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Discourse Particle denn in the Antecedent

of Conditionals
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Abstract In this paper, we discuss the semantic contribution and discourse ef-
fect of “conditional denn,” the occurrence of the German discourse particle denn
in the antecedent of a conditional. We show that its presence signals that the
speaker calls into question the validity of the antecedent proposition. For the use
of conditional denn to be acceptable, this proposition must have been in the set
of public commitments of a discourse participant as well as be in a particular
relation with a previously uttered proposition.
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1 Introduction
The German word denn has many uses—for example, as a causal con-
junction, as in (1a), as an archaic comparative particle, as in (1b), and as a
discourse particle.1 In its discourse particle use, it is most frequently found
in questions, as seen in (1c). And indeed the literature on discourse parti-
cle denn almost exclusively discusses its use in questions (e.g., Thurmair
1989, 1991, Bayer 2012, but see Brauße 1994, Kwon 2005, Coniglio 2011,
Häussler 2015).

(1) a. Maria
Maria

ist
is

froh,
happy

denn
because

Peter
Peter

kommt
comes

zur
to.the

Party.
party

‘Maria is happy because Peter is coming to the party.’
b. Maria

Maria
mag
likes

Peter
Peter

mehr
more

denn
than

je.
ever

1Note that we only investigate the unstressed variant of discourse particle denn.
Stressed denn cannot occur in the antecedents of conditionals, only in questions.
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c. Mag
likes

Peter
Peter

denn
denn

Maria?
Maria

‘Does Peter denn like Maria?’

The present paper focuses on the use of discourse particle denn in the
antecedent of a conditional (henceforth: conditional denn), as in (2).2

(2) Sein
His

Auto
car

habe
have

ich
I

nicht
not

gesehen,
seen

wenn
if

er
he

denn
denn

eines
one

hat.
has

‘I didn’t see his car if he denn owns one.’

We observe that conditional denn serves a particular function: it empha-
sizes the fact that the speaker is not committed to the truth of the an-
tecedent proposition, while also signaling that accepting a previous dis-
course move requires accepting the antecedent proposition. Note that the
source of this previous discourse move may be a timeslice of the speaker
herself, as is the case in (2). By introducing the discourse referent his car
in the consequent, the speaker presupposes that “he” owns a car. The an-
tecedent containing denn emphasizes that this presupposition is not in-
tended.

In this paper, we propose a semantics for conditional denn. We also dis-
cuss its distribution and properties and suggest why a unified analysis of
conditional denn and question denn is not feasible. Furthermore, we ad-
dress how antecedents containing denn differ from other expressions with
a similar function. The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In sec-
tion 2, we present the relevant data needed to give a better overview over
the distribution of conditional denn. Section 3 discusses existing formal
proposals for discourse particle denn and shows how conditional denn dif-
fers from question denn. Section 4 contains our proposal for conditional
denn spelled out in the discourse model proposed in Farkas & Bruce 2010.
In section 5, we compare antecedents containing denn to antecedents con-

2To get a picture of the relative frequency of the two uses, we utilized the corpus
of Spoken German (“Gesprochene Sprache,” ≈ 2.5 million tokens), which is part of the
DWDS online platform (http://dwds.de/): compared to denn in questions, conditional
denn is rare making up just about 3–5% of all particle uses. This estimate is based on a
random sample of 200 tokens of denn (exported: 2016/01/30). For reasons of space, the
details of this study cannot be presented here.



Discourse Particle denn in the Antecedent of Conditionals 33

taining überhaupt, another German discourse particle with a similar func-
tion. Section 6 concludes.

Note that stressing the subordinator wenn of an antecedent seems to
have its own pragmatic effect. Because pragmatic effects based on prosody
are beyond the scope of this paper, all judgments regarding the (un)ac-
ceptability of conditional denn are made for antecedents with unstressed
wenn. We leave the—undoubtedly necessary—work on the interaction of
the contribution of conditional denn with prosody and information struc-
ture for future work.

2 Data
2.1 Conditional denn and Types of Conditionals

Semantically, there are different varieties of conditionals—for instance,
hypothetical indicative and subjunctive, temporal, factual, and biscuit con-
ditionals.3 Conditional denn can only occur in some of these varieties. As
we stated in the introduction, conditional denn at once emphasizes that
the speaker is not committed to the proposition p expressed by the an-
tecedent it occurs in as well as signaling that accepting p is a prerequisite
for accepting a previous discourse move. Thus the speaker does not be-
lieve p to hold in the actual world w0. This characterization immediately
restricts the use of conditional denn and excludes it from occurring in the
antecedents of factual or temporal conditionals.4

For reasons of space, most observations in this and the following sub-
section are illustrated only by protest cases in dialogue form as in (3), but
all observations also hold for self-qualification cases like (2).

The incompatibility of conditional denn with factual conditionals is il-
lustrated in the following example:5

3German wenn is an all-purpose conditional subordinator. It can introduce the an-
tecedent of any of these varieties (see Fabricius-Hansen & Sæbø 1983, Breindl et al. 2014),
as well as other types of conditionals not mentioned here.

4Importantly, we do not claim that the proposition p expressed by the antecedent of a
temporal conditional holds in w0. We claim that if a speaker uses a temporal conditional,
she believes that p will hold at some point in w0 (see Fabricius-Hansen & Sæbø 1983).

5For reasons of space, whenever we provide contextual clues such as an utterance
preceding the target utterance containing denn, we will give them in English only.
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(3) A: Look, it is sunny!
B: Stimmt!

true
Wenn
if

es
it

(#denn)
denn

sonnig
sunny

ist,
is

können
can

wir
we

spazieren
walk

gehen.
go
‘Right! If it is (#denn) sunny, we can go for a walk.’

Since A’s utterance and B’s uptake jointly establish the interlocutors’ be-
lief that it is sunny in w0, B’s utterance can only reasonably be interpreted
as a factual conditional, that is, B’s antecedent takes up the proposition
expressed by A’s utterance and presents a possibility that arises from es-
tablishing that this proposition holds in w0. As expected, conditional denn
is unacceptable.

Out of the blue, conditionals formed with the all-purpose subordinator
wenn are ambiguous between a hypothetical interpretation and a purely
temporal one, as shown in (4).

