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Introduction
Greenberg's (1963) classification of  African 
languages groups all the languages of  Africa into 
four phyla, namely: Afro-Asiatic, Niger-
Kordofanian, Nilo-Saharan and Khoisan. Màrg? 

belongs to Afro-Asiatic under the Chadic sub-
familyof  languages and is spoken in Nigeria and 
Cameroon (Williamson; 2002).It belongs to the 
minority language group spoken by approximately 
303,000 speakers, which is critically endangered. 
The language is also highly under-described.The 
area of  coverage has been limited to the Màrg? 
Babal dialect of  the language spoken within 
Askira/Uba Local Government Area. This is 
because, the dialect is used as the standard variety 
of  the language. This study serves to answer the 
question: “How are Wh-questions formed in 
Màrg?: insitu or exitu?” The study attempts to 
answer the question: “How are wh- questions 
formed in Margi language?”

Review of Related Literature
Question
Question is a type of  sentence used to elicit 
information or a response, and defined on three 
grounds of  grammar, semantics and socio-
linguistics. According to Crystal (2007), 
syntactically, in English, a question is a sentence 
with inversion of  the subject and first verb is the verb 
phrase, for yes/ no such as 
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Abstract

This study examines Wh-questions in Màrg?. Màrg? 
belongs to Afro-Asiatic under the sub-familyof  the 
Chadic language and it is spoken in Nigeria and 
Cameroon. The study which is a syntactic analysis of  the 
Màrg?wh-questions is essential in view of  the role that 
questions play in the language. The data for this study 
were collected using interview, checklist and Màr? 
language books such as the Màrg? Bible, Hoffman (1963), 
Dlibugunaya (1989, 1999, 2004) and Tranel (1992/94). 
The descriptive method of  analysis was adopted in 
analyzing the collected data. The analysis of  the data 
shows that, there are two types of  wh-questions in Màrg? 
language which are the simple and the complex wh-
questions. It has been revealed that wh-questions are 
formed in this language through the use of  wh-question 
markers such as wà 'who', m? 'what', úmár? 'where', látú-

màr? 'when', àbár? 'how', màr? 'which' and wàn 'whom'. 
In the formation of  the simple wh-question, the question 
markers can be moved from the object position in anon-
echo question to the spec position or before the auxiliary 
verb. In the formation of  the complex wh- question, the 
Màrg? language exhibits pied-piping as its features as the 
wh-operator always move with the head of  the phrase. 
This kind of  movement is only permitted in the language 
within the embedded clause but not outside the clause. 
The study has uncovered the idiosyncrasy of  Margi 
question formation processes and has also made its 
contribution to the on-going research on endangered 
languages in Nigeria, and the linguistic literature.
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1. Is he going?
Commencing with a question word;

2. Where is he?
Or ending a question tag, for example;

3. He is going, isn't he?

Some would include the use of  sentences with a 
raising intonation to be a class of  question. 
Semantically, a question expresses a desire for more 
information usually requesting a reply from listener 
except rhetorical questions.

Aarts (2008) proposes that questions need not 
always be syntactically interrogative. This, 
according to her may not be for a question type that 
demands a yes/no response, because such question 
type is an utterance that has the force of  a question 
and elicits yes/no response. Its syntactic form, 
according to Aarts (2008), can, but need not to be 
interrogative. Be that as it may, Aarts (2008) 
mentions that open questions are utterances that 
have the force of  questions which elicit potentially 
infinite variety of  answers. This, she exemplifies in 
the following data (4)

4. My auntlikes what?
Example (4) might be uttered in disbelief  of  
someone.

One other type of  question is what Aarts (2008) 
refers to as alternative question which is 
syntactically declarative. To her ((Arts) 2008), it 
could be used in a situation in which a person hasn't 
quite heard what another person has said. 

Another form of  interrogative is the content 
word question popularly known as the Wh- 
question (Radford, 1988; Tallerman, 2005; Carnie 
2007; and Yusuf, 2007). Radford (1988), Tallerman 
(2005), Carnie (2007) and Yusuf  (2007) hold that 
Wh- questions are so called because in English, they 
begin with wh- word such as what, who, where, which, 
why, when, and also how. How is also classified as a 
wh-word because it exhibits the same syntactic 
characteristic as other members of  the class. We use 
the names even for languages that do not have WH- 
because they use similar formats to derive the 
sentence type (S-type). The S-type simply codes the 
unknown information sentence- initially; who for 
person, what for thing, when for time, why for some 
reason, how for manner (Yusuf, 2008:118). 

