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Yes-no questions in Russian

• Involve an enclitic li, often analyzed as interrogative C
(King 1994; Rudnitskaya 2000 a.o.)

• Involve fronting of a predicate or narrowly focused
phrase.

(1) a. . . . pročitala=li
. . . read=li

Anja
Anya

knigu.
book

(V-li)

‘. . . whether Anya read the book.’

b. . . . knigu=li
. . . book=li

pročitala
read

Anja.
Anya

(DP-li)

‘. . . whether it was a book that Anya read.’



Available configurations

• Structurally (King 1994; Rudnitskaya 2000; Dyakonova
2009):

• V-li : head movement
• DP-li : phrasal movement

• Featurally (Rudnitskaya 2000):
• V-li or Vfoc-li : optionally involves focus/contrast

• DP-li : obligatorily involves focus

V-li Vfoc-li DP-li

CP

C′

TPC◦

V+li

. . .

CP

C′

TPC◦

Vfoc+li

. . .

CP

C′

TPC◦

li
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Islandhood of Russian embedded yes/no questions

(2) #Kogda
when

ty
you

uznaval
wondered

[razdaval=li
distributed=li

Vasja
Vasya

edu]?
food.acc

Int. ‘What is the time x, such that you were
wondering whether Vasya was distributing food at the
time x.’



Locality theories and islandhood

• Domain-based:
• Subjacency (Chomsky 1986) → PIC (Chomsky 2001)
• Intermediate movement step blocked with filled

specifier.
• Thus, anticipates configuration asymmetries.

• Intervention-based:
• RM (Rizzi 1990) → featural RM (Rizzi 2004)
• Movement is blocked by interveners with features of

the same class.
• Relevant feature classes: [+Quant.]: wh, focus, Q;

[-Quant.]: top.
• Thus, anticipates movement type asymmetries.

An experimental study of these asymmetries was
conducted.



Asymmetry predictions: domain-based

• Configurations: V-li & Vfoc-li > DP-li

• Movement type: —
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. . .

CP

C′

TPC◦

Vfoc+li

. . .

CP

C′

TPC◦

li

DPfoc



Asymmetry predictions: intervention-based

• Feature overlap is relevant for intervention (calculated
over feature classes).

• Disjunction = no intervention, identity = intervention,
inclusion = intermediate.

• Villata, Rizzi, and Franck (2016): this corresponds to
graded acceptability.

Top.[top] Rel.[Op(=Q); top]1 Wh-mvt.[wh]

V-li [Q] disj. inclusion id.

Vfoc-li [Q, foc] disj. inclusion id.

DP-li [Q, foc] disj. inclusion id.

• Configurations: —

• Movement type: top > rel > wh

1Abels (2012)



Experiments: design

• Exploring configuration and movement type
asymmetries thru 2 experiments.

• Extraction out of li -clauses.

• Audio stimuli, 1-7 Likert scale acceptability judgment
task, online survey.

• Factors: li -configuration and movement type (mover –
DO).

• I: top and rel (34 ptcps); II: top and wh (33 ptcps).



Sample items

(3)a.Kuricu=to
chicken=top

ja
I

interesovalas’
wondered

[zapekla=li
roasted=li

Dina].
Dina

‘As for chicken, I wondered whether Dina roasted it.’

b.Kuricu=to
chicken=top

ja
I

interesovalas’
wondered

[zapekla=li
roasted=li

Dina].
Dina

‘As for chicken, I wondered whether Dina roasted it.’

c.Kuricu=to
chicken=top

ja
I

interesovalas’
wondered

[Dina=li
Dina=li

zapekla].
roasted

‘As for chicken, I wondered whether it was Dina who
roasted it.’



Experiment I: results



Experiment I: analysis

• Filler results as predicted.

• LMMs (R, package ‘ordinal’, Christensen 2018):
• fixed effects: configuration, movement type,

interaction
• random effects: subject (slopes, intercepts), item

(intercepts)
• outcome – zscores

• By elimination of non-significant terms (using
likelihood ratio tests for model comparison), the
best-fit model was found to be one including
movement type as a fixed effect (p ≪ 0.001) and
participant and item as random effects (p ≪ 0.001).
Neither the interaction of movement type and
li -configuration (p > 0.5), nor li -configuration itself
(p > 0.5) proved significant.



Experiment II: results



Experiment II: analysis

• Filler results as predicted.

