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The Structure of Interrogatives in Nswaso and its contribution to literacy activities in
the community.
Nkwame M. Quinta
Cameroon Association for Bible Translation and Literacy
Abstract
This chapter focuses on the structure of interrogatives in the Nswasa language and shows how a knowledge of
such structural construction can contribute towards ongoing literacy activities in the language. It has as main
Jfocus to identify the different kinds of question types that exists in this language and also to investigate the basic
structure of questions in Nswasa. It also seeks to see how information gathered about the structure of questions
can help literacy experts in the teaching/learning process of the language which will in turn lead to the develoment
of the language. This search uses the secondary source of data collection and adopts the already existing writing
system put in place by CABTAL for this language. Given the importance of interrogatives in language acquisition,
development, and most importantly learning, we have looked at interrogatives broadly. Knowing that our main
querry is to see how an aspect of language studies can inherently lead to the development of a language, a careful
exploration of almost all the possible ways in which a question can be asked have been put in place with the hope
that; this elaboration will help us arrive at a reasonable conclusion.

Introduction:

Interrogatives often refer to specific words used in questioning someone (WH questions,
Yes/No questions, Choice questions, Tag questions) and sometimes they can be whole phrases
expressing a thought which demands an answer or even sentence(s) (Indirect
questions/embedded questions, rhetorical questions). Questions generally serve two purposes:
firstly, questions help someone in gathering valuable information and secondly, they serves as
a means of transmitting vital information. Questions on the other hand can also help people
develop their cognitive skills, communication skills and even their performance ability in the
target language. Interrogatives is an aspect of communication which cuts accross our daily lives,
and as such an understanding of such structural constructions can enable anyone view the world
from different angles and to a greater extent understand certain life principles, concepts,
ideologies, his/her environment if well articulated. This chapter therefore deliberates on
identifying question words in Nswésd, understanding the basic structure of interrogatives in
Nswiésd and appreciating how this study can contribute to ongoing literacy activities in the
community.

1. The Nswasb language
The Nswasd language is a Bantu language spoken by the Basossi people of the South West
Region of Cameroon. According to Ethnologue, Nswés3 is a stable indigeneous language of
Cameroon which belongs to the Niger-Congo language family. This language is said to have
less than ten thousand (10.000) speakers and it is considered endangered especially because it
is dorminantly used in informal settings like village markets, cultural meetings, but rarely at
home (personal interview with the Nswésd Bible translation team). To the Joshua project,
Nswasd has exactly nine thousand four hundred (9.400) speakers and has the ethnic code
NABS7K. It is located in Kupe-Mwanenguba division, Central Nguti Subdivision, Nguti town,
and East and South (Ethnologue 2016). To the Global Recording Listing, Nswasd has the dialect

code 7842 while Ethnologue listings gives Nswas the code BSI. Following the discussions
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with speakers of the language (Bible translation team), there exists just two varieties of the
language which are Kwd and Mba with very minimal differences occuring at the level of the
pronunciation/phonemes. The Nswasd language is spoken in eleven (11) different villages
which include; Babensi I, Babensi II, Ekita, Ediengoh, Ofrikpabi, Ekenge, Mboka, New Konye,
Mungo Ndoa, Bombe Konye and Ntale.

1.1.The language situation of Nswas3

The Nswasd language is spoken along the road right up to the hinterlands but the search for
greener pasture and white collar jobs has caused great movements of these speakers to different
communities that are well developed. Since this land is also fertile and favours agricultural
practices leading to bountiful yields, the land has also attracted strangers of different cultural
and language backgrounds to seek their livelihood. A greater part of the youthful population is
out of the villages while there is an influx of strangers occupying these villages, consequently
leading to high rate of inter marriage with speakers of different languages. With the high rate
of inter-marriage between Nswasd speakers and speakers of other languages such as Akoose,
Mbo, Oroko and even from different regions of the country, it is difficult to fully explore the
usage of this language at home. As a result, most of the offsprings of such unions get mixed
inbetween which language to fully comprehend and perform in. Such children end up picking
patches of this language either in cultural gatherings for those who are even allowed to
participate in or are interested in, while others can get it from elderly conversations and/or
village markets. With the embrace of modernity and digitalisation, many parents prefer teaching
their children the English language and for most of these parents, they have moved to urban
settings which are very cosmopolitan in nature for a better life and exposure to wider economic
opportunities. Very few go to the villages during holidays or events for the fear of witchcraft
and all this has made learning of the language by the younger generation difficult. With constant
contact of the Nswasd speakers with speakers of different languages in these cosmopolitan
cities, they too are not very fluent in the Nswasd language as most of them rarely make use of
the language. With all this, the Nswasd language is gradually loosing its efficacy and one is
right to say it is endangered.

1.2.0ngoing activities towards the development of the Nswas language
Very little work has been done on the Nswésd language. According to Peuplesawa.com
(https://peuplesawa.com on the 8/06/2025), it examines a compilation of works done by SIL

International 1996 and Atlas Linguistic du Cameroun 1983 where they did a linguistic
description of different Cameroonian languages including Nswasd. They classified Nswasd
with the code BSI and gave dialectal variations such as Basosi, Basossi, Sosi, Nswase, Nswose,
swose and Ngen, following their linhuistic classification, Nswasd can be calssified as Niger-
Congo, Atlantic-Congo, Volta-Congo, Benue-Congo, Bantoid, Sothern Narrow Bantu,
Northwest, A, Lundu-Balong (A10), Ngoe — related to Mbo.

On the other hand, the Joshua project (https://joshuaproject.net on 18/06/2025) gives insight on
the population size of Nswasd speakers (9.400), religious status (predorminantly christians
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74%), ethnicity and geofraphy of the community. This project gives insight about the views of
Ethnologue and Global Recordings listings in relation to Nswas language classification and
categorisation.