One way of  thinking about Wh-question, 

according to Tallerman (2007:218) is as follows:
i. The phrase about which we are asking a 

question is first replaced by a suitable wh-word 
of  wh-phrase.

ii. That wh- word or phrase moves to a special 
clause – initial position leaving behind it a gap 
in the clause structure.

What constitutes a suitable wh- word, in the words 
of  Tallerman (2007:218) depends on the category 
and properties of  the original phrase. To her, an NP 
such as 
5. that girl with a long scarf  (a dependent clause) is 

replaced with who or which girl; an NP headed 
by an inanimate noun such as

6. that wonderful hand built bike(a dependent 
clause) or a non-human noun such as 

7. the fearful dog. would be replaced by what, or 
which X

Many other languages, even those entirely 
unrelated to English also move wh-words and 
phrases to a similar clause initial position are given 
by Tallerman (2007:218) from Koromfe, Gur or 
Voltaic language of  Burkina Faso as follows.

8  i.  Alama pa vagakona  mui?
     Who: PL give dog   the ART rice
      'Who (PL) gave the dog rice?'

ii. Sefud?na  a   mane he? ?
 when he see ART money the
 'when did he find the money?'

However, while there is a permutation of  content 
word sentence initially in many languages, there is 
no observation of  the subject- Aux inversion as 
English does (Yusuf, 2007). Margi is not left out in 
the way and manner wh-questions are arranged.

Akinola (2003:754) reports that more of  this type is 
attested in Yoruba, which moves a wh-constituent 

1
into S  followed by a focus maker but not a modal 
auxiliary as in the case of  English.  Examples:
9  i. Akin ni Bola ri?

what FOC Bola see
' It is Akin that Bola saw'

     ii Ta ní Sola fún?
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who FOC Sola give
' Who did Sola give?'

     iii Kí ni o Sèlò è?ò
Who FOC t happen

' What happened?'

Mukaila (1990) in his investigation proved that wh-
movement is attested in Hausa. He identified wh-
words in Hausa such as wàa or waacè 'who', mèe or 
mèènéé, meecee 'what', ìnáa 'where' and náwá 
'how much'. This can be exemplified  in (10) thus:

10. i. A?dù yáa   áikà
wà Laádì wâsíkà
Auda he-perf   send-PST 10m
Laadi letter

       'Audu sent Ladi a letter'

      ii Wàa/i Aúdù yá áikà
wa/i wâsíkà?
who did he-perf send-PST 10m
letter
'Who  did  Audu  send  a  letter to?'

      iii meè/; Aúdù yá áikà
wa Ládì t/i
what  Auduhe  perf-PST 10m Ladi
'what   did Audu  send  to Ladi?'

Research Methodology
This study adopted the descriptive linguistic 
approach and the Leipzig glossing Rule to analyze 
the data elicited for the study. The researchers' 
method of  linguistic analysis conforms to the 
principle of  descriptive grammar. The primary 
sources came from the field, which include those 
that were derived directly from the native speakers 
through interviews and observations and this 
involved writing out complex sentences translated 
into Màrg? by educated respondents. More data for 
this study were collected using interview, checklist 
and Màrg? language books such as the Màrg?native 
Bible, Hoffman (1963), Dlibugunaya (1989, 1999, 
2004) and Tranel (1992/94) and one of  the 
researchers' native intuitions. One of  the 
researchers' native speaker competence in the 
language was also very useful in the collection, 
collation, and elicitation of  the data. The 

respondents were selected based on age, bilingual 
status, and length of  time they had lived in the areas 
and their willingness to participate. Secondary data 
are textual materials such as theses, dissertations 
and undergraduate long essays, journal articles, 
chapters in books, encyclopedia, textbooks, 
internet, and so on. This also helped to give 
direction to the work.

The researchers made use of  five techniques for 
data collection, they are: the oral interviews, which 
involved one - on - one interaction between the 
researchers and the respondents, tape recording of  
interactions between the researchers.