• LMMs (R, package ‘ordinal’, Christensen 2018):
• fixed effects: configuration, movement type,

interaction
• random effects: subject (slopes, intercepts), item

(intercepts)
• outcome – zscores

• By elimination of non-significant terms (using
likelihood ratio tests for model comparison), the
best-fit model was found to be one including movement
type (p ≪ 0.001) as a fixed effect and participant and
item as random effects (p ≪ 0.001). The interaction of
movement type and li -configuration (p > 0.1), and
li -configuration (p > 0.01) did not show significance.



Total results

• li -configuration didn’t prove significant.

• Movement type proved significant in both experiments:
top > rel and top > wh.



Discussion

• A study with context run: no change.

• Configuration type: domain-based predictions could
not be confirmed.

• Movement type: fRM predictions were confirmed
• Prediction was: top > rel > wh
• Results: top > rel and top > wh. (No statistics, but

suggestive that rel > wh)
• Confounds: top shorter than rel, problems telling

whether Vfoc-li is recognized.

• In line with ongoing efforts to reduce domain-based
locality to intervention-based Halpert and Zeijlstra
(2024) and Bailyn (2025).



Further research

• Experimental study: factorial design.

• Length confound balanced, Vfoc-li condition
eliminated.

• Test the acceptability of top and rel.



Thank you for your attention!



Appendix: design

• Both experiments: 3x2

• Configuration factor: V-li, Vfoc-li, DP-li

• Movement type factor: Contrastive topicalization and
relativization (I); Relativization and wh-movement (II)

• 10 lexicalizations for each condition created,
2x3x10=60 target items

• 20 fillers (acceptable & unacceptable)

• 3 lists, 20 fillers + 10 targets each, f-f-t-f-f-t...

• 34 participants in I, 33 in II



Appendix: Variability



Appendix: context study



Appendix: relativization and topicalization

(4)a.Kuricu=to
chicken=top

ja
I

interesovalas’
wondered

[zapekla=li
roasted=li

Dina].
Dina

‘As for chicken, I wondered whether Dina roasted it.’

b.Ja
I

našla
found

tu
that

kuricu,
chicken.acc

[kotoruju
which.acc

ty
you

interesovalas’
wondered

[zapekla=li
roasted=li

Dina]].
Dina

‘I found the chicken, which you wondered, whether
Dina roasted it.’
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and the theory of weak islands: Beyond Subjacency, the
ECP, and even the PIC”. In:
Syntax in uncharted territories: Essays in honor of Maria Polinsky.
doi: https://doi.org/10.7280/S9DJ5CNC.
Chomsky, Noam (1986). Barriers. MIT press.
— (2001). Derivation by phase.
Christensen, Rune Haubo B (2018). “Cumulative link
models for ordinal regression with the R package
ordinal”. In: Submitted in J. Stat. Software 35,
pp. 1–46.

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.7280/S9DJ5CNC


References II

Dyakonova, Marina (2009).
A phase-based approach to Russian free word order.
Vol. 230. LOT Utrecht.
Halpert, Claire and Hedde Zeijlstra (2024). “Off phases:
It’s all relative(ized)”. In: lingbuzz/008323.
King, Tracy Holloway (1994). “Focus in Russian yes-no
questions”. In: Journal of Slavic linguistics, pp. 92–120.
Rizzi, Luigi (1990). Relativized minimality.
— (July 2004). “Locality and Left Periphery”. In:
Structures and Beyond: The Cartography of Syntactic Structures, Volume 3.
Oxford University Press. isbn: 9780195171976. eprint:
https://academic.oup.com/book/0/chapter/

422532535/chapter-pdf/52535422/isbn-

9780195171976-book-part-8.pdf.

https://academic.oup.com/book/0/chapter/422532535/chapter-pdf/52535422/isbn-9780195171976-book-part-8.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/book/0/chapter/422532535/chapter-pdf/52535422/isbn-9780195171976-book-part-8.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/book/0/chapter/422532535/chapter-pdf/52535422/isbn-9780195171976-book-part-8.pdf


References III

Rudnitskaya, Elena (2000). “Yes-no li questions in
Russian: Interaction of syntax and phonology?” In.
Villata, Sandra, Luigi Rizzi, and Julie Franck (2016).
“Intervention effects and Relativized Minimality: New
experimental evidence from graded judgments”. In:
Lingua.