(4) a. Wir gehen schwimmen, wenn Peter kommt.
b. ‘We will go swimming if Peter arrives.’

Hypothetical conditional
c. ‘We will go swimming when Peter arrives.’

Temporal conditional

Inserting denn into the antecedent of (4a) disambiguates the meaning of
the conditional in favour of the hypothetical conditional reading in (4b).
This means that if the context disambiguates the interpretation towards
the temporal reading, conditional denn is expected to be unacceptable, as
seen in (5).

(5) A: I just checked my mail. Peter will arrive between 2 p.m. and 4
p.m.

B: Gut,
good

und
and

wenn
if

Peter
Peter

(#denn)
denn

kommt,
comes

können
can

wir
we

schwimmen
swimming

gehen.
go

‘Good, and when Peter (#denn) comes, we can go swimming.’
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A’s utterance and B’s uptake establish that Peter will arrive some time later
today, which disambiguates B’s utterance towards a temporal interpreta-
tion. B’s utterance without denn is perfectly acceptable in this interpre-
tation: it is not known exactly when Peter will arrive, but when he does,
the group can go swimming. However, with denn the utterance can only
be interpreted as a hypothetical conditional, which clashes with the given
context.

Other types of conditionals are compatible with conditional denn as
long as the speaker is not committed to the truth of the proposition ex-
pressed by their antecedents. Hence, biscuit conditionals and subjunctive
conditionals can host conditional denn, as in (6) and (7), respectively. For
reasons of space, we will only focus on indicative hypothetical conditionals
here.

(6) Da
there

drüben
there

sind
are

Kekse,
cookies

wenn
if

du
you

denn
denn

welche
some

willst.
want

‘Over there are biscuits if you denn want some.’

(7) Der
the

Film
movie

würde
would

Alex
Alex

gefallen,
please

wenn
if

er
he

denn
denn

käme.
come.Subj

‘Alex would like the movie if he denn came.’

The upshot of this section is that conditional denn is only acceptable if
the speaker is not committed to the truth of the antecedent proposition.

2.2 Connection to the Previous Discourse
Examples (3) and (5) also show that antecedents containing denn cannot
be used to call into question the at-issue content of a previous utterance.
This observation is connected to a second condition on the acceptability
of conditional denn, namely, the presence of a previous tacit proposal that
p holds.

We will explore this notion in several steps. First, we address what we
mean by “presence of a proposal”: conditional denn is unacceptable in
contexts in which the antecedent proposition has not been “brought up”
in any way. In the context of example (8), for instance, the proposition
that Peter is coming is suggested neither by A’s question, nor by the first
sentence of B’s utterance. In other words, neither A nor B proposed to
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establish that Peter is coming—that is, to update the common ground with
this proposition. Therefore, conditional denn is bad.

(8) A: By the way, do we have any plans for the weekend?
B: Das

that
hängt
depends

von
from

Peter
Peter

ab.
prt

Wenn
if

er
he

(#denn)
denn

kommt,
comes

gehen
go

wir
we

mit
with

ihm
him

schwimmen.
swimming

‘That depends on Peter. If he is (#denn) coming, we’ll go swim-
ming with him.’

Second, the requirement that the proposal needs to be tacit has in some
sense also been illustrated with (3) and (5): if speaker A utters p, that is,
explicitly proposes p, speaker B cannot then express that she holds p to
be unlikely using an antecedent containing conditional denn. Example (9)
shows that this is also the case even if the antecedent cannot be interpreted
as part of a temporal or factual conditional.

(9) A: Peter will come to my birthday.
B: #Wenn

if
er
he

denn
denn

kommt.
comes

‘If he denn comes.’

In short, the antecedent proposition p needs to have been tacitly pro-
posed (i.e., non-explicitly proposed) by an utterance in the discourse.6 In
example (10), this is the case: speaker A asserts a proposition q (‘that Peter
may bring his girlfriend’), which presupposes another proposition p (here:
‘that Peter has a girlfriend’). In case it has not been previously established
that Peter has a girlfriend, speaker A tacitly proposes to establish p in con-
nection with his utterance. In this case, speaker B can use an antecedent
containing conditional denn to question the validity of p.

6Conditional dennmay be marginally acceptable in contexts where the tacit proposal
was made nonverbally. We ignore such cases here.
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(10) A: Peter may bring his girlfriend.
B: Wenn

if
er
he

denn
denn

eine
one

hat.
has

‘If he denn has one.’

One final refinement has to bemade: the antecedent proposition p does
not only have to be tacitly proposed, but has to be a necessary precondi-
tion of the uttered proposition q for conditional denn to be acceptable. The
term “necessary precondition” includes presuppositions, as well as neces-
sary premises of defeasible inferences based on world knowledge regular-
ities, and is not meant in a logical sense. The latter case is illustrated in
(11): world knowledge suggests that A will only want to have a picnic if it
is sunny.

(11) A: We will have a picnic tomorrow.
B: Wenn

if
denn
denn

die
the

Sonne
sun

scheint.
shines

‘If it is denn sunny.’

Since the tacit proposal in (11) is based on a world knowledge regu-
larity, it has a different origin than the tacit proposal in (9). Speaker A
again asserts a proposition q (‘that we will have a picnic tomorrow’). Af-
ter hearing A’s utterance, B considers what needs to be the case for A to
be willing to have a picnic; one of the world knowledge based “necessary
preconditions” for a successful picnic that B considers is sunny weather.
Assuming that A and B did not talk about the weather for the next day
yet, A’s utterance—at least for B in this context—is tacitly proposing the
necessary precondition that it will be sunny tomorrow. B’s utterance not
only makes the world knowledge regularity visible, but it also signals that
B holds it being sunny the next day to be unlikely.

In sum, an interlocutor can treat any non-established proposition p as
tacitly proposed if it can be reasonably assumed to be a precondition for
another proposition q when q is uttered. Their validity can be questioned
by conditional denn.

Regarding the placement of an antecedent containing denn, we observe
that it occurs as close as possible to the lexical source material that gives
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rise to the tacit proposal (Zobel & Csipak to appear). For instance, in the
self-qualification cases, the antecedent typically occurs parenthetically, as
illustrated in (12), or after the consequent, as in (2).

(12) Sein
his

Auto,
car

wenn
if

er
he

denn
denn

eines
has

hat,
one

habe
have

ich
I

nicht
not

gesehen.
seen

‘His car, if he denn has one, I didn’t see.’

