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Interrogative complementisers like Gm. ob or English if denote a logical property of clauses that is much less 

specific than the indication of an indirect question. The use of  the Gm. modal particle denn, which occurs only 

in interrogative clauses, provides empirical support. In main clause interrogatives, it is used to specify the 

speaker's attitude (e.g. unexpectedness; Thurmair 2013). In clauses introduced by ob, the use is very restricted 

(ibd.). I will argue that denn can be used if the embedded interrogative refers to an act of questioning, or even 

just to the utterance of a question. 

(1) a) Sokrates denkt darüber nach, ob Xanthippe ihn denn liebt. 

b) Sokrates fragt Xanthippe, ob sie ihn denn liebt. 

c) Sokrates hält Xanthippe vor, ob sie ihn denn liebt. 

Building on this, I will discuss the embedding contexts of  interrogative clauses where this modal particle is 

excluded: 

(2) a) Sokrates weiß , ob Xanthippe ihn (#denn) liebt. 

b) Sokrates ist nicht davon überzeugt, ob Xanthippe ihn (#denn) liebt. 

The licensing conditions for the embedding of interrogative clauses are much discussed in the literature, but not 

yet fully explained. Interrogative predicates like doubt or wonder select if-clauses. Predicates like sure or 

convinced normally select that-clauses, whereas predicates like know allow both kinds of complements. 

(3) a) Socrates doubts/wonders if Xanthippe loves him. 

b) Socrates is sure/convinced that Xanthippe loves him. 

c) Socrates knows that/if Xanthippe loves him. 

Predicates like know are classified as veridical/responsive in the Literature (e.g. Lahiri 2002). They embed  

interrogative clauses that actually denote sets of propositions that can serve as true answers to a question 

(Karttunen 1977). 

(4) Sokrates knows (the answer to the question) if Xanthippe loves him. 

This property might also neatly account for the exclusion of the modal particle denn in German, since 

veridicality reduces the set of the embedded propositions to one – the true answer. Declarative clauses, where 

denn may not occur, also correspond to single propositions.  

However, it does not provide an account for the selectional properties of nonveridical responsive 

predicates like sure or convinced. These predicates are able to embed if-clauses if they are in scope of a 

nonveridical operator like NEG. This phenomenon has been termed unselected embedded question in the 

literature (Adger/Quer 2001; Öhl 2007) and occurs also in languages like German: 



(5) a) Socrates is *(not) sure/convinced if Xanthippe loves him.  

b) Sokrates ist *(nicht) sicher/überzeugt, ob Xanthippe ihn liebt. 

Speakers' judgments collected in experiments on the acceptability of if-clauses are not clear cut – they vary both 

context dependently and between the speakers. Even with predicates like know, the average rate of acceptance 

improves if the if-clause is licensed by an operator like NEG. 

(6) Socrates does not know if Xanthippe loves him. 

I will account for this phenomenon building on the concept of subjective (non-)veridicality, as developed by  

Giannakidou (1998) and subsequent work: in specific epistemic contexts, nonveridical operations promote the 

use of if-clauses, which in fact denote sets of alternative epistemic worlds (Öhl 2017). Reference to questions or 

to sets of answers, however, are just options of interpreting the logical properties of complementisers like if and 

ob.  
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