The study adopts a descriptive approach to 
linguistic analysis using the Liepzig glossing rules 
as the format for data presentation of  the syntactic 
structures that express wh-movement. The data as 
presented in bold in Màrg? language followed by a 
word – for – word interlinear glossing and English 
translation and the grammatical processes in the 
data are discussed in detail and features that are 
characteristic of  wh-question formation involving 
movement of  certain constituents are pointed out.

Data Presentation and Analysis
Wh-Question Markers
Wh-question sentences in Màrg? are formed by 
involving the interrogative wh-words in the 
language.  As attested in English, the sentence type 
simply proposes the Wh-NP sentence initially; who 
for a person, what for a thing, when for time, why for 

some reason, how for manner, so it is in Màrg?. The 

wh-words of  Màrg? are:

11)  i. mì 'what'
 ii. wà 'who'
 iii.  úmárí 'where'

       iv.  lát?-màr? 'time-which /'when’
v.  àbárì  'how’
 vi.   m?-yánà  'what-happen' 'why’
 vii.  màrì  'which’
viii.  wàn ‘whom/whose'

In Màrg?, there are two different types of  
interrogative sentences, which are called sentence 
questions. For a sentence question, the whole 
content of  a statement (or a request) is interrogated, 
and an answer (yes/no) is required.  A word 
question in Màrg? always comprises an 
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interrogative such as wà 'who',m? 'what', màrì 

'which', lát? -màr? 'when', úmárí 'where', and àbárì 
'how'. 

The Interrogative Operator   Wà
Wà 'who' is an interrogative pronoun asking for 
[+human] nouns. The same form may be used for 
both nominative or accusative cases or as a 
qualifying noun in a genitive construction or after a 
qualifying noun or after prepositions. It may be 
pluralized by attaching the suffix -yàr (wà-yàr) 
when interrogating a plural number. This is 
exemplified in the following examples (12) below.
12   a. Wà   nduwà?

 say   who
Who said so?'

 b.   Wàyàrng??
who be 3PL?
'Who are they?'

From the data above (12), it is evident that wà in 
Màrg? can come before and after the verb positions 
as seen in (12b): Wà  yàrng?? 'Who are they?
13)  a.   Nàjà   lár   Gàdzámá

3SG see.PST Gàdzámá
'S/e saw Gàdzámá'.

b  Wà   lár  Nàjà?
 who see. PST 3SG
'Who did s/he see?'

The process in (13) is further illustrated in fig (1) 
below.

                   'S/he saw Gàdzámá?'

 Fig 1     'S/He saw Gàdzámá?

The basic sentence in Fig 1 can be interrogated as 
exemplified in Fig. 2 below.

'Who did s/he see?'
Fig. 2  Who did he see?

Figure (2) nàjà lár Gàdzámá 'S/he saw Gàdzámá?' 
and (4.2) Wàlár Nàjà?'Who did he see?' above 
show that there is movement of  wh-element Wá 
'who' fromthe NP position within IP to  SPEC. In 
figure (2), Wá 'who' which is positioned within the 
NP within IP has been moved to the SPEC position 
under CP. The moved wh-word Wá 'who' leaves a 
trace (t ) as shown in figure (2) above.i

The Interrogative Maker Mì?  

Mìin Màrg? is an interrogative pronoun, asking for 
a thing (- animate noun). It may be used as a subject 
or object, as a qualifying noun in a genitive 
construction or after prepositions. Examples:
(14).
a. Mìn  d?g??  

what say.PST  2SG 
'What did you say?'

b. Nàjà g?m?rá?
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2SG   look.PST  INTERROG
'What are you looking for?'

c Nàjà  à ?rm?rá?
3SG  do.PST INTERROG    
'What did he do?'

(15)
a Áp?gú d?lbá  m?nts?

Áp?gú buy.PST hoe-PL
'Áp?gú bought hoes'

b.  M?Áp?gúd?lbá?
what  Apagu buy.PST
'What did Apagu buy?'

To show the presence of  wh-movement as 
illustrated in (14 & 15)in the language, they are 
further diagrammatically represented in fig (3) and 
(4) below.

