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Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act

Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations
sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!
wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!
Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”
Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content
We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act
Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations

sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!
wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!
Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”
Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content
We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act
Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations
sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!

wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!
Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”
Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content
We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act
Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations
sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!
wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!

Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”
Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content
We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act
Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations
sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!
wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!
Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”

Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content
We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act
Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations
sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!
wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!
Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”
Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content

We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Exclamations and exclamatives

This talk is about exclamations, a type of speech act
Specifically, two utterance types used to perform exclamations
sentence exclamations She is so intelligent!
wh-exclamatives How intelligent she is!
Merin and Nikolaeva (2008): “near-equivalent, differing at most in
register”
Previous research focused on the sentence-internal content
We focus instead on the sentence-external (discourse) level, which has
seen much less attention

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 2 / 36



Previous research

Plan

1 Previous research

2 Discourse data

3 Analysis

4 Data revisited

5 Resolving the deixis
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Previous research

Previous research

Most work on exclamations in discourse has focused on reactions
whether/how they can function as answers to questions

whether/how they can be denied/challenged/accepted
Main question: what is at issue and what is not in an exclamation?
To the extent that there is work on discourse relations, it either

denies that exclamations contract discourse relations (Marandin 2008),
or
denies that they can be inserted into narratives (Castroviejo Miró 2008)
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Previous research

No discourse relations (Marandin 2008)

Marandin (2008) claims exclamations do not contract discourse relations

(1) a. #Paul a travaillé si dur ! En effet, il devait beaucoup d’argent à
ses parents.
Paul worked so hard! For he owed a lot of money to his
parents.

b. #Comme Paul a travaillé dur ! En effet, il devait beaucoup
d’argent à ses parents.
How hard Paul worked! For he owed a lot of money to his
parents.

We will not discuss the French data here, but it is pretty clear that English
wh-exclamatives and other exclamations do contract discourse relations
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Previous research

Exclamations in discourse

Examples from Jane Austen’s Pride & Prejudice

(2) Oh, she is the most beautiful creature I ever beheld! But there is
one of her sisters sitting down just behind you…(Contrast)

(3) She is grown so brown and coarse! Louisa and I were agreeing that
we should not have known her again. (Result)

(4) How I long to see her again! I never met with anybody who
delighted me so much. (Explanation)

(5) What a contrast between him and his friend! Mr. Darcy danced
only once with Mrs. Hurst and once with Miss Bingley
(Elaboration)
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Previous research

No insertion in narratives

Castroviejo Miró (2008) claims wh-exclamatives “cannot be inserted in
narratives”

(6) #I looked at the ceiling and what an extremely tall boy I saw!

Chernilovskaya (2012) offers the following counterexample from COCA

(7) Here are some of the comments from Prevention Walking Club
members who walked for the Presidential Fitness Walking Award
last year: “I made it and what a great feeling to have done it!”

Unclear if (7) counts as “insertion into a narrative”
It seems hard to construct a true narrative progression
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Previous research

Exclamations in narratives

Although it may be hard to use wh-exclamatives in narration, sentence
exclamations are found

(8) Et il eut l’air de ne point remarquer ses soupirs mélancoliques, ni le
mouchoir qu’elle tirait. C’est alors qu’Emma se repentit !
And he [Rodolphe, Emma’s lover] pretended that he did not notice
her melacholic sighs, nor the handkerchief that she took out. That
is when Emma repented!

(9) The race started. John ran so fast!

So it is not that the speech act of exclamation is incompatible with
narration, but rather something about the function of wh-exclamatives
specifically.
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Discourse data

Plan

1 Previous research

2 Discourse data

3 Analysis

4 Data revisited

5 Resolving the deixis
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Discourse data

First data point: Recency (Rett and Murray 2013)

The time of utterance must be the first opportunity s has to express to the
addressee their surprise that p

John and Sue watch Bill pulling up in a new car.
Sue, to John: I thought that Bill was still driving a Nissan.
John: I did too.
Sue: #(Wow,) Bill has a new car!

The constraint is stated with reference to the addressee →
not purely temporal, but involves the discourse situation

We add that changing the topic improves the discourse:
Wow, it is beautiful!
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Discourse data

Second data point: Causal relations (Eggs 2008)

Sentence exclamations but not wh-exclamatives can express causes

(10) You should hire her.
a. She is so intelligent!
b. #How intelligent she is!

We agree and add that in the opposite order, both constructions work:

(11) a. She is so intelligent! You should hire her.
b. How intelligent she is! You should hire her.

Nothing semantically wrong with causes, but something with the discourse
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Discourse data

Third data point: Direct evidence (Rett and Murray 2013)

Connection with miratives/evidentials, i.e. speaker evidence

We add that wh-exclamatives are also sensitive to addressee evidence

(12) Tracy has been to a concert and meets Chris, who did not attend
the concert.
a. They played so well!
b. #How well they played!

(13) Chris and Tracy attended a concert together. On leaving, Chris
says
a. They played so well!
b. How well they played!
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Discourse data

Our intuition

(14) Tracy has been to a concert and meets Chris, who did not attend
the concert.
a. They played so well!
b. #How well they played!

