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Chinese Sign Language (CSL) has a large number of interrogative forms that include wiggling fingers as a formational element. This paper investigates the internal morphological structures in these interrogatives and the linguistic status of finger wiggling in these signs. Finger wiggling occurs either on one hand or one both hands, mostly with an open handshape, but sometimes on individual fingers as well. The meanings of most question words with wiggling fingers can be related to numbers and numerical values, but finger wiggling sometimes occurs in yes/no questions as well. Of particular interest are pairs of interrogative and non-interrogative signs where the interrogatives are characterized by finger wiggling. 

The data used for this study have been collected through participant observation in various parts of China (Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Suzhou, and Guangzhou). Video recordings were made during deaf community events, informal conversations, and visits to schools, and the data also include video clips for individual signs. Three types of interrogative signs were analyzed for this study:

(1) finger wiggling on one open hand for question words

(2)  finger wiggling on two-handed signs for question words 

(3) simultaneous finger wiggling on two open hands for question words

Signs in category (1) with wiggling fingers produce numerical question words. For example, to ask “how many” where the answer is assumed to be a digital number 0-9, the sign JI (几) is an open hand with the finger tips pointing straight up, the palm facing the signer, and the fingers wiggling. When the number is larger, the wrist additionally moves slightly sidewards to sign DUO-SHAO （多少） “how many (any number)”. The sign for JI-BAI (几百) “how many hundreds” is related to the sign for “hundred”, but the handshape is changed to an open 5 with finger wiggling, whereas the sideways movement remains the same. The only difference between the interrogative and the non-interrogative sign is the handshape change and finger wiggling. Equivalent pairs exist in category (2),  for example:  “time” and “what-time”, “age” and “what-age”, “day” and “how many days”. The sign for REN (人) "person" is an imitation of the written Chinese character 人 /\ with the tips of two index fingers touching each other. In the sign for JI-REN (几人) "how many people", one index finger is replaced with a wiggling 5-handshape, the little finger against the tip of the index of the other hand. Signs in category (3) have wiggling fingers on both hands simultaneously and also produce question words associated with numerical values. These signs refer to two components, for example JI-YUE- JI-RI（几月几日）“what month and day” and JI-BI-JI (几比几) “what ratio”, e.g. 5:7, 60:90. In this sign, two open 5 hands with wiggling fingers point upwards, the palms face the signer, one hand is on the left (e.g. to ask what score one group obtained), the other hand is on the right (e.g. to ask what score the opposite group obtained).

In all these signs, the open hand with wiggling fingers is obviously some kind of question marker which can combine with other elements to form question words. However, it is less clear whether this marker is a morpheme in the usual sense of the word. For instance, does the sign JI-REN “how many people” consists of two morphemes for “person” and “numerical-question”, and if so, what is their morphological status individually and in combination with each other?

Interrogative signs with similar properties such as the ones described here are also found in other sign languages, but the productivity of finger wiggling in CSL interrogatives is particularly challenging and highlights the difficulties that are encountered when we attempt to analyze apparently complex sign forms in lesser-known sign languages. There is still a long road towards a morphological typology and indeed a clear definition of what constitutes a morpheme in sign languages.

