
Wh-doubling in German Sign Language: Why
not sluicing?

Abstract Wh-doubling is a widely attested phenomenon in sign languages.
Several analyses are found in the literature assuming, for example, base-
generation of one of the doubles or making (heavy) use of remnant movement.
Using data from German Sign Language, this article discusses the possibility
that the structure might be derived from a relative clause embedded under
a wh-question which finally undergoes sluicing. It will be argued that such
an account correctly predicts the distribution of the wh-phrases found in
German Sign Language doubling constructions.
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1 Introduction
The syntax of wh-questions has been one of the most active research topics in
sign language linguistics since the early days of the discipline. One reason for
this is that wh-phrases in many sign languages do not occur in a clause-initial
position as is found in the vast majority of spoken languages exhibiting overt
wh-movement. Instead, wh-phrases tend to show up in a clause-final position
in many of the world’s sign languages (Zeshan 2004) including German Sign
Language (e.g., Happ & Vorköper 2014). What is more, many sign languages
allow wh-doubling, i.e., a wh-phrase occurs twice in a question, namely in a
clause-initial as well as in a clause-final position, as illustrated for German Sign
Language (Deutsche Gebärdensprache, DGS) in (1).1

(1)
wh

what paul buy what
‘What did Paul buy?’

Wh-doubling has been described for several sign languages, for example, for
American Sign Language (e.g., Petronio 1993), Brazilian Sign Language (e.g.,
Nunes & Quadros 2005), Italian Sign Language (e.g., Branchini et al. 2013),
Flemish Sign Language (e.g., Pfau & Bos 2016), Russian Sign Language (e.g.,
Kimmelman 2013), or DGS (e.g., Bross 2020b).

1 See also the supplementary video files attached to this article illustrating the relevant data
patterns.
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Two major approaches to wh-doubling can be distinguished. On some
accounts one of the doubles is base-generated, either the clause-initial one
(e.g., Neidle, Kegl & Bahan 1994) or the clause-final one (e.g., Petronio &
Lillo-Martin 1997). On remnant-movement accounts the clause-final double is
a non-deleted copy of the wh-phrase left behind by an intermediate movement
step (e.g., Bross 2020b). One major difficulty for these accounts is the specific
data pattern observed with wh-doubling. The most widely-discussed problem
is that the final double can be a wh-phrase (e.g., what), but cannot be a
complex wh-phrase (e.g., which computer). As I will argue, a relative-clause
analysis plus sluicing offers an elegant solution to this problem. To be more
precise, I will argue that the available data suggests that wh-doubling could be
the result of a deletion operation in which all material except for a wh-phrase
is elided as illustrated for English in example (2).

(2) Someone bought beer, but I don’t know who bought beer.

Sluicing as in (2) is an ellipsis phenomenon and assumed to proceed as follows:
First, the wh-element (here: who) is moved out of the TP and the TP is
subsequently deleted (cf., for example, Ross 1970; Merchant 2001; see also the
overviews in Merchant 2019 and Vincente 2019 and the references cited therein
for arguments in favor of this view).2

While sluicing has been discussed in the sign language literature (e.g.,
Koulidobrova 2012; 2017), even in relation to the position of wh-phrases
(Petronio & Lillo-Martin 1997) and wh-doubling (Koulidobrova & Zidani-
Eroglu 2018), it has, to the best of my knowledge, not been proposed to analyze
wh-doubling as the result of a sluicing operation.3

The structure of this squib is as follows. First, I will review the data that
needs to be accounted for and discuss why the idea of analyzing wh-doubling
as sluiced relative clauses is worth a shot in Section 2. In Section 3, I review
wh-constructions from different languages which exhibit the same restrictions as
the doubling construction under discussion when it comes to which wh-elements
may or may not appear. In Section 4, a tentative syntactic implementation of
the idea that wh-doubling may be the result of sluicing is presented. In Section
5, I conclude the proposal.

2 There are also proponents of the idea that the wh-elements in sluicing constructions are
base-generated in the CP (see, for example, Chung, Ladusaw & McCloskey 1995; Lobeck
et al. 1995; Ginzburg & Sag 2000), yet nothing hinges on this.

3 Petronio & Lillo-Martin (1997) briefly discuss the question of whether clause-final wh-
elements could be the result of sluicing. They assume that real sluicing structures should
result in a structure in which only the wh-phrase is accompanied by a question NMMs. On
this analysis, there are two clauses (similar to Someone bought a beer. Who?).
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2 The data to be accounted for and the hypothesis
The data to be accounted for comes from DGS and is taken from Bross (2020b)
(with the notation being slightly adapted).4 In DGS, regular wh-phrases occur
in a clause-final position (3a), although they are also allowed clause-initially
(3b) (see also Herrmann, Proske & Volk 2019).