When the speaker is questioning the validity of a precondition con-
nected to a previous utterance (by herself or another participant), the an-
tecedent either occurs before another consequent, as illustrated in (13),
or bare, as in (10).

(13) [Context: It should go without saying that people from different
countries can visit each other without problems.]
Und
and

wenn
if

es
it

denn
denn

doch
doch

nicht
not

so
so

selbstverständlich
evident

sei,
is.subj

so
then

verlange
requests

sie
she

so
as

schnell
fast

wie
as

möglich
possible

Auskunft.
information

‘And if it denn does not go without saying, she demands information
as fast as possible.’ (Die Zeit, 1992/12/25)

Tacit proposals can take various forms in addition to the presupposition
and world knowledge regularity examples that are discussed in this pa-
per. We find, for example, relativizations of word choice, choice of modal
flavour, and others. For details on the corpus study on which these results
are based, see Zobel & Csipak to appear.

2.3 The Effect of Adding Conditional denn to an Antecedent
The previous sections have illustrated what the discourse context has to
look like for conditional denn to be acceptable. Now we turn to the con-
tribution of denn itself. We do this by comparing the difference between
antecedents containing denn and those without.

(14) Wir
we

machen
make

morgen
tomorrow

ein
a

Picknick,
picnic

wenn
if

die
the

Sonne
sun

scheint.
shines

‘We are having a picnic tomorrow if it is sunny.’
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In a discourse-initial context, the speaker of (14) is suggesting to have a
picnic tomorrow on the condition that it will be sunny, and there are no
clues in the context about how likely the speaker believes that it will actu-
ally be sunny. In fact, the speaker can coherently follow up her utterance
of (14) with . . .which is likely, given the weather report, as well as with but
I think it is unlikely.

In contrast, an utterance containing conditional denn can only be fol-
lowed up by the latter.

(15) Wir
We

machen
make

morgen
tomorrow

ein
a

Picknick,
picnic

wenn
if

denn
denn

die
the

Sonne
sun

scheint.
shines
‘We are having a picnic tomorrow if it is denn sunny.’

By using conditional denn, the speaker of (15) crucially signals that she
does not think it is likely to be sunny tomorrow. Rather, she conveys that
she believes it is unlikely to be sunny.

Thus we predict conditional denn to be unacceptable in any context
where the speaker either believes the antecedent is likely to be true in the
actual world, or where she is completely ignorant about its probability.
This is borne out. Consider a context in which the speaker lives in Florida,
but her parents live in Canada. She does not regularly check up on the
weather reports for her parents’ location, but she knows that when the
weather allows, they always have a picnic on April 15. In this case, it would
be misleading to use conditional denn since its contribution is in conflict
with the speaker’s attitudes.

(16) Meine
my

Eltern
parents

machen
make

morgen
tomorrow

ein
a

Picknick,
picnic

wenn
if

(#denn)
denn

die
the

Sonne
sun

scheint.
shines

‘My parents are having a picnic tomorrow if it is (#denn) sunny.’
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3 Literature and denn in Conditionals vs. Questions
3.1 Preliminaries on Discourse Particles

According to Zimmermann (2011), the function of discourse particles is
to fit the current utterance to the previous discourse. This results in dis-
course particles acting as “discourse-navigating devices,” see McCready
2006, Eckardt 2013, Rojas-Esponda 2014 among others. Since discourse
particles do not contribute to the truth conditions of the sentence they
occur in, they supply not-at-issue material in the sense of Simons et al.
(2010). We take these insights to also hold for conditional denn.

3.2 Analyses of Discourse Particle denn
With these background assumptions, we now turn to the proposals made
for denn in the literature.

There are several descriptive proposals for the meaning of question
denn (see König 1977, Thurmair 1989, Kwon 2005 among others). Some
researchers assume that question denn contributes no discernible mean-
ing but simply marks the utterance as a question (Thurmair 1991, Bayer
2012). Others do assign question denn a fixed contribution, but disagree on
what this contribution is (e.g., Csipak & Zobel 2014, Rojas-Esponda 2015).
The exact analysis of question denn is not relevant for the following point,
though. Based on the discussion of the data in the previous section, we
can already exclude that an analysis of question denn can be extended to
account for the meaning of conditional denn, since conditional denn, but
not question denn (pace Coniglio 2011, Häussler 2015), contributes a bias:
the speaker believes it is unlikely that p holds in w0.

(17) A: We are having a picnic tomorrow!
B1: Scheint

shines
denn
denn

morgen
tomorrow

die
the

Sonne?
sun

‘Is it denn sunny tomorrow?’
B2: Wenn

if
denn
denn

die
the

Sonne
sun

scheint.
shines

‘If it is denn sunny.’

While (17B2) expresses that the speaker is reluctant to assume that it will
be sunny, (17B1) is an unbiased information question.
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In the literature, conditional denn is discussed in Brauße 1994 and
more recently in Kwon 2005, Coniglio 2011, and Häussler 2015. None of
these works propose a formal analysis. One source of disagreement is
whether the meaning of conditional denn can be unified with the other
uses. Brauße and Häussler are optimistic, whereas Kwon and Coniglio,
like us, are less so.

Differing in the details, the authors cited above agree that the contri-
bution of conditional denn seems to be to signal the speaker’s doubt about
the truth of the antecedent. While intuitively appealing, this leaves open
the question as to how the contribution of denn differs from the contribu-
tion of the conditional itself (on a standard account of conditionals, the
speaker would not be committed to the truth of the antecedent in the
actual world even without denn).

Our goal for the following section is to present a formal account of
the meaning of conditional denn both in self-qualifying and in protest
contexts, and to describe its effect on the discourse.

4 Proposal
We couch our analysis in the discourse model put forth in Farkas & Bruce
2010. We specifically choose this model since it distinguishes between of-
fering content for update and the actual update, and provides a natural
place for interlocutors to take issue with a proposed update.7 In the fol-
lowing section, we first briefly present the model presented by Farkas &
Bruce, and then discuss our analysis of conditional denn. For reasons of
space, the model cannot be presented in full detail. We refer the interested
reader to the original paper.