Fig.3 'Áp?gú bought hoes

Figure (3)Áp?gúd?lbám?nts? 'Áp?gú bought hoes' 

and (4) M?Áp?gúd?lbá?' What did Apagu 
buy?'Theabovedatashow that there is movement of  
wh-element M?'what' from the NP position within 
IP to SPEC. I n figure (4), M?'what' which is 
positioned within the NP under IP has been moved 
to the SPEC position under CP.

Fig.4 'What did Apagu buy?’

The Interrogative Marker Màrì?
The interrogative màrì is either used as a pronoun 
'which one 'or as an adjective after a noun.  The 
non-final form of  màrì is màr. Examples like wà 
and mi, màrì require a relative clause with dà if  it 
appears initially. Although, normally, it occurs after 
the predicate, examples are seen in (16a) and (17b) 
below.

(16)
a. Màrì              naja       y?rá?   
    which   2SG want INTERROG

'Which one do you want?'

b.  Màlà  màr        najá      y?rá?  
 woman which 2SG want INTERROG

'Whichwoman  do you want'?

(17)
a. Síbíâm lár      k?

Sibiam see.PST goat
'Sibiam saw the goat'
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M? ti Áp?gú d?lbá ti
WhatÁp?gú                      go.PSTti

‘What did Apagu buy?’
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IP 

SPEC I?

NP
I VP

N1
TNS

 
AGR V? 

PST      V             NP
N

N?

k?

Sibiamsee

.

PST goat

‘Sibiam saw the goat’

NSíbíâmlár

 b. Màrì     Síbíâm     lár?
which Sibiam see.PST
'Which did Sibiam see?'

To show the presence of  movement in the language, 
the following examples will be diagrammatically 
represented in figure 5.

Figure (6) Síbíâmlárk? 'Sibiam saw the goat' and (6) 
Màrì Síbíâmlár? 'Which did Sibiamsee? 'above show 
that there is movement of  wh-element Màrì'which' 
from theNP position within to outside SPEC. In 
figure (6), Màrì 'which,' is positioned within the NP 
within IP has been moved to the SPEC.

The Interrogative Marker Lát? -màrì?

The word lát?  (time) and màrì (which) in Màrg? are 
the usual way to express 'when' which is an 
interrogative marker asking for the time.Examples 
to show the presence of  movement in the language 
are diagrammatically represented in figure 7 & 8 
below.

         
 (18)

a.  Nàjà  mái     nànà
3SG go.PST yesterday
'He/She went yesterday' 

b. Lát?-màrì Nàjàmái?
when  go.PST 3SG

'When did she go?’

Fig.8 When did she go?

Figure (1.7)Nàjà mái nana 'S/he went yesterday?' 
and (1.8) Lát? -  màrì Nàjà mái?'When did h/she go?' 
above show that there is movement of  Wh-element 
Lát?-màrì'when'fromtheNP position within IP to 
SPEC. In figure (1.8), Lát?-màrì'when' which is 
positioned within the NP within the IP has been 
moved to the SPEC position under CP. 

The Interrogative Marker Úmá(w)rí?
Úmárí is an interrogative adverb meaning 'where' 
(position or destination) or from where?  Its non-
final form is umwàr. Consider the following 
examples (19a &b). Fig.6 'Which did Sibiam see?’

'Fig. 5 'Sibiam saw the goat’
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Màrìti Síbíâm lár ti

Which Sibiam                    see.PST     ti

‘Which did Sibiam see?’
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N                          
màkàrántà

school
‘Jàkrá? went to school’ 

Fig.7 S/he went yesterday?

Fig.8 When did she go?

(19)
a. Úmárí?  

 where
'where?'

b. Úmárímj?yàrrá? 
where 3PL DEM INTERROG 
'Where are they?'

(20)
a. Jàkrá?   à  má?d?màkàrántà

Jàkrá?  s/he   go.PST to school
       'Jàkrá? went to school'

b. Úmár?Jàkrá?  à  má??
 where Jàkrá?  s/he go
  where did Jàkrá? go?

Fig.9 Jàkrá? went to school
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‘S/he went yesterday?’ 
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‘When did h/she go?’
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Fig. 10 'Where did Jàkrá? go?'

