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In American Sign Language (ASL) we find a construction similar to English clausal equations (CE). It is formed with a wh-constituent followed by an NP (1)a/b, or a VP (1)c (Wilbur (1994, 1996)). Compare the ASL constructions in (1) to the English ones in (2).

(1) a. 
                                             br
LEAVE MY SHOES WHERE, KITCHEN



'Where I left my shoes was in the kitchen'


                __________________br
b. TEACH JOHNk ENGLISH WHO, SELFk
'Who taught John English was himself'  




                br


c.
JOHN DO+, BURN TOAST


'What John did was burn the toast'

(2) a.
What John saw was a monkey and a dog.

b.
What John likes is himself.

c.
What Bill did was fix the car.

There are two competing theories that try to explain CEs in English. The question-in-disguise theory analyzes CEs as an equation of two clauses: a concealed question and an elided answer, as shown in (3) (cf. Ross (1972) and Schlenker (2003)): 

(3) [what John likes _ ] is [John likes himself]

The other view is the revisionist theory, which claims that CEs equate referential elements. In this theory, the pre copular wh-constituent is a free relative referring to an entity or an event and the postcopular phrase also refers to entities or events. The copula equates these elements (Sharvit (1999)). This theory is schematized in (4). In (4)a, we have the semantics for the wh-constituent in the CE in (2)a; MaxC is a plurality operator and 'what John saw' means the plurality of all the things seen by John. In (4)b we have the semantics for (2)a. Roughly; it means that the plurality of all things seen by John equals a monkey and a dog:

(4) a.
[[what John saw]] = MaxC ((x. John saw x)

b.
MaxC ((x. John saw x) = [[a monkey]] + [[a dog]]

In this paper, I argue that the ASL data in (1) are relevant for this debate, as only one of these theories can account for them. I claim that the constructions in (1) are, semantically, questions with the answers partially elided, as proposed by Schlenker (2003) for English. I claim that if we analyze CEs in ASL as questions in disguise, we explain some facts of this language that otherwise would be mysterious. One of them relates to the fact that ASL does not seem to have predicational pseudoclefts. In predicational pseudoclefts, as the English sentences in (5) below, the wh-constituent refers to an individual or an event and the postcopular constituent is predicated of it. The wh-constituent in these constructions is usually analyzed as a free relative:  

(5) a.
What John saw was beautiful. 

b.
What John bought is interesting.

Observe the ASL examples below, which show that these constructions are not well-formed in this language:

(6) a.
* JOHN DO+, STUPID





b.
* JOHN BOUGHT WHAT, INTERESTING



In English, we can replace the wh-word in these constructions by a generic NP, forming a headed relative, as in 'the thing that John saw was beautiful'. Wilbur (1994, 1996) and Hoza, Neidle, MacLaughlin, Kegl and Bahan (1997) claim that structures with a generic NP head followed by a relative clause are not used in ASL. This means that the absence of predicational pseudoclefts in ASL comes from the fact that free relatives or generic relatives are non-existent in the language. One of the 'ingredients' for forming a predicational pseudocleft is not available in ASL, making the absence of this construction expected.

If ASL does not display free relatives, or relatives headed by a generic NP, we can conclude that in the structures in (1), the wh-constituents cannot be analyzed as free relatives, as the revisionist theory proposes. The availability of CEs in ASL is explained if we assume that, in these constructions, the wh-constituent is a question in disguise and not a free relative.

The second issue to be addressed is called the 'connectivity problem' and holds both in English and in ASL. This problem refers to the fact that in CEs there can be an anaphor present in the postcopular constituent, although no local c-commanding binder seems to be available. This is shown in (1)b for ASL and in (2)b for English. As schematized in (3) for English, in the question in disguise theory, the elided 'John' is the local binder for 'himself' and the same can be proposed for the ASL case. This elided binder is not seen on the surface, but is present at some point of the derivation. The question-in-disguise theory accounts for the legitimate status of these anaphors straightforwardly. The revisionist theory, on the other hand, has no clear explanation as to how these anaphors are bound.

A final point refers to the presence of superlatives in CEs. As shown below, English CEs allow for superlatives in relatives headed by a generic NP:

(7) a.
The strangest thing Bill wants to be _ is a sailor.

b.
?? Which strangest thing does Bill want to be?

These headed relatives seem to resist a question in disguise analysis, as argued by Sharvit (1999). The –est morpheme picks out, of all the things that Bill wants to be, the one which ranks highest on some contextually provided scale of 'strangeness'. The problem for the question-in-disguise theory is that forming a which-question of a headed relative gives the wrong results, as (7)b is not well-formed. Interestingly, it is not possible to form CEs with superlatives in ASL, as my informants tell me. This is one more piece of evidence that, for ASL at least, the precopular wh-phrase of CEs corresponds to a question, semantically speaking.
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