(3) a.
wh

yesterday t i beer buy whoi
‘Who bought beer yesterday?’

b.
wh

whoi yesterday t i beer buy
‘Who bought beer yesterday?’

Additionally, DGS allows wh-doubling, as shown in (4a). Optionally, the
clause-final wh-element may be stressed.5 Doubling is only an option for simple
wh-phrases (4a) and wh-phrases contained in a PP (4b), but not for complex
wh-phrases (4c). What is possible, however, is to only double the wh-expression
of a complex wh-phrase without its restriction (4d). Note that this pattern
cannot be reversed (4e), thus, there is a true asymmetry between the two
wh-elements.

(4) a.

wh

who yesterday beer buy
(foc)

who

b.
wh

with who index2 cook with who
‘With whom did you cook?’

c. *
wh

which computer paul buy which computer
Intended: ‘Which computer did Paul buy?’

d.
wh

which computer paul buy which
‘Which computer did Paul buy?’

e. *
wh

which paul buy which computer
Intended: ‘Which computer did Paul buy?’

Taken together, the data pattern to be accounted for looks as in Table 1.
4 This data has been elicited by first showing participants written sentences to be translated.

Afterwards, participants were asked for (informal) acceptability judgments. DGS will also
be the language for which a syntactic model will be presented (see Section 4).

5 Note that it is a common pattern in sign languages that stressed or focused material appears
in a clause-final position (cf. Wilbur 1996). It is unclear whether or not it is possible for
both copies to receive stress. At least I am not aware of examples of both instances being
stressed.
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Type of wh-element Example Doubling allowed?
Simple wh-phrases what !

Wh-Phrases contained in a PP with what !

Complex wh-phrases which computer %

Complex wh-phrases without restriction which !

Table 1: Data pattern observed in wh-doubling in DGS.

The basic hypothesis presented in this squib is that the two instances of wh-
elements are not copies, but that the clause-initial element is a wh-phrase, while
the clause-final element is a wh-relative pronoun. If the hypothesis that the
clause-final double is indeed a wh-relative pronoun is correct we would predict
that it behaves in exactly the same way as wh-relative pronouns generally do.

Indeed, wh-relative pronouns in relative clauses allow simple wh-elements
and wh-elements contained in a PP, but not complex wh-phrases, as illustrated
for English in the examples in (5). Note that the examples show a cross-
linguistically attested pattern of wh-relative pronouns and English only serves
as an example here (see Cinque 2020).

(5) a. the man who I saw
b. the woman with whom I spent my summers
c. *the computer which computer I bought
d. the computer which I bought

This means that the hypothesis that the second wh-double is not a real wh-
phrase, but a wh-relative pronoun exactly predicts the data pattern observed.
Now one may ask why relative clauses exhibit this pattern. Cinque (2020)
assumes that wh-pronouns cross-linguistically consist of a wh-element in the
specifier of a functional projection and a restriction serving as the head of
the respective projection. For example, who is located in the specifier of a
projection hosting human functional nouns. The head of this projection is
the silent restriction PERSONS (6a). The same pattern applies to other wh-
elements, for example: when would be [SpecFP when [FP° TIMES]] or where
would be [SpecFP where [FP° PLACES]]. The assumption of silent elements is
based on the observation that there are languages which spell out these silent
heads (see also Cinque 2016). For which, Cinque (2020: 50–51) proposes an
analysis as a pronominal DP occurring in the Spec of a functional projection
whose head is a silent noun THINGS (6b). Along these lines we would take
a wh-element contained in a PP, say with what, to occur in the Spec of a
functional projection whose head is an empty noun THINGS (6c).
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(6) a. FP

SpecFP

who

FP

F°

PERSONS

b. FP

SpecFP

which

FP

F°

THINGS

c. FP

SpecFP

with what

FP

F°

THINGS

When it comes to wh-doubling in DGS, one hypothesis one could entertain
is that this structure derives from embedded wh-relative clauses with the
remaining structure being elided (i.e., sluiced). However, while this basic idea
seems to be a fruitful approach the exact implementation remains open. In
the following, I will present some constructions from spoken language which
exhibit a similar distribution of wh-relative pronouns and then proceed with a
tentative implementation of the idea that the DGS wh-doubling construction
is actually an embedded clause undergoing sluicing.

3 Comparable constructions in other languages
In this section, I will discuss constructions from spoken languages in which a
wh-relative clause is embedded under a matrix clause wh-question with the
wh-elements being co-indexed. In addition, the question whether DGS generally
allows similar relative-clause constructions will be addressed. Finally, I will
briefly discuss data from Frisian showing that sluiced wh-relative clauses exhibit
a data pattern similar to what is found in DGS doubling.