4.1 The Discourse Model
To differentiate shared commitments from the public commitments of
each interlocutor, Farkas & Bruce (2010) differentiate between the com-
mon ground cg in the sense of Stalnaker (1978) and lists of public com-
mitments DCX for each individual discourse participant X . The common
ground cg contains shared background knowledge in addition to all propo-

7This feature of the discourse model presented in Farkas & Bruce 2010 makes it more
suitable for our purposes than the models put forth in AnderBois et al. 2010 and Murray
2014, although they have a similar scope.
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sitions that the discourse participants have agreed on in the course of the
conversation up until the current moment; it is a set of propositions. The
individual commitment sets DCX contain those propositions that the dis-
course participants committed to publicly in a previous discourse move,
but which have not become part of the cg (yet).

The special feature of Farkas & Bruce’s model is that speech acts do not
directly modify the common ground. Instead, their form and (at-issue)
content are first put “on the table” for negotiation. The Table is a stack of
form-content-pairs that represent open issues that still need to be resolved
among the discourse participants; in a sense, it tracks the current question
under discussion (QUD, see Roberts 2012 among others).

The final component of Farkas & Bruce’s model is the projected set ps,
which is a set of sets of propositions. Each set of propositions contained
in ps is one possible future state s of the cg, given the form-content pairs
that are currently on the Table.

The following example illustrates the make-up of a full context state
K2 in the model. K2 is the state after discourse participant A asserted the
declarative sentence Sam is home relative to an initial context state K1, in
which the sets DCA, DCB, and the Table are empty.8

(18) K2: A asserted Sam is home relative to K1

A Table B
p 〈Sam is home[D]:{p}〉
Common Ground Projected Set
s2 = s1 ps2 = {s1 ∪ {p}}

(Farkas & Bruce 2010:91)

In the context-state structure, the cells below the ones containing A and
B make up the public commitments of A and B, that is, DCA and DCB,
respectively. In K2 above, we see that after uttering Sam is home, A is
publicly committed to p (‘that Sam is home’). In addition, A’s assertion
put the declarative sentence and its content p on the Table for negotiation.
Since the projected set tracks possible future states of the cg given what
is on the Table, ps2 is the result of adding p to the previous cg state s1.

8[D] stands for the sentential feature that marks a sentence as a declarative sentence
(Farkas & Bruce 2010:91).
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Formally, this is done by forming the union of the set of propositions s1

with the singleton set {p}. In contrast to ps2, the cg state s2 does not differ
from s1 since no cg update has been performed by A’s assertion.

Importantly, B’s public commitments are still empty after A’s assertion.
Only after discourse participant B accepts the content p of A’s assertion is
p added to B’s set of public commitments. Once a content p is shared by
all discourse participants, it is removed from their sets of public commit-
ments and added to cg—that is, the set of propositions in the projected set
that resulted from adding p to a previous cg state is reset as the current
cg state. In case B rejects the content p of A’s assertion, B is publicly com-
mitted to ¬p, and the discourse is “in crisis” (Farkas & Bruce 2010:89).
To resolve the crisis, one discourse participant either needs to retract her
public commitment, or both participants need to agree to disagree.

Farkas & Bruce’s empirical aim is to model the similarities and differ-
ences between standard assertions and polar questions with respect to
their effects on the discourse, both regarding what they propose and how
they are taken up by another discourse participant. That is, the paper only
covers the effects of explicit proposals. Hence to capture the conditions of
use, the contribution, and the effect of conditional denn, we need to ex-
tend the basic model.

The central point to be addressed is the effect of tacit (i.e., non-explicit)
proposals as discussed in section 2.2. Farkas & Bruce suggest that explicit
proposals (i) put a new issue on the Table, (ii) update the public com-
mitments of the participant who made the proposal, and (iii) project all
possible future states depending on the proposal. In short, explicit pro-
posals are invitations from the speaker to the addressee to react. What we
call tacit proposals in this paper is markedly different: they are proposals
to update the cg that are not put up for discussion, for instance, presup-
posed new content or preconditions for what has been explicitly asserted
based on world knowledge rules. In a sense, tacit proposals are not “pro-
posed” at all; a speaker who utters a sentence to which a tacit proposal is
connected presumes that his interlocutors will accept the tacitly proposed
content.9,10

9The process by which interlocutors accommodate presuppositions ‘quietly and with-
out fuss’ is discussed in detail in von Fintel 2008.

10A notion similar to our tacit proposal spelled out above is explored by AnderBois et al.
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We propose to implement tacit proposals as follows: assume that A ut-
ters, for instance, a declarative sentence S[D] with (at-issue) content q to
which a presupposition with novel content p is connected. In addition to
the updates of the context state that are connected to the explicitly pro-
posed content q, the presupposed content p is added to A’s public com-
mitments and included in the projection of ps. Example (19) illustrates
the updated context state K3 after A has asserted the declarative sentence
Sam’s car is red relative to the initial context state K1, in which the sets
DCA, DCB, and the Table are empty. The at-issue content q of Sam’s car is
red is explicitly asserted, while the content of the presupposition p (Sam
has a car) is tacitly proposed.11

(19) K3: A asserted Sam’s car is red relative to K1

A Table B
q 〈Sam’s car is red[D]:{q}〉
[p]
Common Ground Projected Set
s3 = s1 ps3 = {(s1 ∪ {p})∪ {q}}

In line with previous work on presupposition accommodation (e.g., von
Fintel 2008) and the treatment of updates with not-at-issue content (e.g.,
AnderBois et al. 2010, Murray 2014), we assume that tacitly proposed con-

(2010:332f) for appositive relative clauses. They call the type of update for contents of
appositives an imposition. While the content of appositions is assumed to be non-explicitly
proposed, it does not license conditional denn, as is illustrated in (i). For reasons of space,
we leave this issue for future work.

(i) A: Peter
Peter

zahlt
pays

seiner
his

Tochter,
daughter

die
who

ja
ja

in
in

Wien
Vienna

studiert,
studies

die
the

Wohnung.
flat

‘Peter pays the rent for his daughter, who ja studies in Vienna.’
B: #Wenn

if
sie
she

denn
denn

in
in

Wien
Vienna

studiert.
studies

‘If she denn studies in Vienna.’

