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The Hows of What and the Whats of How

This talk explores the intuition that applicative wh-expressions are built upon an argumental root often encoded as 
a what-like expression not only across languages, but also across time. In the literature, there is a consensus that 
why-like and how come-like expressions merge high in the sentence structure across languages. As such, it becomes 
mysterious why the interpretations of these “very high” applicatives are typically position-driven rather than 
category-driven. We propose to combine insights from the Cartographic Approach and the Distributed Morphology 
by taking grammaticalization as an instance of “recategorization” at distinct positions along the clausal spine, and by 
relating various wh-construals to their respective “height of interpretation”. This is where we further bring in the 
universal spine hypothesis along the line of Wiltschko (2014), as well as Ramchand & Svenonius’s (2014) idea that the 
C-T-V split of generative syntax essentially encodes the ontological arrangement of proposition > situation > event. 
Drawing on these insights, we take the formation of wh-adverbials to be conditioned by their merge sites and a set 
of loosely organized universal hierarchies.
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