Indeed, many languages allow wh-questions with an embedded wh-relative
clause. Interestingly, in such constructions, the wh-phrase in the matrix and
the wh-relative pronoun in the embedded clause are the same (modulo case
marking; see below). This is, for example, the case in the so-called “wh . . .
wh construction” found inter alia in German. As the embedded clause is a
wh-relative, this construction follows the same pattern as wh-doubling in DGS,
as illustrated in (7) using data from Central Swabian, a dialect of German.6

(7) a. Was
what

glaubsch
believe

du,
you

was
what

die
the

Joy
Joy

kauft?
buys

‘What do you believe is it that Joy buys?’
6 I’m using dialectal data here to make the phenomenon more salient. The only difference

to Standard German is that examples like the one in (7d) are marked, but crucially not
ill-formed in Standard German (cf. Groat 2015: 308). Note that I have carefully checked the
examples with native speakers of Central Swabian.
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b. Mit
with

wem
who

denksch
think

du,
you

mit
with

wem
who

der
the

Paule
Paul

sich
himself

trifft?
meets

‘With whom do you believe is it that Paul will meet?’
c. * Welchas

which
Audo
car

glaubsch
believe

du,
you

welchas
which

Audo
car

er
he

kauft?
buys

‘Which car do you believe is it that he will buy?’
d. Welchas

which
Audo
car

glaubsch
believe

du,
you

welchas
which

er
he

kauft?
buys

‘Which car do you believe is it that he will buy?’

Note that a similar construction is possible in German Sign Language. At
least when explicitly asked native DGS signers (here: from Southern Germany)
allow structures highly resembling the Swabian data. In my own corpus, I
found several instances of such constructions as shown in Figure 1.7 The
signers depicted judged such structures to be well-formed with simple, but not
with complex wh-phrases. This shows that it is generally possible to embed a
wh-relative clauses under a wh-question in German Sign Language leading to a
similar structure as in (Swabian) German.

While the literature on the German wh . . . wh construction usually discusses
cases in which the matrix clause contains verbs of thinking (like glauben ‘think’,
denken ‘think’, or meinen ‘deem’) a similar construction is found when the
matrix clause is a clefted question. The following data, again from dialectal
German, show that this construction behaves in the exact same way, i.e., it
can contain simple wh-elements (8a) as well as wh-elements contained in a PP
(8b), but no complex wh-phrases (8c)/(8d):

(8) a. Was
what

war
was

des,
that

was
what

du
you

kauft
bought

hosch?
have

‘What did you buy?’
b. Mit

with
wem
whom

war
was

des,
that

mit
with

wem
whom

du
you

kocht
cooked

hosch?
have

‘With whom did you cook?’
c. * Welchas

which
Audo
car

war
was

des,
that

welchas
which

Audo
car

du
you

kauft
bought

hosch?
have

Intended: ‘Which car did you buy?’
d. * Was

what
fir
for

a
a

Buach
book

war
was

des,
that,

was
what

fir
for

a
a

Buach
book

du
you

glesa
read

hosch?
have

7 The data was elicited in a similar way as described above: Signers were first presented with
written sentences and then asked for informal acceptability judgments.
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Figure 1: Three examples of relative clauses embedded in wh-questions from
German Sign Language (from my own corpus; all signers are native signers having

acquired DGS from birth).

Intended: ‘What kind of book did you read?’

While it is, again, not possible to spell out two copies of the complex wh-phrases
in (8c)/(8d), doubling of the wh-element without its restriction is possible (9).

(9) a. Welchas
which

Audo
car

war
was

des,
that

welchas
which

du
you

kauft
bought

hosch?
have

‘Which car did you buy?’
b. Was

what
fir
for

a
a

Buach
book

war
was

des,
that,

was
what

du
you

glesa
read

hosch?
have

‘What kind of book did you read?’

The standard analysis of cases of two instances of the same wh-element in a
matrix and in an embedded clause in German involves cyclic movement of
the wh-phrase (e.g., McDaniel 1989; Höhle 2000; Felser 2004). However, there
are good arguments against such an approach. First, an analysis based on
cyclic movement would not predict that copying of a complex wh-phrase is
ruled out (see, for example, Pankau et al. 2014; Rugna 2020; and also Murphy
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2016 for more arguments against a copying analysis). Second, the case of the
matrix wh-element and the embedded wh-element in the clefted construction
can diverge, as shown in (10). Thus, there is evidence that the two wh-elements
are generated independently of one another.

(10) Wer
who.nom

war
was

des,
that

wen
who.acc

du
you

troffa
meet

hosch?
have

‘Who was it you met?’