11We use brackets to mark tacitly proposed material in the sets of public commitments.
This is only notational sugar, since tacitly proposed content is always novel content—
that is, content that does not follow from the set of public commitments of the relevant
participant in the input state, and no entry on the Table corresponds to it.
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tent is first added to the cg state before the corresponding at-issue content
is added. This is reflected in the order in which p and q are added to the
input cg state s1 in ps3.

12 Crucially, we do not assume that tacitly pro-
posed material is immediately and automatically added to cg. If that were
the case, the other discourse participants would not be able to take issue
with tacitly proposed content at all. This is, of course, not what we find—
although it is harder to address this type of content (see von Fintel 2004).
We propose that tacitly proposed content is added to the cg together with
its corresponding explicitly proposed content. In other words: if a dis-
course participant accepts explicitly proposed content, she automatically
accepts all tacitly proposed content connected to it.

4.2 Spelling out the Proposal
There are two conditions on the use of conditional denn that must be met
for it to be acceptable. We first formulate these two conditions with a focus
on the speaker using conditional denn, before reframing them in terms of
the discourse model introduced in the previous section.

(20) Condition 1
The speaker cS does not believe that p is true in the actual world w0,
that is, he is uncommitted with respect to the truth of p in w0.

Conditional denn can only felicitously occur in the antecedent p of a con-
ditional if the speaker does not believe that p is true in w0. This condition
is trivially satisfied when denn occurs in the antecedent of a hypothetical
conditional, but crucially not satisfied when denn occurs in the antecedent
of a temporal or factual conditional (see section 2.1).

(21) Condition 2
The proposition p is tacitly proposed or can reasonably be inferred
to be tacitly proposed by a participant α, where p is a necessary
precondition for the validity of the content of a previous utterance
by α (or a part of that utterance).

12One slight complication that arises here is that set union is associative and symmetric.
Therefore, (X ∪ Y ) ∪ Z = (X ∪ Z) ∪ Y . For our purposes, we would require an update
function that is sensitive to the order in which propositions are added. We leave this issue
for further work.
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The concept of tacit proposal that we use here is as discussed in the pre-
vious subsection, a generalization of the notion of presupposed new in-
formation. In short: in any such context, any content that is not explicitly
proposed qualifies as a tacit proposal. We use the term necessary precondi-
tion to include presuppositions, but also necessary premises of defeasible
inferences based on world knowledge regularities, and do not use it in a
logical sense, as discussed in section 2.2.

Let us now reframe Conditions 1 and 2 in terms of the discourse model:
Since antecedents containing conditional denn call into question the va-
lidity of previously tacitly proposed content, it is a type of responding move
(Farkas & Bruce 2010:106). That is, uttering an antecedent containing
denn reacts to a preceding speech act. Hence, conditions on the use of
denn become conditions on the input context state Ki that the speaker us-
ing conditional denn reacts to.

(22) Condition 1 (reframed)
For a speaker A planning to use conditional denn in an antecedent
denoting p to react to an input context Ki, the cg state si must not
entail p.

(23) Condition 2 (reframed)
For a speaker A planning to use conditional denn in an antecedent
denoting p to react to an input context Ki, there has to be a partic-
ipant α such that DCα,i entail p, but no content on the Table entails
p (i.e., [p] ∈ DCα,i).

When these two conditions are met, conditional denn can be used fe-
licitously in the antecedent of a conditional. It contributes the following
(non-truth-conditional) meaning:

(24) Contribution of conditional denn
¹dennº(p) : λw.prob(w, p)< T ,
where T is at or below the threshold for assertability.

In prose, the probability that p holds in w is below a given threshold of as-
sertability T . We call this proposition denn(p). We assume that in case the
probability for a proposition p is below a threshold T for the speaker in a
world w, the speaker believes it to be sufficiently unlikely that p holds in w
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as to be unwilling to assert it. Hence, the contrast between conditional an-
tecedents with and without denn is as follows: antecedents without denn
do not explicitly signal how likely or unlikely the speaker believes it is
that p holds at w0; antecedents with denn express the speaker’s bias (see
section 2.3).

To model the effect of uttering an antecedent containing conditional
denn, we first have to address the effect of uttering a conditional. In tradi-
tional (dynamic) semantic treatments of conditionals (following Ramsey
1931), it is assumed that the effect of a conditional is that the addressee is
invited to update her beliefs with the antecedent proposition p, and if the
conditional is true, she will then find that the consequent q also holds.
However, this kind of treatment does not capture the intuition we have
for the discourse move expressed by antecedents containing conditional
denn. Here, it is rather the case that q has already been proposed, and the
speaker is merely pointing out that in order for q to be possible to hold,
it is necessary to also accept that p holds. Conditional denn then signals
that the speaker is reluctant to accept that p holds.

Regarding the effect of antecedents containing denn, two cases have to
be distinguished depending on whether the participant α is also the one
who utters the antecedent. We first address two protest cases illustrated
in (25) and (28), in which the person who utters the antecedent, namely
the speaker cS (= B), and α (= A) are two different people.

(25) A: Peter might bring his girlfriend.
B: Wenn

if
er
he

denn
denn

eine
one

hat.
has

‘If he denn has one.’

Since B’s responding move made by uttering an antecedent containing
denn reacts to an immediately preceding utterance by A, the correspond-
ing form-content-pair is on the Table of the current context state Ki, and
DCA,i contains all propositions that were explicitly or tacitly proposed by
A’s utterance. After (25A), Ki would look as follows (assuming unrealisti-
cally that in the previous context state Ki−1 there were no open issues):
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(26) Ki: A asserted Peter might bring his girlfriend (=: S)
A Table B
q 〈S[D]:{q}〉
[p]
Common Ground Projected Set
si = si−1 psi = {(si−1 ∪ {p})∪ {q}}

We assume that B’s response in (28B), a bare antecedent, is elliptical
for a full conditional in which A’s utterance forms the consequent: Wenn
er denn eine hat, ∆Peter might bring his girlfriend.

