
SL 

http://llacan.vjf.cnrs.fr/ 

Stéphane Robert 
robert@vjf.cnrs.fr 

   Interrogation in Wolof : two strategies and a 
puzzle for wh-question words 

SLE 2013 
University of Split 
18-21 Sept 2013 



 Wolof :  Niger-Congo (Atlantic), Senegal 
 SVO language 
 Noun class system 

 
 Noun class agreement markers (10) : C- 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

WOLOF NOUN CLASS SYSTEM 
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 Class markers used for noun modifiers 
definite article, demonstratives, quantifiers, relative pronouns 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 … and wh-question words 

CLASS MARKERS AND WH-QUESTION WORDS 
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 Pattern :         CL-interrogative morpheme (-an) 
 
 Nouns classes :   

 
 
 
 
 

 Wh-question words :                                

WH-QUESTION WORDS 

+ Hum  ‘person’ ‘who?’ 

(5%)   ‘thing’   ‘what ?’ 
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THE PUZZLE 

 Two parallel sets :    CL+an  and  CL+u 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Free variation: same uses 
 Why these two sets of wh-question words ?   
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 Fronting (SVO language) 
 Focusing verbal inflexion (constraints on focus marking) 
 Syntactic function marked by verb inflexion 

 

THE –AN SET 
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THE –AN SET 

 Cl-an question words : independent pronouns 
 
 
 
 
 
 Referential path :  

 
 A focusing strategy for content question words 
 Common in African languages (Creissels et al. 2008) 
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 Common properties : fronted, used for S or O functions 
 Different morpheme and verbal inflexion 
 
 The –u morpheme :   spatial deictics            

    -i  : proximal 
    -a : distal    
    -u : unsituated        (Robert 2006) 
 

CL+i/a  definite article : xaj bi   ‘the dog’ (close to me) 
      xaj ba    ‘the dog’ (far away) 
   *  xaj bu    

      CL+u:  relativizer  xaj bu… 'the dog that/which…’ 
 interrogative  bu xaj ?  ‘which dog ?’   
  

THE –U SET 
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 The Null tense inflexion 
  - a subordinate mood 
  - obligatory in most subordinate clauses 
  relative, temporal, conditional, purpose clauses…  

 and interrogative (-u) clauses              (Robert 1990) 

 
 
 -u questions: formally identical to indefinite relative clauses 
  - same pronoun (CL-u) 
  - same verb form 
  - same structure                                                                                         

           …/… 

THE –U SET 
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 Indefinite relatives 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 Interrogative clauses (-u)  
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 (-u) question words :  - no syntactic autonomy 
 (≠ -an)  - clitic pronouns, clause initial 
  - like relative pronouns 
 

 grammaticalization of relative clauses 
- cf. same form, same functions 
- cf. fronting without focus marking 

 insubordination (Evans 2007) 

 ‘suspensive pronouns’ (Van den Eynde & Mertens 2003) 
 

 Referential path :  indefiniteness (cf.-u) 

THE –U SET 
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 Origin of the (-u) question words :  relative pronouns 
 Origin of the (-an) question words ? 

 
 An atypical predicative question word :  ana ‘be where ? 

 
 
 
 

 
A unique pattern : < ana + subject ? >, * ana + VP 

ORIGINS OF THE TWO SETS 
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 ana : an interrogative locative copula 
 Hyp. ana < *an-a  

*an+focusing copula 
 

 
 

ORIGINS OF THE TWO SETS 
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ana  ‘where is ?’ < *an−a  
  -a : focusing copula 
  an- < a locative question word (‘where?’) ? 
  
 Grammaticalization path for Bantu C and D : 
                  lack of distinction 

    (it) is where ? > (it) is which one ? > which one ? > who, what ? 
             (Idiatov 2009)  

 Wolof : same path, resulting in a fuller recycling : CL+an 

 −an set : - the dedicated interrogative proforms in Wolof 

- originating form a locative question word 

ORIGINS OF THE TWO SETS 
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 Wh-question words in Wolof : use of noun class markers 
 Two sets : 

-u set   < grammaticalization of relative pronouns 
-an the only dedicated interrogative marker  
   < locative question word  *’where?’  

 
 Two strategies for constituent question words : 

(1) focusing constructions with strong pronouns (-an set) 
       common in African languages (Creissels et al. 2008) 

(2) indefiniteness with unspecified spatial deictic (-u set) 
       interrogative, relative pronouns, and indefiniteness  
    (Haspelmath 1997) (Bhat, 2004, Karcevski 1969)  
 

CONCLUSION 
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