have observed to resist
paratactic or imperative paraphrases:

(80) If you are John Smith, the message is for you.
“Be John Smith and the message is for you’

9 The data also confirms their claim (2005: 290) that speech-act and epistemic are the most fre-
quent types of non-content conditionals, as our data contained only g metalinguistic uncon-
ditionals, alongside g1 speech-act and 81 epistemic.
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(81) If you want a cookie, I've just baked a batch.
““Want a cookie and I've just baked a batch.

The antecedent and the consequent are both actual and contemporaneous
here. This illustrates the fact that although most causal connections are generic
and/or predictable, it is also possible to have a causal link between two co-
temporal actually existing states, the existence of one being construed as
depending on the existence of the other. The CC in (79) above thus counters
the expectation that ‘he’ has to be in a particular place right now in order to be
safer than he would be here.

7 Testing the hypothesis that CCs typically involve scalarity

The use of a corpus also allowed an answer to be given to the query raised by
Konig (1986) and Bossuyt, De Cuypere and Leuschner (2018) as to whether the
array of propositions evoked by the protasis in CCs typically involves scalarity,
i.e. constitutes a set that is partially ordered along some parameter. Thus in (82)
below no matter wh- implies a scale of possible offers ordered along the param-
eter of monetary magnitude, and the idea that the choice of alternative value
on the scale does not matter leads one to understand that the speaker’s unwill-
ingness to sell the house holds true even if the amount offered is 30 million
dollars:

(82) No matter what they offer, I'm not selling the house.

Notwithstanding the presence of scalarity in uses such as this one, the majority
of CCs with no matter wh- in our corpus turned out to not involve any notion
of a scale (365/622 uses or 59%), and an even greater proportion with wh-ever
were non-scalar (941/1154 or 82%). The test used to determine the presence of
scalarity was the insertability of a phrase introduced by even in the context. In
one case, that of no matter which, scalar semantics was observed in just 1% of
uses of the sequence (see (83) below), the overwhelming majority being like

(84) and (85):
(83) No matter which laundry detergent you buy, no matter how mild, I don’t

think there’s one on the market that is safe to consume, inhale, or splash
in eyes. [= even the mildest detergent]
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(84) This allows you create a picture of anything displayed on the screen, no
matter which app you have open. [ even Excel]

(85) When it is over, it will be over, and we must recognize that and move for-
ward. There will be fully half of the population that will be convinced,
when it’s over, that the election has been stolen, no matter which one of
them wins. [« even the Republicans]

This is due to the fact that which denotes a to-be-identified option in an often
binary choice, and so prefacing it by no matter simply accentuates the notion
that the alternatives are on an equal footing as far as the assertion being made
is concerned. It is noteworthy that in (83) the idea of a scale is induced by the
subsequent expression no matter how mild (more on no matter how + adjectives
below). Whichever was also the least scalar of the wh-ever series at only 8% of
its uses.

At the opposite end of the scale, the most scalar of the no matter wh- series
in the corpus was no matter how, with 86 % of its uses in the corpus implying
a graded ranking of some sort. However, this was always due to contextual fac-
tors, notably to sow being followed by an expression of quantity (in 30% of
uses), as in (86) below, or by an adjective denoting a gradable quality (56 % of
uses), as in (87)—(89):

(86) Funny how God in the end still has the decision on life and can create it
no matter how much we say no. Of course God has also had a say from
time to time when the abortion mills try to murder one of his children
and they survive. [= even under the strongest possible opposition to life]

(87) The geezers in Florida will not give up a nickel in entitlements no matter
how handsome Ryan is. [= even if he is the handsomest guy in the world]

(88) But fish of that size are rare, and most visiting anglers, no matter how
skilled, are not likely to catch a trout or a salmon of 10 pounds or more. [=
even the most skilled ones]

(89) Once blanched, however, they go bad quickly. “It’s better to peel them,”
says Susan McCreight Lindeborg, chef at the Morrison-Clark Inn. “They
start getting yellow after blanching—and really slimy.” And that disillu-
sions some chefs, no matter how crazy they are about favas. [= even the
chefs who are the craziest about favas]
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This is the origin of the scalarity observed in (83) above with the adjectival
phrase no matter how mild.

The next most scalar sequence was no matter what, at 67 % of usage. 31% of
this 67 % was represented by cases in which the whole sentence was concluded
by no matter what, such as (90):

(90) It doesn’'t matter how stupid or wrong they are because “God loves them
no matter what.” [= even if they are the worst criminal on the planet]

The lack of specification of the ‘what’ that doesn’t matter in this type of use
pragmatically implies coverage even of extreme cases, whence the implication
of a scale of some sort. 15% of scalar uses involved the verb do, as in (91) and

(92):

(91) There was the female prison guard who told of nearly passing out on a cell
block once. She came to thank Beach, who she said protected her from
what could have been unspeakable harm. Woman 6: But I owe that to
him. And that’s a debt that I could never pay, no matter what I do. [= even
if I gave him a million dollars]

(92) This is unbelievable, Mr. Slave! It seems no matter what I do I can’t get
fired! [= even the things most likely to get me fired]

In this type of context, actions are ordered on a scale of worth, effort, generos-
ity, or even ‘getting-fired-worthiness’ Another 9% of scalar uses of no matter
what involved the verb happen, as in (93):

(93) Youknow, these transfers are being tracked, no matter what happens here,
you'll never get your hands on the money. [= even if you get complete
access to the money here on our computer]

This verb is associated with a scale of different possible outcomes of the current
situation, whose extreme value is the proverbial ‘worst-case scenario’.

