
Wh-Movement as a Scope Determination Operation in Japanese 

     Generally, Japanese has no obligatory wh-movement in such a way as observed in 

English (see e.g., Nishigauchi (1990), Cheng (1997); cf. Takahashi (1993)).  In contrast to 

this standard view, this research aims to argue that wh-phrases in Japanese are forced to 

move to their scope-taking positions (i.e. Spec-C) in a specific environment such as rhe-

torical questions, which unlike normal questions does not tolerate the occurrence of 

scope-determining elements such as Q(uestion)-markers in sentence-final position. 

     (1) can be interpreted at least in two ways: normal questions and rhetorical questions.  

In the case of normal questions, (1) serves as a interrogative sentence in which the speaker 

asks the hearer to specify a value for the variable introduced by the wh-phrase, with a 

Q-marker in the domain of C.  By contrast, when functioning as a rhetorical question, (1) 

is “interrogative in structure, but has the force of a strong assertion.  It generally does not 

expect an answer” (Quirk et al. (1985: 825)).  In clear terms, the sentence has no illocu-

tionary force of question in the absence of a Q-marker.  If the occurrence of a Q-marker, 

overt or covert, determines the scope of the relevant wh-phrase (cf. Nishigauchi (1990)), 

then a rhetorical question, devoid of a Q-marker, cannot fix its scope.  This reasoning 

leads us to present the hypothesis that a rhetorical question determines its scope by raising 

the wh-phrase to Spec-C in a mandatory fashion, which will be termed “rhetorical 

wh-movement,” a quite similar process to wh-movement in English. 

     The sentences exemplified in (2a) and (2b) confirm the plausibility of the proposed 

analysis.  Examples (2a) and (2b), each of which contains the wh-phrase nani within the 

negative and Complex NP islands, are interpreted only as normal questions.  The reason 

why these questions cannot be rhetorical is straightforward under our analysis.  As noted, 

a rhetorical question employs obligatory wh-movement to determine its scope.  For (2a) 

and (2b) to be rhetorical, nani needs to undergo wh-movement, which, however, induces 

island effects.  Both questions thus block rhetorical readings.  That is why the interpreta-

tions of (2a) and (2b) are confined to normal questions. 

     The present analysis is also supported from the behavior of the sentence illustrated in 

(3), which Konno (2004) refers to as the nani-o X-o construction.  This construction, 

though involving a wh-phrase in an analogical way to (1), is exclusively understood in in-

terpretation as a rhetorical question whereby the speaker intends to “accuse someone of 

doing something” (Konno (2004: 8)).  If a rhetorical question involves wh-movement in 

an inevitable manner, then embedding the nani-o X-o construction within islands should 

make this construction uninterpretable.  The ungrammatical properties of (4a) and (4b) 

demonstrate this expectation.  According to our analysis, both sentences undergo rhetori-

cal wh-movement, which crosses the negative island in (4a) and the Complex NP island in 

(4b).  These sentences take on ungrammaticality as a result. 

     The proposed analysis successfully captures Takahashi’s (1993) insight into potential 

“syntactic wh-movement” in Japanese.  Takahashi (1993: 657) observes that scrambling 

of the wh-phrase in (5b) disambiguates the two readings of the non-scrambling counterpart 

in (5a), thus behaving like syntactic wh-movement.  Our analysis makes it possible to as-

cribe this disambiguation property of potential syntactic wh-movement to the effect of rhe-

torical wh-movement.  Recall that rhetorical wh-movement determines scope interpreta-

tion.  What Takahashi (1993) defines as syntactic wh-movement in (5b) is virtually related 

to scope determination, with the scope of the wh-phrase restricted to the matrix clause.  

This perspective allows us to generalize wh-movement in Japanese as a scope determina-

tion operation in essence.  This generalization is expected to contribute to the investiga-

tion of wh-movement phenomena in Japanese. 



(1) Kimi-wa nani-o tabeteiru nda. 

 you-TOP what-ACC eating nominalizer.COP 

 ‘What are you eating?’ 

 

(2) a.  Negative Island: 

   Kimi-wa nani-o tabetei nai nda. (normal question only) 

   you-TOP what-ACC eating not nominalizer.COP 

   ‘What aren’t you eating?’ 

 b.  Complex NP Island: 

   Kimi-wa nani-o tabeta hito-ni atta nda. (normal question only) 

   you-TOP what-ACC ate person-DAT met nominalizer.COP 

   ‘lit. What did you meet the person who ate?’ 

 

(3) Nani-o bakagetakoto-o yuu nda?   (rhetorical question only) 

 what-ACC rubbish-ACC say nominalizer.COP 

 ‘Why do you talk rubbish?’ 

         (Konno (2004: 1)) 

 

(4) a.  Negative Island: 

  * Nani-o kon-nani oisii mono-o tabe nai nda. 

   what-ACC this delicious thing-ACC eat not nominalizer.COP 

   ‘Why don’t you eat something so delicious?’ 

 b.  Complex NP Island: 

  * Kimi-wa  [ nani-o bakagetakoto-o yuu] hito-o matteiru  

   you-TOP what-ACC rubbish-ACC say person-ACC waiting 

   nda. 

   Nominalizer.COP 

   ‘lit. Are you waiting for the person who talks rubbish why?’ 

 

(5) a.  John-wa [CP Mary-ga nani-o tabeta ka] siritagatteiru no? 

   John-TOP Mary-NOM what-ACC ate Q wants to know nominalizer 

   ‘i. Does John want to know what Mary are?’ (embedded scope) 

   ‘ii. What does John want to know whether Mary ate?’ (matrix scope) 

 b.  Nanii-o John-wa [CP Mary-ga ti tabeta ka] siritagatteiru no? 

   ‘What does John want to know whether Mary ate?’ 

 (Takahashi (1993: 657)) 
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