Instead of an approach with a non-deleted copy, we can assume some kind
of correlative structure with the embedded wh-pronoun being a placeholder
for the wh-element in the matrix clause. That is, the constructions discussed
consist of a main clause plus an embedded wh-relative clause.8

Although there are two instances of the same wh-elements (modulo case) in
the German construction just discussed, the second one is contained in a clause
of its own. This is obviously different in the wh-doubling construction in DGS,
where there is no overt embedded clause and the second wh-element occurs
on its own. If one wanted to analyze this second wh-element as a remnant left
over by a sluicing operation as suggested here one question is whether there are
languages exhibiting the same data pattern that was discussed above in sluiced
clauses. One particular construction I want to briefly discuss is dat-sluicing in
Frisian. The example in (11) shows a Frisian wh-relative clause containing the
pronoun dat ‘that’ (example from van Craenenbroeck 2010a).

(11) Wat
what

dat
that

op
on

tafel
tabel

ligt
lies

is
is

voor
for

jou.
you

‘What lies on the table is for you.’

The same pronoun occurs in clarifying questions in Frisian (see Hoekstra 1993),
which were argued to derive from a sluicing operation (van Craenenbroeck
2004; 2010c). The example in (12a) illustrates that this sluicing construction
allows simple wh-phrases, (12b) shows that wh-phrases contained in a PP are
also fine, while (12c) illustrates that sluicing with a complex wh-phrase is not
possible. The example in (12d) shows an attested example in which only the
wh-phrase without the restriction is used. Note that I marked this example as

8 I will remain agnostic about the exact way the embedded relative pronoun connects to the
wh-element in the main clause, but refer the reader to the literature in which it is often
assumed that such connections are established via binding (cf. Srivastav 1991; Bhatt 2003;
Dayal 2012 for accounts on correlative clauses which, however, connect a wh-pronoun to a
demonstrative, but nothing hinges on this).
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being marked (by using a percentage sign) as not all Frisian speakers seem to
readily accept it.9

(12) a. A: I met someone.
B: Wa

who
dat?
thatdem

‘Who?’
b. A: He is against someone.

B: Tsjin
against

wa
who

dat?
thatdem

‘Against whom?’

c. A: I received an advice.
B: *Hokker

which
advys
advice

dat?
thatdem

‘Which advice?’
d. A: I received an advice.

B: %Hokker
which

dat?
thatdem

‘Which one?’

Taken together, the clause-final wh-elements in the DGS doubling construction
have the same distribution found in wh-relative clauses. Such clauses also occur
in wh-questions in other languages like German where we also find that the
two wh-elements have the same form (although they might diverge in case).
In addition, DGS signers judge similar sentences to be well-formed. Finally,
there is evidence that languages allow wh-relative clauses to be sluiced (see also
van Craenenbroeck & Lipták 2006). In the next section, I will illustrate how
wh-doubling in DGS could tentatively be modeled as consisting of a matrix
question with a sluiced embedded relative clause.

4 A relative-clause sluicing analysis of wh-doubling
in DGS

In this section, I suggest that sentences involving a wh-double might in fact be
bi-clausal structures with a matrix clause wh-question followed by an embedded
wh-relative clause. This would explain why simple wh-phrases and wh-phrases
contained in a PP can appear at the end of the doubling construction, but not
complex wh-phrases, while wh-phrases without a restriction are fine – as this is
just the pattern found in wh-relative clauses. The whole construction is, similar

9 Example from https://www.demoanne.nl/it-senioare-orkest/, received September, 16th 2022.
Note that Hokker dat? is judged to be not well-formed in Hoekstra (1993). Besides the
fact that the example in (12d) is an attested example, I consulted three native speakers of
Frisian. Two consultants immediately accepted Hokker dat? while one found it marked, but
crucially well-formed. All of them completely rejected examples spelling out the restriction
(Hokker advys dat?), as described in the literature (Hoekstra 1993; van Craenenbroeck 2004;
2010c).

https://www.demoanne.nl/it-senioare-orkest/


10

to the German constructions discussed above, correlative in nature, with the
wh-pronoun being a placeholder for the wh-element in the main clause. This
accounts for the fact that the two wh-elements have the same form (modulo
the missing restriction).

To illustrate what such a preliminary analysis could look like I take the
DGS example in (13) as a starting point.

(13)
wh

what index2 buy what
‘What did you buy?’

Under the assumption that wh-doubling is the result of a sluiced wh-relative
clause embedded into a wh-question the underlying structure of (13) would
look as shown in (14). Several notes are in order here. First, movement of the
verb and the subject are left out for reasons of simplicity. Second, I assume wh-
movement to be to the left here, but other options can surely be implemented
as well. Third, the functional projection containing the clause-final wh-double
is part of the internal head of the embedded relative clause (the internal head
is marked by a circle). The whole functional projection is base-generated in
the TP and moved into SpecCP (see Cinque 2020 for details). I indicated the
non-pronounced head of the internal head by writing it in lower case.