13 The explicitly proposed
content of B’s response is, therefore, a proposition r, which is the result
of forming a conditional with p as the antecedent and q as the conse-
quent. In addition to the explicitly proposed content r, B’s utterance also
tacitly proposes the not-at-issue content contributed by conditional denn:
denn(p). The context state K j after (25B) is as follows:

(27) K j: B asserted Wenn er denn eine hat, ∆ (=: S’)

A Table B
q 〈S[D]:{q}〉
[p]

〈S’[D]:{r}〉 r
[denn(p)]

Common Ground Projected Set
s j = si ps j = {(((s1 ∪ {p})∪ {q})∪ {denn(p)})∪ {r}}

The propositions p in DCA, j and denn(p) in DCB, j produce a conflict:
since A is publicly committed to p, we assume that he must believe that
λw.prob(w, p1)≥ T . Speaker B, on the other hand, is publicly committed
to λw.prob(w, p1) < T . This conflict needs to be resolved in the subse-
quent discourse—for instance, by A’s acknowledging that Peter might not
have a girlfriend, and thus sharing B’s opinion. In this case, A and B would
in the end agree to update the cg only with r and denn(p).

An example for a protest case in which the tacitly proposed necessary
precondition is world knowledge based is given in (28), repeated from

13See Hardt & Romero 2004 for details and locality constraints on ellipsis across sen-
tence and utterance boundaries.
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(10). As we stated in section 2.2: after hearing A’s utterance, B considers
what needs to be the case for A to be willing to have a picnic; one of the
world knowledge based necessary preconditions for a successful picnic
that B considers is sunny weather. B chooses to address this precondition.

(28) A: We will have a picnic tomorrow.
B: Wenn

if
denn
denn

die
the

Sonne
sun

scheint.
shines

‘If it is denn sunny.’

Hence after (28A), Ki would look as follows (assuming unrealistically that
in the previous context state Ki−1 there were no open issues):

(29) Ki: A asserted We will have a picnic tomorrow (=: S)
A Table B
q 〈S[D]:{q}〉
[p]B

Common Ground Projected Set
si = si−1 psi = {(si−1 ∪ {p})∪ {q}}

From the point of view of B, A’s assertion has the precondition p that it be
sunny. Since Farkas & Bruce’s model is designed to give an objective rep-
resentation of the discourse, points of view cannot be represented well;
we count this among the other desirable extensions of the model that we
cannot address here. For the sake of presentation, we mark tacitly pro-
posed content from the point of view of only one of the interlocutors by
subscripting the name of that interlocutor, as in (29). In general, we as-
sume that like the precondition p, preconditions based on other world
knowledge regularities can also be treated as tacitly proposed— at least
from an interlocutor’s point of view who considers the world knowledge
regularities connected to the utterance content.14

14We do not want to claim that a speaker or her interlocutors are always aware of the
entirety of what the speaker’s utterance tacitly proposes. It may even be the case that
no one is aware of any of these proposals. This question is orthogonal to our story, but
is explored in Biezma 2014. What is important for us is that by explicitly proposing a
proposition q with preconditions p1 . . . pn, the speaker acts as if she believed p1 . . . pn for
the purpose of the discourse, and can be taken up on p1 . . . pn by her interlocutors. In
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As before, we assume that B’s answer is elliptical for a full conditional
with the content r. The context state K j after (28B) is as follows:

(30) K j: B asserted Wenn denn die Sonne scheint, ∆ (=: S’)

A Table B
q 〈S[D]:{q}〉
[p]B

〈S’[D]:{r}〉 r
[denn(p)]

Common Ground Projected Set
s j = si ps j = {(((s1 ∪ {p})∪ {q})∪ {denn(p)})∪ {r}}

After B’s utterance, A becomes aware that from B’s point of view, his ut-
terance tacitly proposed p. As in the case of (25), the discourse is now in
crisis since p ∈ DCA, j and denn(p) ∈ DCB, j produce a conflict. This conflict
could be resolved in the subsequent discourse by A stating that he does
not care about the weather when it comes to picnics.15

Now,we turn to a self-qualification case, illustrated in (31) and repeated
from (2), in which the speaker uses an antecedent containing denn to
qualify her own utterance.

(31) Sein
His

Auto
car

habe
have

ich
I

nicht
not

gesehen,
seen

wenn
if

er
he

denn
denn

eines
one

hat.
has

‘I didn’t see his car if he denn owns one.’

In section 2, we showed that in cases of self-qualification the antecedent
containing denn typically follows the expression that contributes the tacit
proposal that the speaker wants to qualify. In (31), this is also the case. If
the speaker had only uttered the consequent without the antecedent, the
definite description sein Auto would presuppose that “he” owns a car—
that is, the speaker would commit to the proposition p that “he” owns
a car. By adding the antecedent, the presupposition is filtered (see Kart-
tunen 1973), and conditional denn conveys that the speaker is reluctant to

connection to this issue, see Condoravdi & Lauer 2011 and subsequent work.
15Note that B needs to believe that A’s opinions regarding picnics conform to the world

knowledge regularity that she considers when she utters (28B). If she knew that A does
not care about good weather, it would have been odd to utter (28B).
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assume p.16 To capture this analysis in the present model, we would need
to implement incremental updates of sub-clauses and their effects on the
level of asserted and presupposed content. This is beyond the scope of this
paper. However, we will illustrate the idea by providing the context state
that would result from only uttering the consequent, given in (32), in com-
parison to the context state that results from the speaker’s full utterance,
given in (33)—assuming there were no open issues on the Table of K`−1,
the current context state at the time of utterance for either variant.

(32) K`: A asserted Sein Auto habe ich nicht gesehen (=: S)
A Table B
q 〈S[D]:{q}〉
[p]
Common Ground Projected Set
s` = s`−1 ps` = {((s`−1 ∪ {p})∪ {q}}

In (32), the speaker proposes q, with the presupposition p (‘he has a car’).
The addition of the antecedent containing denn changes both the explicitly
proposed and the tacitly proposed content. In (33), the proposal is the
full conditional content r, with the additional public commitment that
the speaker believes it to be unlikely that p holds (i.e., denn(p)).

(33) K`: A asserted Sein Auto habe ich nicht gesehen, wenn er denn eines
hat (=: S′)
A Table B
r 〈S’[D]:{r}〉
[denn(p)]
Common Ground Projected Set
s` = s`−1 ps` = {(s`−1 ∪ {denn(p)})∪ {r}}

In (33), A is not publicly committed to the presupposed content p since
the antecedent proposition, which was used to compute the proposition r
denoted by the entire conditional, entails p. That is, p is filtered, and the
entire conditional does not presuppose p.