Whatever was the most scalar of the wh-ever series at 68 % (65/95 uses). 92 %
of these (60/65) had contextual triggers, the most frequent being the verb fap-
pen or an equivalent (28 %) and the verb do (23 %), as in:

(94) I'will live and let live. Minnie, you are my witness. Whatever might befall
my neighbours, I will not interfere.
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(95) Whatever Hugh does and whenever he comes back—even if he
doesn't—my heart remains true to his. That’s just how it is.

Only a small number of scalar uses of wh-ever words did not contain a contex-
tual trigger:

(96)  Ididn't think I'd ever see you again. Whatever brought you home, I'm
glad.

(97)  Whatever problems he’s having in school, it'’s not because he doesn't
want to learn. It's just he needs more individual attention.

(98)  Whatever you got bangin’ around in there, count me in.

(99)  Whatever your hatred for me, do not let that be hatred for all the peo-
ple.

(100) Whatever else you say about sharks, they are so beautiful in the water.

Interestingly, all of them involved whatever, and none of them were content-
CCs: (96) and (97) are epistemic; the other three are speech-act. Our hypoth-
esis as to why whatever is the only wh-ever word to not require a contex-
tual trigger to induce a scalar reading is that this is probably a carry-over
from its highly frequent use as a stand-alone phrase expressing utter indiffer-
ence:

(101) —TI'm getting really tired of everybody second-guessing me about it.
— Whatever, it’s your life.

Significantly, whatever is the only wh-ever word that manifests a majority of
non-content uses as a CC: 69 % of its occurrences (66/95) were epistemic or
speech-act, as in (96)—(100) above. This seems to be a reflection of its marked
rhetorical flavour.

Based on the empirical data, therefore, one can safely conclude that the array
of propositions evoked by the protasis in variable wi-CCs does not necessarily
involve a set that is partially ordered along some parameter, i.e. such CCs are
notinherently scalar. In actual fact, a pronounced majority of them (70.5%) are
not, which disproves Bossuyt, De Cuypere and Leuschner (2018)’s claim that
scalarity is “typical” of CCs. As with the determiner-pronoun any—see Duffley
and Larrivée (2010)—the emergence of this notion is due to the presence of
elements favouring this interpretation in the context.
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8 Conclusion

With respect to variable wh-ever CCs, this study has argued that English wh-
words contribute the notion of a needing-to-be-identified referent, the -ever
suffix that of an open-ended series extending into the future (thereby broad-
ening the set of possible identities of the referent of the wh-item and evok-
ing a profusion of alternatives), and the cognitive template of the conditional
presents the antecedent as a precondition for the consequent. No matter broad-
ens the set of possible identities of the referent of the wh-item by denot-
ing indifference to its identity. Dancygier and Sweetser’s distinction between
content-level, epistemic-level, speech-act-level and metalinguistic-level con-
ditionals has been shown to be relevant in order to explain the cases where
potential modality is absent in CCs: whereas in content-level CCs potential
modality is almost universally required for the dependency of the consequent’s
realization on the antecedent’s to be denied, in epistemic CCs a fact can be
asserted in the face of potentially invalidating factors, its truth declared to be
unaffected by the latter; in speech-act CCs a speaker can go ahead and carry
out a speech act in spite of circumstances that might potentially have deterred
them from doing so, treating these factors as irrelevant as far as constituting
felicity conditions for the speech act is concerned; and in metalinguistic CCs
a speaker can declare the way one speaks of something as being irrelevant for
defining the reality or nature of the thing referred to. In order to convey the
idea that the choice of antecedent does not matter for the existence, assertion,
performance or description of the consequent, there must be a suspension of
the expected connection between the antecedent and the consequent on one
of these four levels, the most frequent case being the content plane, where
potential modality is generally required due to the non-actual status of both
antecedent and consequent. The essential thing for the linguistic means used
in the antecedent of a CC is thus their capacity to express a relationship of
multi-antecedent conditionality and not any inquisitive pragmatic force. The
absence of the latter makes the application of the term ‘interrogative’ to the
antecedent of a CC in the formal-semantic literature potentially confusing.
This study has also tested certain claims made about CCs in the linguistic
literature against corpus data. In section 7, it was shown by an examination of
attested usage that scalarity is not an inherent feature of CCs but is due rather
to contextual factors, nor can it be said to be typical of this construction. The
lack of scalarity in some CCs (other than the even if-subtype, of course, where it
is explicitly expressed) casts doubt on the aptness of the category label “conces-
sive conditional” applied to these constructions and favours an alternative label
like “irrelevance conditional” used by authors such as D'Avis (2004). The corpus
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investigation into the purported ubiquity of potential modality in CCs allowed
us to qualify Haiman’s observations concerning the role of this component in
the constructions under study, connecting its presence or absence to Dancy-
gier and Sweetser’s four types of conditionals, and recognizing the existence of
a few cases on the content level where a causal dependency holds between two
actually existing co-temporal states, a situation which excludes the presence of
potential modality. The use of a corpus also allowed us to investigate whether
there is any correlation in attested usage between the pragmatic category of
ignorance and the notion of concessive conditionality, and to demonstrate that
there is in fact none. The upshot of our analysis is that English must be added—
along with Finnish, Hungarian, Hebrew and Spanish—to the list of languages
in which concessive conditionality is expressed without recourse to interroga-
tive devices.!0
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