To account for the fact that the clause-final “double” (the internal head) can
be stressed, one could assume that this phrase is moved into a focus projection
inside the CP it is part of. Another attractive option would be to assume
that the embedded relative clause is a cleft underlyingly. In fact, the idea
that sluicing generally derives from cleft structures instead of a full-fledged
version of the corresponding wh-question is entertained by a growing number
of researchers (see, van Craenenbroeck 2010b for an overview or Hiraiwa &
Ishihara 2002 and Hiraiwa & Ishihara 2012 who assume that clefts and sluicing
are derived from the same underlying focus construction). Such cleft analyses
suggest that the underlying structure of sluicing does not look as in (15a), but
as in (15b).
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(14) CP

DP

whati

C

C° TP

DP

index2

T

T°

buy

VP

DP

t i CP

FP

SpecFP

whatj

F

F°

things

C

TP

index2 buy tj

(15) a. Joy bought something and I want to know what Joy bought.
b. Joy bought something and I want to know what it was Joy bought.

Note that the sluiced structure in (15b) is an it-cleft containing a wh-pronoun.
Interestingly, clefted constituents were often analyzed as being moved into a
focus position (e.g., Meinunger 1998). This fits in well with the idea that the
second wh-element in wh-doubling can, but does not need to be stressed as
the realization of focus in clefts is generally not a necessity (Hole 2011: 1709).
The idea that the final wh-double moves to some focus projection is also found
in many previous accounts on wh-doubling in sign language (e.g., Petronio
& Lillo-Martin 1997). If the preliminary analysis presented here is indeed on
the right track and wh-doubling in DGS indeed is derived from a cleft, the
underlying structure of wh-doubling might thus be something along the lines
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what was it you bought.10 Note that this would explain why the clause-final
wh-element receives stress, but it would not make the manual signs in the
deleted clause differnt from the manual signs in the (spelled-out) matrix clause
because there is neither a copula in DGS nor a resumptive pronoun like English
it.11

Taken together, the proposed analysis assumes that the clause final wh-
double in the DGS doubling construction is a sluiced relative clause cleft. This
cleft is embedded into a matrix clause question. The matrix clause wh-phrase
and the embedded wh-pronoun form a correlative structure. This analysis
accounts for the distribution of the wh-elements, i.e., it explains why the
clause-final double can be a simple wh-phrase, a wh-phrases embedded in PP,
but not a complex wh-phrase. In addition, the proposed account explains
why the second wh-element can be stressed because it is a cleft underlyingly.
Another interesting point which would fit into this analysis is that wh-doubling
leads to presuppositional readings. While the observation that doubling trigger
such existential presuppositions was mentioned for DGS (see Bross 2020b:
128), this behavior was most thoroughly described for Italian Sign Language:
“identical wh-duplication is possible only if the question presupposes that
there is someone or something that is the answer to this question” (Branchini
et al. 2013: 174).12 Thus, the doubling structure in (13), repeated in (16a), for
example, would presuppose that the addressee bought something (in contrast
to a regular wh-question where this presupposition is absent or at least not so
strong (16b)).

(16) a.
wh

what index2 buy what
‘For which x is it true that Paul bought x and I know that there is
one x for which Paul bought x is true.’

b.
wh

index2 buy what
‘For which x is it true that Paul bought x?’

This is interesting because it is well-known that cleft sentences trigger exactly
this kind of presuppositions (cf., for example, Hedberg 1990; 2000; Hole 2011;

10 Note that there already are some analyses assuming that some wh-question types in sign
languages may in fact be wh-clefts. Abner (2011), for example, assumes that all clause-final
wh-phrases in ASL are underlyingly wh-clefts.

11 Note that regular cleft sentence in DGS were claimed to contain an overt relative pronoun
(Bross 2020a; for the pronoun see also Pfau & Steinbach 2005). Such a pronoun, however, can
only appear if there is one unique identifiable referent which is not the case in wh-questions.

12 Wh-questions generally presuppose the truth of at least one Hamblin answer (Katz &
Postal 1967). Thus, it is probably better to say that wh-doubling questions have a stronger
existential presupposition compared to regular wh-questions.
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Hartmann & Veenstra 2013). Thus, this observation would also be in line
with an analysis of wh-doubling being derived of a sluiced wh-relative clause
cleft. That questions involving wh-doubling are actually cleft sentences is,
interestingly, also the conclusion drawn by Branchini et al. (2013: 57) for Italian
Sign Language. Finally note that the paraphrase of a regular wh-question
contains two variables. The second x in the paraphrase in (16b) represents the
base-generated wh-phrase (which is an argument of the verb), while the first
x represents the moved scope-marking wh-phrase. In the paraphrase in (16a)
there are not two, but four variables which fits the tree structure in (14).

