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variability: evidence from French wh-questions

Abstract:

Interrogatives with the French wh-form comment illustrate a case of “hidden
variability” (Amaechi et al., 2023; Zimmermann and Amaechi, 2025), in that
identical surface strings can correspond to multiple readings tied to distinct
syntactic analyses and semantic types: a canonical low-adjunct manner reading
(‘how / in what way’), an argumental means or method reading (‘how / with what
means or method’) (Seebg, 2016), and a high-adjunct reason reading (‘how come /
why’) (Shlonsky and Soare, 2011; Tovena, 2023). Previous corpus-based
research shows that these interpretations are not random, but systematically
conditioned by grammatical factors such as subject person and tense. This study
asks whether such patterns extend beyond human data to large language models
(LLMs). We approach LLM translations as a window into interpretation, exploiting
the fact that English provides more explicit distinctions (e.g. how come). Rather
than focusing on single outputs, we analyse the distribution of highly ranked
alternative translations across candidate tokens, capturing how strongly different
interpretations are supported via a reciprocal rank measure over top-k candidates.
The results show that LLMs reproduce key generalizations observed in corpus
data (as well as patterns from the typological literature on evidential and egophoric
marking), including systematic and hierarchical effects of subject person and tense
on the availability of reason interpretations. This convergence suggests that LLM
output encodes linguistically meaningful structure via the ranks of token
alternatives. We argue that Top-k Translation Analysis offers a simple and
interpretable way to access these patterns. More broadly, the approach provides a
bridge between theoretically motivated analyses of variability and the probabilistic
behavior of language models, opening new perspectives for the study of meaning
variation.
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