Figure (10) Jàkrá? à má?d?màkàrántà 'Jàkrá?went to 

school'and (10) Úmár?Jàkrá?  àmá?? 'where 

didJàkrá? go?' above show that there is a movement 
of  Wh-element Úmár?'where'from theNP position 
within to outside SPEC. In figure (10), 
Úmár?'where'which is positioned within the NP 
under the IP has been moved to the SPEC position 
under CP.

1.8 The Interrogative Adverb Àbár??

Àbár?? is an interrogative adverb 'how'.  Its non-
final form is àbár.  It is treated in a similar way with 
the other interrogatives. This is exemplified in the 
following data 21 & 22.

(21)
a .Àbár? dà?  

how 3PL
'How are you?'

b. Àbárky?? 

how house
'How is the family?’

  (22)
a.   Jápárísínyákàkà? ?

Jápáríeat.PST quickly
'Jápáríatehurriedly'

 b. Àbár?Jápárísínyá?
how  Jápárí eat.PST

 'How did Jápárí eat?

Fig.11 Jápárí ate hurriedly
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‘Jápárí ate hurriedly’
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Fig.12 How did Jápárí eat?

Figure (12) Jápárí sínyá kàkà? ?  'Jápárí ate 

hurriedly'and (12) Àbár? Jápárí sínyá? 'How did 
Jápárí eat?' above show that there is movement of  
wh-element Àbár?'how'from IP to SPEC. In figure 
(12), Àbár?'how'which is positioned withinIP has 
been moved to the SPEC position. 

The Complex Wh-Type
This type of  Wh-movement involves the 
combination of  the Wh-word and other lexical 
items which constitute part of  the wh-constituent as 
the head of  the sentence to have what is called the 
wh-sentence. Structural examples of  wh-phrases in 

Màrg? include N + m?, N + wà, N+ màrì. Examples 
of  complex Wh-question types are shown below.

(23) [Máwímàrì] ? gàtsíyát ?    (NP)i i

animal which 2SG     kill
'Which animal did you   kill?'

(24) [Látúmàrì] dítílàráshìlìt ? (NP)i i

time what  king AUX   come

'What time will the King come?'

(25) [Ánúdúmàrì] nyùrándìrt ?  (PP)i i

to     man   which     2SG   talk
To which man did you talk?

(26) [Glàngààbárì] Pálmátàt ?  (Adv. P)i i

iIl how    is  Pálmátà
How ill is Palmata'

From the above data (23-26), wh-movement in wh-
questions is linked to the presence of  a wh-word. In 
Màrg?, it is natural that what moves or what triggers 
the movement is the wh-word. In complex wh-type, 
when the wh-phrase moves, it moves the whole 
phrase as seen in examples 21-24 above. However, 
to show clarity in this movement, a trace has been 
left to show the extraction and the landing sites. The 
above is similar to what Koopman, Sportiche and 
Stabler (2011) refer to as pied-piping where 
something bigger than the element triggers 
movement. That is, the wh-word alone cannot 
move without the larger phrase moving. This is also 
common in Màrg?wh-possessive question 
formation as shown in (27) as follows:

(27)
 a. Mádù bìlnà ñtámgúwà?

Mádù break.PST pot whose
'Whose pot did Madu break?'

b. Ntámgú wà du Madu bìlnà?
pot    whose did Madu break

            'Whose pot did Madu break?'
Also, under this type of  wh-question in Màrg? are 
embedded structures with wh-words known as the 
embedded wh-questions. Examples of  the 
embedded wh-questions in Màrg? language are 
furnished with examples 28-29 below.

(28)

a. Nàjà  yúkùjàdzán?    mì    nàgàd?lbát.i

       3SG want to know   what you buy. PST
    'He/she wants to know what you bought'

  CP 

SPEC
  

C?

 

C

 

IP

  

SPEC I?

    

I

  

VP

Q-M

   

TNS         AGR

PST

 

  

NP

   

     

V?

  

N1

            

V        NP

  

Pro

   

N?

     

N

Àbár?ti Jápárí sínyáti

how Jápárí   eat.PST ti

‘How did Jápárí eat?’

  27 Humanity Jos Journal of  General Studies 2021;12(1):19-29

GADZAMA H.  et al Descriptive Study of  WH-Question In Màrg?



b. Nàjàyúkùjàdzán?nàgàd?lbám?
     3SG want to know 2SGbuy.PST what
     'He/she wants to know what you bought.'