One question is, of course, why the proposed structure should be generated
at all and the answer might be connected to the role played by focus in clefts
as well. A preliminary idea might thus be that the construction has a special
information-structural function, namely exactly the function that is also found
in clefts and in clefted questions in particular: The signer wants to stress that
she or he strongly assumes one Hamblin answer to be true, but now wants to
have a definite response to what exactly the answer is.13

Another question is why the structure is sluiced and not spelled out. To
understand what might be going on let’s consider first how the non-sluiced
version of the sentence under discussion would look like. This structure, shown
in (17a) cannot be distinguished from a mere repetition of two clauses which
is trivially possible.14 Note that there is a huge unresolved discussion about
the question of whether wh-movement in sign languages like DGS is to the
left or to the right as wh-phrases in regular content questions usually appear
in a clause-final position, but are also well-formed in a clause-initial position.
In the tentative sluicing analysis provided here I assumed wh-movement to
the left which is somehow at odds with what we find in regular wh-questions.
This, however, would lead to a structure as in (17b) where two wh-elements
are directly adjacent.

(17) a. what index2 bought what index2 bought
b. *index2 bought what what index2 bought

Such structures with two adjacent wh-elements are generally ruled out because
of “horror aequi”, i.e., the principle involving “the widespread (and presumably
universal) tendency to avoid the repetition of identical and adjacent gram-

13 This is probably also the function of the clefted questions in Central Swabian and the
clarifying questions in Frisian discussed in Section 3.

14 Note that I left out the non-manuals here. Maybe the non-manuals could help distinguishing
between the question whether we are dealing with one complex clause or two separate clauses.
However, not much is known about the behavior of non-manual markers of clauses embedded
in wh-questions in DGS.
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matical elements or structures” (Rohdenburg 2003: 205). This also applies
to the structure in (17a), which one the one hand cannot be distinguished
from clause repetition although it should have a cleft-interpretation, and on
the other hand violates the horror aequi constraint. One empirical prediction
the account sketched makes which should be tested in the future is whether it
is acceptable to produce two instances of one clause with the first containing
a complex wh-phrase with and the second the same wh-phrase without the
restriction, such as the following:

(18)
wh

which computer index2 buy which index2 buy

In the end, there are, thus, some obvious open questions and challenges to the
account sketched here – similar to the accounts found on the market. However,
the assumption that the second wh-element in the DGS doubling construction
is a wh-relative pronoun provides us with an explanation of why a complex
wh-phrase can only be doubled without its restriction, while a wh-element
inside a PP can – a fact which cannot be accounted for by copying accounts
usually assuming of the copies being located in a head (e.g., Neidle, Kegl &
Bahan 1994 or Petronio 1993).

5 Conclusions
In this squib, I have argued that the clause-final wh-double in the DGS wh-
doubling construction shows the same distribution cross-linguistically found
with wh-relative pronouns. Interestingly, some languages allow a wh-relative
clause to be embedded into a matrix wh-question which leads to constructions
in which the two wh-elements are co-indexed and thus have the same form
(although they might diverge in case) and DGS principally allows for similar
complex sentences. Following these observations, I have argued that the DGS
wh-doubling construction might perhaps be derived from a regular wh-question
with an embedded wh-relative clause which finally undergoes sluicing. One
modeling option would be to assume that this embedded clause is a cleft
underlyingly.

References
Abner, Natasha. 2011. Wh-words that go bump in the right. In Mary Byram

Washburn, Katherine McKinney-Bock, Erika Varis, Ann Sawyer & Barbara
Tomaszewicz (eds.), Proceedings of the 28th West Coast Conference on
Formal Linguistics, 24–32.



Wh-doubling in German Sign Language 15

Bhatt, Rajesh. 2003. Locality in correlatives. Natural Language & Linguistic
Theory 21(3). 485–541.

Branchini, Chiara, Anna Cardinaletti, Carlo Cecchetto, Caterina Donati &
Carlo Geraci. 2013. Wh-duplication in Italian Sign Language (LIS). Sign
Language & Linguistics 16(2). 157–188.

Bross, Fabian. 2020a. Encoding different types of topics and foci in German
Sign Language: A cartographic approach to sign language syntax. Glossa:
A Journal of General Linguistics 5(1). 108.

Bross, Fabian. 2020b. The clausal syntax of German Sign Language: A carto-
graphic approach. Berlin: Language Science Press.