16Presuppositions triggered by material in the consequent of a conditional are filtered
in case the proposition denoted by the antecedent entails the presupposed content. For
details, see Karttunen 1973.
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More needs to be said on tacitly proposed necessary preconditions that
are not presuppositions or based onworld knowledge. For reasons of space,
we have to leave these to future work. For a description, see Zobel & Csi-
pak to appear.

5 A Particle with a Similar Function: überhaupt
Provided that our analysis of conditional denn as outlined above is cor-
rect, its discourse function is, broadly, to signal to which tacitly proposed
propositions a speaker wishes to be publicly committed, and as a conse-
quence, which updates to the common ground should be performed. The
same kind of discourse move also seems to be performed by antecedents
containing the discourse particle überhaupt. In this section, we sketch
the similarities and differences between antecedents containing denn and
überhaupt.

For a principled comparison with denn, two variants of überhaupt need
to be distinguished: unstressed überhaupt and stressed überHAUPT.17 Like
conditional denn, both variants can occur in conditionals with the subor-
dinatorwenn, and both resist occurring in factual and temporal condition-
als. In the following discussion, we provide some observations regarding
the contribution of überhaupt and überHAUPT in antecedents of condition-
als; a detailed analysis has to be left for further work.18

At first glance, antecedents containing denn and unstressed überhaupt
seem very similar. Examples of conditional denn seem to allow substitution
with überhaupt without a change in discourse function, as illustrated in
the following example:

(34) A: I am looking forward to seeing Peter at the party tonight.
B1: Wenn

if
er
he

denn
denn

kommt.
comes

17Überhaupt can be stressed either on the first syllable (i.e., ÜBERhaupt) or on the
second syllable (i.e., überHAUPT). In this paper, we will not distinguish between the two
stress patterns and choose to represent stressed überhaupt by the latter.

18For a detailed look at the meaning of unembedded überhaupt and überHAUPT, we
refer the reader to Rojas-Esponda 2014, 2015. Rojas-Esponda, however, explicitly puts
aside embedded uses of the particle, hence überhaupt in conditional antecedents are not
addressed in that work.
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B2: Wenn
if

er
he

überhaupt
überhaupt

kommt.
comes

In the replies of both B1 and B2, it becomes clear that A makes an assump-
tion (that Peter will come to the party) which B1 and B2 are not willing to
make. Both variants call into question that Peter will come to the party.

However, a more detailed look at the distribution and meaning of un-
stressed überhaupt shows a clear difference to conditional denn. While
conditional denn can be used by the speaker to qualify her own state-
ments with no special restrictions, überhaupt is pragmatically odd in case
the content that is qualified originates with the speaker.

(35) [Context: B tells A about an old lady who knits abstract, three di-
mensional forms, and who she met at a local craft fair.]

A: Interesting! What kind of abstract forms?
B: Die

the
Künstlerin,
artist

wenn
if

sie
she

denn
denn

/
/

#überhaupt
überhaupt

eine
one

ist,
is

orientiert
orients

sich
herself

an
on

den
the

frühen
early

Kubisten.
cubists

‘The artist, if she denn / #überhaupt is one, is inspired by the
early cubists.’

In (35), B decides to use the noun Künstlerin ‘(female) artist’ to describe
the old lady from the fair. Hence, B can be seen as the source of the tacit
proposal that the old lady is an artist. In this case, conditional denn is
fine. The use of überhaupt is pragmatically odd, though. It suggests that
someone other than the speaker suggested that the old lady is an artist,
which is in conflict with the given context.

Turning to stressed überHAUPT, we immediately observe that it differs
from conditional denn in at least two respects: it can occur in shortened
antecedents, and it interacts with a scalar structure.

ÜberHAUPT, unlike conditional denn, allows for antecedents of the form
wenn überhaupt. These shortened antecedents are, as far as we can tell,



54 E. Csipak & S. Zobel

common both in spoken and written language, as in (36).19,20

(36) Viele
many

Buchten
bays

und
and

Fjorde
fjords

sind
are

im
in.the

Winter,
winter

wenn
if

überHAUPT,
überhaupt

nur
only

noch
still

drei
three

bis
to

vier
four

Wochen
weeks

lang
long

zugefroren.
frozen.solid

‘In winter, many bays and fjords are frozen solid only for three to
four weeks, if that.’ (Die Zeit, 2010/10/29)

Contexts which fulfill the conditions of use of conditional denn and which
also provide the right environment for ellipsis require stress on the sub-
ordinator wenn. And yet, even if all requirements for conditional denn are
fulfilled, the shortened combination wenn denn is ungrammatical.21 For
reasons of space, a detailed investigation of this observation is left for fu-
ture work.

(37) a. Peter
Peter

kommt,
comes

WENN
if

er
he

denn
denn

kommt,
comes

nach
after

9
9
zur
to.the

Party.
party

‘Peter will come, if he denn comes, to the party after 9 p.m.’
b.*Peter

Peter
kommt,
comes

WENN
if

denn,
denn

nach
after

neun
nine

zur
to.the

Party.
party

Note, however, that denn and überHAUPT can be combined in the right
contexts (also in shortened antecedents)—that is, in case the context and
the consequent provide material that denn and überHAUPT can comment
on (separately).

19In this and other attested examples, stress on überhaupt was added based on our
native speaker intuitions. Unstressed überhaupt would be ungrammatical in these cases.

20The shortened antecedent seems to be elliptical for a longer version built from wenn,
überHAUPT, and the backgroundedmaterial from the consequent. For instance, the short-
ened antecedent in (36) plausibly stands for wenn sie überHAUPT (für eine Zeit) zuge-
froren sind ‘if they froze solid (for some time) at all’.

21In (37b), stressed wenn alone would be grammatical and felicitous; as in (i).

(i) Peter
Peter

kommt,
comes

WENN,
if

nach
after

neun
9

zur
to.the

Party.
party

‘Peter will come to the party, if he comes at all, after 9 p.m.’
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(38) Die
the

Mehrzahl
majority

der
the

Frauen
women

mit
with

akademischer
academic

Ausbildung
education

wird
will

Kinder,
children

wenn
if

denn
denn

überHAUPT,
überhaupt

erst
not.until

nach
after

ihrem
their

Studium
studies

und
and

nach
after

den
the

ersten
first

Berufserfahrungen
professional.experience

bekommen.
get

‘The majority of women with higher education will not have chil-
dren until after their studies and after they had their first profes-
sional experience, if denn that.’ (Die Zeit, 2007/01/25)

The author does not want to presuppose that women with higher educa-
tion will have children, hence the use of conditional denn. In addition, he
wants to convey that the earliest expectable time for women with higher
education to have children is after they finished their studies and they had
worked for a time; this is conveyed by überHAUPT.