(29)
a. Síbíámájáwìlátú-màrì nàgàmáiti i

Sibiam AUX ask.PRESS when 2SG 
leave.PST

          'Sibiam is asking when you left'

b.  Síbíámájáwìnàgàmáilátú-màr?
Sibiam AUX ask 2SG leave when
'Sibiam is asking when you left'

Examples 28 & 29 are instances of  embedded 
clauses with wh-structure. The paired sentences 
have (28.a.)Nàjàyúkùjàdzán?mì nàgàd?lbát He i i '

wants to know what you bought?'as the wh-
movement and (28b) Nàjàyúkùjàdzán?nàgàd?l 
bám? 'He wants to know what you bought' as the in-
situ. It is evident from the examples above that the 
Màrg? language embedded wh-structure exhibits a 
short distance movement as the wh-word does not 
move outside the embedded clause; nàgàd?lbám? to 
have m?nàgàd?lbá hence we can say that the wh-
word only moves within the embedded clause and 
cannot move to the initial position of  the whole 
structure to derive an interrogative. Any such 
movement renders the sentence ungrammatical and 
unacceptable. To prove this claim, the sentences 
have been repeated to show that long distance 
movement is impossible. The launching and the 
landing positions are shown by traces.

Discussion of Findings
This paper has presented a syntactic analysis of  wh-
questions in Margi.Màrg?wh-question markers are 
introduced by the wh-question markers wà 'who', 
mì 'what', úmárí 'where', làtú-màrì 'when' àbárì 
'how' and wàn 'whom'. Non-echo questions in Màrg? 
are the basics of  which the surface structure is 
formed through transformational processes. Wh-
questions are formed in this language through the 
use of  transformational processes such as the 
movement of  the wh-question markers or 
operators. It is clear that the wh-question formation 
in Màrg? involves transformational movement that 
leaves a trace. The movement in this case involves 
the wh-question markers moving to the front 

(fronting) ,that is SPEC, CP in the interrogative.  
The result also reveals that wh-questions in Màrg? 
are of  two (2) types; the simple type which are mi 
'what', wà 'who', úmárí 'where', latúmárí 'when', 
àbárì 'how', màrì 'which', wàn 'whom'and the 
complex type which involves the combination of  
the wh-word and other lexical items and serves as 
the head of  the phrase called the wh-phrase. Also 
established is the fact that pied-piping which is a 
feature of  the complex wh-type exists in Màrg? as 
the wh-operator always moves with the head of  the 
phrase, it has been clearly seen that, if  the wh-
operator moves without the head, it leads to 
violation of  the chain uniformity principle (a chain 
must be uniform with regard to phrase structure 
status).
       In wh-questions, two movement principles have 
been observed in the language for derivation of  
interrogatives from declarative sentence, these 
principles are the Aux-N inversion rule and the 
second is the application of  the wh-movement rule 
that moves an interrogative constituent from its 
base position to string initial position of  a sentence.  
It has also been seen that every wh-question in 
Màrg? must have a wh-question marker irrespective 
of  their positions (in-situ or subject) must occupy 
the specific position as seen in the diagrams. This 
research also points to the fact that Màrg? has two 
interrogative sentences, the word questions and 
sentence questions. In word questions wà 'who' m? 
'what' màrì 'which' are interrogative pronouns 
asking for a + human. They can be used as a subject 
or object, as a qualifying noun in a genitive 
construction or after a qualifying noun in genitive 
constructive, màrì 'which' however is used for a 
pronoun 'which one' or as an adjective after a noun 
for instance, Kàkàdúmárí book which 'which 
book?' while úmárí and látú-márí are adverbs of  
time and place respectively.

It is noteworthy that in Màrg?, all the wh-
question markers appear in the same position in the 
surface structure, that is, before and after the VP 
respectively. The researchers also attest to the fact 
that Màrg?wh-question markers are fronted because 
the wh-word moves toSPEC to interrogate a 
sentence. It also shows the extraction and the 
landing sites of  wh-question markers in Màrg?. The 
launching site represents the canonical position of  
the wh-word before its movement to occupy a 
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designated structural position for question words. 
The position they move to is SPEC, CP in the 
derived interrogative structure.
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