Chung, Sandra, William A Ladusaw & James McCloskey. 1995. Sluicing and
logical form. Natural Language Semantics 3(3). 239–282.

Cinque, Guglielmo. 2016. On the double-headed analysis of “headless” relative
clauses. In Ludovico Franco & Paolo Lorusso (eds.), Linguistic variation:
Structure and interpretation, 169–196. Boston & Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Cinque, Guglielmo. 2020. The syntax of relative clauses: A unified analysis.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Dayal, Veneeta. 2012. Locality in wh quantification: Questions and relative
clauses in Hindi. Vol. 62. Dordrecht: Springer.

Felser, Claudia. 2004. Wh-copying, phases, and successive cyclicity. Lingua
114(5). 543–574.

Ginzburg, Jonathan & Ivan Sag. 2000. Interrogative investigations. Stanford:
CSLI publications.

Groat, Erich. 2015. Total transfer, dynamic labeling, and transfer remnants. In
Günther Grewendorf (ed.), Remnant movement, 257–320. Berlin & Boston:
Walter de Gruyter.

Happ, Daniela & Marc-Oliver Vorköper. 2014. Deutsche Gebärdensprache: Ein
Lehr- und Arbeitsbuch [German Sign Language: A text- and workbook].
Frankfurt am Main: Fachhochschulverlag.

Hartmann, Katharina & Tonjes Veenstra. 2013. Introduction. In Katharina
Hartmann & Tonjes Veenstra (eds.), Cleft structures, 1–32. Amsterdam:
John Benjamins.

Hedberg, Nancy. 1990. Discourse pragmatics and cleft sentences in English.
Universitiy of Minnesota dissertation.

Hedberg, Nancy. 2000. The referential status of clefts. Language 76(4). 891–920.
Herrmann, Annika, Sina Proske & Elisabeth Volk. 2019. Question-answer pairs

in sign languages. In Malte Zimmermann, Klaus von Heusinger & Edgar
Onea (eds.), Questions in discourse, 96–131. Leiden & Boston: Brill.

Hiraiwa, Ken & Shinichiro Ishihara. 2002. Missing links: Cleft, sluicing, and.“no
da” construction in Japanese. MIT Working Papers in Linguistics 43. 35–54.



16

Hiraiwa, Ken & Shinichiro Ishihara. 2012. Syntactic metamorphosis: clefts,
sluicing, and in-situ focus in Japanese. Syntax 15(2). 142–180.

Hoekstra, Jarich. 1993. The split CP hypothesis and the Frisian complementizer
system. Ms. Frisian Academy.

Höhle, Tilman N. 2000. The w-. . . w-construction: Appositive or scope in-
dicating? In Ulrich Lutz, Gereon Müller & Armin von Stechow (eds.),
Beiträge zur deutschen Grammatik, 249–270. Amsterdam & Philadelphia:
John Benjamins.

Hole, Daniel. 2011. The deconstruction of Chinese shì. . . de clefts revisited.
Lingua 121(11). 1707–1733.

Katz, Jerrold J & Paul M Postal. 1967. An integrated theory of linguistic
description. Synthese 17(1).

Kimmelman, Vadim. 2013. Doubling in RSL and NGT: A pragmatic account.
In Information structure: Empirical perspectives on theory, 99–118.

Koulidobrova, Elena. 2012. When the quiet surfaces: ‘Transfer’ of argument
omission in the speech of ASL-English bilinguals. Storrs: University of
Connecticut dissertation.

Koulidobrova, Elena. 2017. Elide me bare: Null arguments in American Sign
Language. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory 35(2). 397–446.

Koulidobrova, Helen & Leyla Zidani-Eroglu. 2018. A few arguments for iso-
morphic sluicing in ASL. Manuscript, online: https://www.semanticscholar.
org / paper / A - few - arguments - for - isomorphic - sluicing - in - ASL - Aug -
Koulidobrova/bf52f2a158e6fb068bd6c48255178b3a3f98b482, received 02-19-
2020.

Lobeck, Anne C et al. 1995. Ellipsis: Functional heads, licensing, and identifi-
cation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McDaniel, Dana. 1989. Partial and multiple wh-movement. Natural Language
& Linguistic Theory 7(4). 565–604.

Meinunger, André. 1998. A monoclausal structure for (pseudo-)cleft sentences.
In Pius N Tamanji & Kiyomi Kusumoto (eds.), Proceedings of NELS, vol. 28,
283–298.