Underlying intuition
wh-exclamatives are deictic expressions pointing to properties of events that
are mutually manifest to the discourse participants
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Analysis
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2 Discourse data

3 Analysis

4 Data revisited

5 Resolving the deixis

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 14 / 36



Analysis

Assumptions (mostly from Rett 2011)

Exclamations have expressive and descriptive content

Differing opinions on the expressive content
Is it always surprise or something vaguer like “find it noteworthy”?
Is it asserted or “displayed”?

We will gloss over this with the operator 😮
The descriptive content of a sentence exclamation is just the
proposition that the sentence expresses

J p! K = 😮(JpK)
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Analysis

The role of degrees (Rett 2011)

wh-exclamatives but not exclamations crucially involve degrees

(15) Wow, the road is dreary!
a. I thought it would be pleasant.

b. #I thought it would be dreary, but not this dreary.

(16) What a dreary road!
a. I thought it would be pleasant.
b. I thought it would be dreary, but not this dreary.

Even when there is no gradeable property, we infer one

(17) What a student!
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Analysis

Exclamatives

J How/what p! K = 😮(p(d))
The wh-word somehow contributes a degree argument?

But where do we get the referent of that degree variable?
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Analysis

SDRT 101

SDRT is a theory of how discourse segments are pieced together to
form coherent discourses

A segment (elementary discourse unit, EDU) roughly correponds do
one event(uality) description
Segments are related via rhetorical relations and can also form larger,
complex discourse units (CDUs)
Rhetorical relations can be either
coordinating: Narration, Result, Parallel, …
subordinating: Elaboration, Explanation, Topic, Comment, …

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 18 / 36



Analysis

SDRT 101

SDRT is a theory of how discourse segments are pieced together to
form coherent discourses
A segment (elementary discourse unit, EDU) roughly correponds do
one event(uality) description

Segments are related via rhetorical relations and can also form larger,
complex discourse units (CDUs)
Rhetorical relations can be either
coordinating: Narration, Result, Parallel, …
subordinating: Elaboration, Explanation, Topic, Comment, …

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 18 / 36



Analysis

SDRT 101

SDRT is a theory of how discourse segments are pieced together to
form coherent discourses
A segment (elementary discourse unit, EDU) roughly correponds do
one event(uality) description
Segments are related via rhetorical relations and can also form larger,
complex discourse units (CDUs)

Rhetorical relations can be either
coordinating: Narration, Result, Parallel, …
subordinating: Elaboration, Explanation, Topic, Comment, …

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 18 / 36



Analysis

SDRT 101

SDRT is a theory of how discourse segments are pieced together to
form coherent discourses
A segment (elementary discourse unit, EDU) roughly correponds do
one event(uality) description
Segments are related via rhetorical relations and can also form larger,
complex discourse units (CDUs)
Rhetorical relations can be either
coordinating: Narration, Result, Parallel, …

subordinating: Elaboration, Explanation, Topic, Comment, …

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 18 / 36



Analysis

SDRT 101

SDRT is a theory of how discourse segments are pieced together to
form coherent discourses
A segment (elementary discourse unit, EDU) roughly correponds do
one event(uality) description
Segments are related via rhetorical relations and can also form larger,
complex discourse units (CDUs)
Rhetorical relations can be either
coordinating: Narration, Result, Parallel, …
subordinating: Elaboration, Explanation, Topic, Comment, …

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 18 / 36



Analysis

Example discourse

π1: John had a great evening last night.

π2: He had a great meal.
π3: He ate salmon.
π4: He devoured lots of cheese.
π5: He then won a dancing competition.

π1

π′

π2

π′′

π3 π4

π5

Elaboration

Elaboration

Narration

Narration
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Analysis

Elementary event units (Hunter et al 2018)

π1 Our daughter was sent to her room.

π2 [nods suggestively towards some scratches on the wall]
π3 I was cooking dinner.

π1

π3

Background

Wrongly predicts temporal overlap

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Background

The EEU directly enters the graph
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Analysis

Our SDRT analysis of exclamations

The expressive content is a commentary on the descriptive content

Commentary(α, β) holds if β displays an attitude towards the
content associated with α.
Commentary is a subordinating relation, so the descriptive content is
the “discourse head”
The descriptive content attaches to the discourse graph as usual
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Analysis

A discourse analysis of wh-exclamatives

(A to B while watching a job talk:) How intelligent Joan is!

π1 [Joan is giving a job talk.]
π2 Joan is intelligent to degree d .
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Elaboration

Commentary

The descriptive content is the discourse head of the exclamative
Where does d come from?
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Analysis

Our suggestion: degree demonstratives

We noted the sensitivity to addressee knowledge
Castroviejo Miró noted exclamatives are felicitous in two situations:

1 the speaker believes the addressee is equally capable to make a similar
utterance

2 reaction to stimulus, i.e. any kind of information that has narrowed the
Common Ground in the previous moment

“the speaker often needs to call the recipient’s attention to object in
the common deictic space using verbal, vocal and bodily resources”
(Pfeiffer 2016, p. 40)
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Analysis

Goat updates (Stalnaker 1999)

If a goat walked into the room, it would normally be presupposed,
from that point, that there was a goat in the room. And the fact
that this was presupposed might be exploited in the conversation,
as when someone asks, How did that thing get in here?, assuming
that others will know what he is talking about.