Using überHAUPT in a full or shortened antecedent of a conditional
seems to highlight a quantitative or qualitative scalar structure in the con-
sequent, or if there is none, it seems to induce one. The value selected by
the consequent is signaled to be at once the highest value that can be said
to hold, as well as a low value in absolute terms.

(39) Er
He

war
was

mittelmäßig,
mediocre

wenn
if

überHAUPT.
überhaupt

‘He was mediocre, if that.’

In (39), the consequent is providing a scale: students are ranked in terms
of their academic achievement. The consequent proposition states that the
referent is mediocre. The presence of the antecedent serves to call into
question the truth of the consequent in the actual world. It also signals
both that being mediocre is on the low end of the scale of achievement,
and that it is the highest possible value that could be said to hold of the
referent. This predicts that if überHAUPT is used, the highest possible value
that could be assigned to a given referent cannot be the highest absolute
value. This is borne out.
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(40)#Er
He

war
was

der
the

Beste,
best

wenn
if

überHAUPT.
überhaupt

‘He was the best, if that.’

In this example, the consequent states that the referent is the best in his
class on the scale of academic achievement. The use of überHAUPT is odd
since being the best means having the maximal value on the scale, which
is incompatible with being on the low end of the scale.

In (41), überHAUPT induces a scale on the federal states of Germany,
namely, the scale of states ordered with respect to the difficulty of running
into people wearing traditional costumes.

(41) Trachten
traditional.costumes

bekommt
becomes

man,
one

wenn
if

überHAUPT,
überhaupt

in
in

Bayern
Bavaria

zu
to

sehen.
see

‘One can see traditional costumes in Bavaria, if at all.’

Example (41)22 conveys that Bavaria is the lowest on the induced scale. In
other words, Bavaria is the most likely federal state in which to see tradi-
tional costumes given that the speaker takes running into people wearing
them to be relatively improbable as it is.

In sum, we observe that while denn and überhaupt can both be used
to emphasize that the speaker holds the content of a previous tacit pro-
posal to be unlikely, they differ in several ways. Unlike denn, überhaupt
has a stressed variant which requires access to a scalar structure in the
consequent. The speaker’s doubts target which value can be considered
the maximal value that holds in w0. The unstressed variant, in contrast
to denn, requires that the issuer of the proposal that is qualified with the
antecedent be someone other than the speaker.

6 Conclusion and Open Issues
In this paper, we have provided an analysis of the meaning of the German
discourse particle denn as it occurs in the antecedent of a conditional, and

22See http://www.t-online.de/reisen/reisemagazin/aktuelles/id_42379346/
sid_40921024/si_0/-.html (accessed: 2016/03/08).
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we have argued that its meaning in conditionals differs enough from that
in questions that it warrants a separate lexical entry. We have shown that
conditional denn is only acceptable in contexts where there is a previous
tacit proposal of the antecedent proposition p, and that moreover p is a
precondition for an explicitly uttered proposition q. We have shown that
conditional denn signals that the speaker believes the probability for p to
hold in the actual world to be below a threshold value T for assertions.
Finally, we have used the discourse model introduced in Farkas & Bruce
(2010) to illustrate the effect conditional denn has on the discourse.

One open issue, among others, is the interaction of conditional denn
with verb-first conditionals. Conditional antecedents in German can be
expressed without a conditional subordinator. In this case, the antecedent
clause is marked by verb-first word order. While in English only subjunc-
tive conditionals and antecedents containing the modal should can be
formed with verb-first word order, German allows for a much greater spec-
trum, as seen in (42). Now, the puzzle concerning conditional denn is that
it can occur in all types of verb-first conditionals except for those in which
the fronted verb is in the indicative mood, as in (42).

(42) a. Kommt
comes

Alex
Alex

(#denn)
denn

in
in

den
the

nächsten
next

Minuten,
minutes

schaffen
manage

wir
we

es
it

rechtzeitig
on.time

ins
in.the

Kino.
cinema

‘If Alex (#denn) arrives in the next minutes, we will make it to
the cinema on time.’

b. Würde Alex (denn) in den nächsten Minuten kommen,. . .
‘If Alex (denn) arrived in the next minutes. . . ’

c. Sollte Alex (denn) in den nächsten Minuten kommen,. . .
‘Should Alex (denn) arrive in the next minutes. . . ’

d. Wäre Alex (denn) in den nächsten Minuten gekommen,. . .
‘Had Alex (denn) arrived in the next minutes. . . ’

The unacceptability of conditional denn in indicative verb-first condition-
als is unexpected since they are restricted to hypothetical interpretations
(Reis & Wöllstein 2010). Reis & Wöllstein note that verb-first conditionals
show further restrictions in their distribution: the antecedents (i) cannot
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be postposed with respect to the consequent, (43b), or (ii) occur paren-
thetically inside the consequent, as shown in (43c). However, we observe
that these restrictions only seem to apply to indicative verb-first condition-
als, as illustrated in (44).

(43) ‘If Alex comes, Maria will go for a walk.’

a. Kommt Alex, geht Maria spazieren.
b. ??Maria geht, kommt Alex, spazieren.
c. ??Maria geht spazieren, kommt Alex.

(44) ‘If Alex came, Maria would go for a walk.’

a. Käme Alex, würde Maria spazieren gehen.
b. Maria würde, käme Alex, spazieren gehen.
c. Maria würde spazieren gehen, käme Alex.

In sum, we observe two classes of verb-first conditionals: non-indicative
and indicative ones. The non-indicative ones share several properties with
conditionals containing the subjunctor wenn: they allow postposed or par-
enthetical antecedents, and they allow conditional denn. Indicative verb-
first conditionals do not allow either of these features. It is to be hoped
that an explanation for why indicative verb-first antecedents only allow
preposed antecedents will at the same time explain why conditional denn
is not acceptable in precisely those cases.
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