Merchant, Jason. 2001. The syntax of silence: Sluicing, islands, and the theory
of ellipsis. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Merchant, Jason. 2019. Ellipsis: A survey of analytical approaches. In Jeroen
van Craenenbroek & Tanja Temmermann (eds.), The Oxford handbook of
ellipsis, 19–45. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Murphy, Andrew. 2016. What copying (doesn’t) tell us about movement:
Remarks on the derivation wh-copying in German. In Katja Barnickel,
Matías Guzmán Naranjo, Johannes Hein, Sampson Korsah, Andrew Mur-
phy, Ludger Paschen, Zorica Puškar & Joanna Zaleska (eds.), Replicative

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/A-few-arguments-for-isomorphic-sluicing-in-ASL-Aug-Koulidobrova/bf52f2a158e6fb068bd6c48255178b3a3f98b482
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/A-few-arguments-for-isomorphic-sluicing-in-ASL-Aug-Koulidobrova/bf52f2a158e6fb068bd6c48255178b3a3f98b482
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/A-few-arguments-for-isomorphic-sluicing-in-ASL-Aug-Koulidobrova/bf52f2a158e6fb068bd6c48255178b3a3f98b482


Wh-doubling in German Sign Language 17

processes in grammar, 149–188. Leipzig: Institut für Linguistik, Universität
Leipzig.

Neidle, Carol, Judy Anne Kegl & Benjamin Bahan. 1994. The architecture of
functional categories in American Sign Language. Talk presented at Harvard
University, Cambridge, MA.

Nunes, Jairo & Ronice Müller de Quadros. 2005. Duplication of wh-elements
in Brazilian Sign Language. In Leah Bateman & Cherlon Ussery (eds.),
Proceedings of NELS, vol. 35, 463. Amherst, MA: GLSA.

Pankau, Andreas et al. 2014. Replacing copies: The syntax of wh-copying in
German. Utrecht: University of Utrecht dissertation.

Petronio, Karen. 1993. Clause structure in American Sign Language. Washing-
ton: University of Washington dissertation.

Petronio, Karen & Diane Lillo-Martin. 1997. WH-movement and the position
of Spec-CP: Evidence from American Sign Language. Language 73. 18–57.

Pfau, Roland & Heleen Bos. 2016. Syntax: Simple sentences. In Anne Baker,
Beppie van den Bogaerde, Roland Pfau & Trude Schermer (eds.), The
linguistics of sign languages: An introduction, 117–147. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins.

Pfau, Roland & Markus Steinbach. 2005. Relative clauses in German Sign
Language: Extraposition and reconstruction. In Leah Bateman & Cherlon
Ussery (eds.), Proceedings of NELS, vol. 35, 507–521.

Rohdenburg, Günter. 2003. Cognitive complexity and horror aequi as factors
determining the use of interrogative clause linkers in English. In Günter Ro-
hdenburg & Britta Mondorf (eds.), Determinants of grammatical variation
in English, 205–250. Berlin & New York: De Gruyter Mouton.

Ross, John Robert. 1970. On declarative sentences. In Roderick Jacobs & Peter
Rosenbaum (eds.), English transformational grammar, 222–272. Washing-
ton: Georgetown University Press.

Rugna, Giuseppe. 2020. German wh-copying: A top-down analysis. Quaderni
di Linguistica e Studi Orientali 6. 187–219.

Srivastav, Veneeta. 1991. The syntax and semantics of correlatives. Natural
Language & Linguistic Theory 9(4). 637–686.

van Craenenbroeck, Jeroen. 2004. Ellipsis in Dutch dialects. Leiden: Leiden
University dissertation.

van Craenenbroeck, Jeroen. 2010a. Complex wh-phrases don’t move: On the
interaction between the split CP-hypothesis and the syntax of wh-movement.
In Phoevos Panagiotidis (ed.), The complementizer phase: Subjects and
operators, 236–260. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

van Craenenbroeck, Jeroen. 2010b. Invisible last resort: A note on clefts as the
underlying source for sluicing. Lingua 120(7). 1714–1726.



18

van Craenenbroeck, Jeroen. 2010c. The syntax of ellipsis: Evidence from Dutch
dialects. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

van Craenenbroeck, Jeroen & Anikó Lipták. 2006. The crosslinguistic syntax
of sluicing: Evidence from Hungarian relatives. Syntax 9(3). 248–274.

Vincente, Luis. 2019. Sluicing and its subtypes. In Tanja van Craenenbroek
Jeroen & Temmermann (ed.), The Oxford handbook of ellipsis, 117–143.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wilbur, Ronnie. 1996. Evidence for the function and structure of wh-clefts
in American Sign Language. International Review of Sign Linguistics 22.
209–256.

Zeshan, Ulrike. 2004. Interrogative constructions in signed languages: Crosslin-
guistic perspectives. Language 80. 7–39.

Fabian Bross
University of Stuttgart
Keplerstr. 17, 70174 Stuttgart
Germany
fabian.bross@ling.uni-stuttgart.de


