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This paper analyzes the influence of common ground - shared knowledge and 

beliefs among speakers (Clark, 1996; Stalnaker, 2002) - on the variable use of Wh-
interrogatives in Brazilian Portuguese. In contemporary São Paulo Portuguese, four 
different structures are employed with semantic/pragmatic equivalence: (1) Onde você 
mora? (‘Where you live?’); (2) Onde que você mora? (‘Where that you live?’); (3) 
Onde é que você mora? (‘Where is-it that you live?’); and (4) Você mora onde? (‘You 
live where?’).  

We focus on structure (4), wh-in-situ, in contrast to the structures with a fronted 
wh-constituent (1)-(3). Differently from European Portuguese and other Romance 
languages, wh-in-situ in Brazilian Portuguese is not restricted to echo-questions (Mioto 
& Kato, 2005) and is fairly productive in spoken language (about 22% in São Paulo 
Portuguese). It is used with descending intonation to produce information questions, as 
well as rhetorical (which don’t require an answer) and semi-rhetorical questions (for 
which the speaker himself provides an answer).  

From over 60 hours of conversation (72 speakers, stratified by gender, age, and 
level of education), 999 tokens were analyzed in GoldVarb X. We verified how the use 
of wh-in-situ is influenced by the common ground among speakers, which is constantly 
updated in talk-in-interaction. Two factor groups were utilized: (i) type of question 
(information, rhetorical, and semi-rhetorical); and (ii) givenness of the presupposition 
(when last activated in the conversation, if at all). 

Results show that semi-rhetorical questions favor the use of wh-in-situ (.68), 
which suggests that they may be part of a strategy for turn-keeping. Further, the more 
activated the presupposition (in one of the first two preceding clauses), the greater the 
tendency to employ wh-in-situ (.66). This paper discusses how variation in Wh-
interrogatives is sensitive to information structure in the hic et nunc of conversation. 
 