Our claim: the degree variable gets its referent exactly like the goat
As a consequence, the descriptive content of the wh-exclamative must
attach to an event that is mutually manifest to the interlocutors and
provides a referent for the degree variable
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Data revisited

First data point: recency as discourse syntax (1)
John and Sue watch π0: Bill pulls up in a (new) car.

Sue, to John: π1: I thought that Bill was still driving a Nissan.
John: π2: I did too.
Sue: π3−4: #(Wow,) Bill has a new car!

π0

π′: Bill’s car

π1 π2 π3

π4

Elaboration

Parallel ???
Commentary
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Data revisited

First data point: recency as discourse syntax (2)
John and Sue watch π0: Bill pulls up in a (new) car.
Sue, to John: π1: I thought that Bill was still driving a Nissan.
John: π2: I did too.
Sue: π3′−4: (Wow,) it is beautiful!

π0

π′: Bill’s car

π′′: Bill’s car is new π3′

π1 π2 π4

Elaboration

Continuation

Parallel

Commentary
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Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

π1 You should hire her.

π2 She is so intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

The descriptive content of the exclamation is suitable for Explanation
More generally, we predict that sentence exclamations can be used in
any discourse relation that fits their descriptive content
The expressive content is discourse subordinated and does not impact
attachment possibilities
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#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
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π1
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Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.

π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.

π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree

But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.

π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.

π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Second data point: Causal relations

You should hire her.
#How intelligent she is!

π1 You should hire her.
π2 She is d intelligent.
π3 😮

π1

π2

π3

Explanation

Commentary

Well-formed discourse tree
But no referent for d

How intelligent she is!
You should hire her.
π1 She is d intelligent.
π2 😮

π3 You should hire her.

π1

π2

π3

Commentary

Result

Wellformed iff the context
provides d , e.g. a job talk EEU

Haug Exclamatives HPSG2026 29 / 36



Data revisited

Third data point: Direct evidence

(18) Tracy has been to a concert and meets Chris, who did not attend
the concert.
a. They played so well!
b. #How well they played!

Tracy is pointing to an event that is not mutually accessible, so infelicity
follows straightforwardly

Acommodation is possible, depending on shared information between
speaker and adressee, and is noticeably harder in b. than in a.

a. What a concert!
b. How well the second oboist played!
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Data revisited

Third data point: Direct evidence

More subtle cases of direct evidence

(19) A: Do you think I will get the job? B: How naive you are!

The descriptive content elaborates not on the previous utterance but
on the previous speech act, which enters the discourse as an EEU

(20) A: Did you see the news? B: How far we have fallen!

B infers that A refers to a specific event from the news
B can indeed identify that event
That event is common ground between A and B
The exclamative can point to it
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Deixis

Plan

1 Previous research

2 Discourse data

3 Analysis

4 Data revisited

5 Resolving the deixis
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Deixis

Deictic reference

We have claimed that wh-exclamatives are crucially deictic

Mostly pointing to non-linguistic events, which we think is borne out
But deictic expressions can take textual antecedents too, both
individuals and propositions

(21) But I was staggered to see Armageddon included. Was it there for
a joke, or a dare? I rate that film as one of the most laughably
bad I’ve ever seen, with it (from Cornish 2007)

(22) House A is in Palo Alto. It’s got 3 bedrooms and 2 baths, and
was built in 1950. It’s on a quarter acre, with a lovely garden, and
the owner is asking $425K. But that’s all I know about it. (from
Webber 1988)
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Deixis

Resolving the reference

A full picture of how wh-exclamatives are used would require
extensive corpus studies as well as experiments on the role of
non-linguistic stimuli

But Ginzburg and Kim’s pilot study on sluicing in wh-exclamatives
offer preliminary data

What a N′
(clause)How Adj

The role of the clause in our picture is to identify the target event
Unsurprising that it can be left out when the target event clear

(23) a. How beautiful (they play)!
b. How beautiful #(the second oboist play)!
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Deixis

Retrieving the clause

Ginzburg and Kim indeed find that sluices are very frequent with
wh-exclamatives

They also study how the clause content is retrieved, i.e. in our terms
how the event is identified
Main finding: exophoric uses are pervasive (around 2/3), as expected
Two other uses:

Previous proposition

(24) And so, if Boris does go, who are we going to get instead? Liz
Truss? Oh God. How awful. (The Guardian, 16 January 2022)

Recent referent

(25) At first in a whisper, then with a blast, they all condemned
Victor Sushkov: What a shit!

Both in line with a deictic analysis
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Deixis

Conclusions

All exclamations contribute two discourse units
the descriptive content
the expressive content, commenting on the descriptive content

Discourse syntax explains the recency constraint
Sentence exclamations attach freely to the discourse
wh-exclamatives need a degree referent, resulting in two constraints

constraints on causal relationships
adressee evidence requirement

Follow from the need to point to an accessible degree referent,
typically via an event in the shared environment
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