Cameroon Association for Bible Translation and Literacy (CABTAL) on their part have carried
out primary studies and documentation on the Nswas language. In their works, they have been
able to establish a writing system for the language, carry out word collection exercises aimed
at establishing a bilingual dictionary for the language, on-going analysis to understand and
establish a grammar for the language and an on-going translation of the New Testatment of the
Bible in the Nswasd language.

From the above, it is evident work still needs to be done in this language, thus this study will
just be an addition to what has already been put down and will also serve as resource for more
work in the future.

2. Methodology

The primary source of data collection is the main method used in gathering data for this work.
The study further employs the secondary sources of data ollection too and personal interviews
in getting more formation about the language situation and related review on available literature
on the language. The writing style used throughout this work is that which has been developed
for the Nswasd language by the Cameroon Association for Bible Translation and Literacy n
(CABTAL) with all the tones marked on vowels and syllabic nasals. Every data is presented in
three phases; Nswas3 translation, interlinearised version and the English gloss. This has been

3. Data presentation and examination
Below, we shall be looking at different question types that exists in the Nswaso language,
thereafter analysing its structure and seeing how it can be viable towards the development of
the language especially in the domain of literacy. Below are different kinds of questions and
the structure in which they appear in Nswasa.

3.1.Yes/No Question

This kind of questions demands either a yes or a no answer. It is also known as a polar question
and can be answered by either an affirmative or negative. Yes/no questions are closed ended
questions and in English they are typically formed by placing either an auxilliary or modal verb
at the begining of a sentence/infront of the subject,
i. Wi 5 ko ésaki a pd?

You AM go dance INF come

Are you comimg to the party?

ii. Wo 5 ma bindyd ajam?
You AM PT food cook
Have you finished cooking?

ii. JDsd ati 5 munyan?



Osoh Aux AM  brother
Is Osoh your brother?

iv. W> 5 kd 4pd a ndd ju?
You AM go come Loc. house die
Will you come for the funeral?

V. Wi 5 dd kwdn?
You AM like beans
Do you like koki?

From the above in Nswasd, the main verbs are always in the simple present tense and there is
usually an associative marker (AM) between the pronoun occupying the subject position and
the verb phrase carrying the question qord. In some of the yes/no questions, Nswasé makes use
of the serial verb construction and it still works as a yes/no question in the language without
neccessarily introducing a question word. The case of Nswas in a yes/no question is similar to
that of Bafut as discussed by Mfonyam (2023) where intonation plays a role at word boundary
in such questions. In such question structures, the Nswasd language makes use of a low tone at
the end of the last word and this low tone can serve as a question marker. Nswésd makes use of
the super imposed intonation on a word to give a different intonation, which is in alignment
with Downing and Rialland (2018) findings in which they discussed the effet of down drift,
final boundary tones in the intonation of African languages. Hyman and Monaka (2011) discuss
such phenomenoan as an accomodation principle which highlights the effect on tones and
intonation on different syllables. All these discussions resonate with the Nswasd yes/no
question format. Therefore, Nswasd works like other African languages where intonation plays
arole on a word at word final/boundary position.

3.2.WH questions
These are questions that start with a WH word and are used to demand a specific information.
WH questions are open-ended questions and they deman a detailed response. Most often, WH
questions begin with a WH word but “how” has been included in the list of WH questions
because it too is open-ended and demands a detailed response.

i. J3 wd 5 bwdnd énigd?
What you AM do Cont. today
What are you doing today

ii. Nhd nhd ja wd 9 peni
Which time PT you AM come PT
When did you arrive

iil. B3 5 t  ba® nzd

They AM Aux people who
Who are they

iv. Hd yd> ndd éti?



Where your house Aux.
Where is your house

v. 5 wd 5 he a kyd ébuyd
Why you AM where INF go outside
Why do you want to go outside?

Vi. Jankd ni wd
How Conj. you
How are you?

In such question types, the wh-question word in Nswasé mostly comes at the beginning of the
question. Yet, there are instances where the question word comes at the end of the question.
This movement of wh-question words to either the beginning of a wuestion (left clefting) or at
the end of a question (wh-in-situ) can be as a result of either changing the question type, being
more focal or even as a result of the language structure in question. In some languages just like
Nswasd, wh-questions experience movement which is mostly partial wh-movement (Fanselow
2017), or sometimes relativization. The case of Nswasd is complete wh-question movement
(wh-question words being left-clefted) and also wh-in-situ. The most dorminant movement
strategy for wh-questions in Nswas3 is left-clefting but in a situation where the speaker wants
to emphasize on focus, he makes us of wh-in-situ; a situatiion that changes the question
structure from a wh-question to an echo question. The interesting thing about the Nswiés
language is that an echo question can be formed with only one wh-question word “who” and an
attempt to try this with other question words in the language renders the construction
ungrammatical.

3.3.Choice questions
Choice questions are commonly known as multiple choice questions (MCQs). These are
questions that presents the listener with options to select from as a response. Often, choice
questions consist of a stem and alternatives to choose from. Choice questions help in in
assessing broad contents and are less time consuming since they do not warrant any explanation.
1. W3 5 kda dip ni a kyo ébutd angd ni 4 dys 4 ndd’
You AM go INF like Conj INF go outside or Conj INF sit Loc house
Would you like to go out or stay at home?
il. W35 5 déti ésubd angd kwdn?
You AM like fufu  or beans?
Do you prefer fufu or koki?
ii. fy5 4aba> 1 wo 5 dini ati kaba 4ngd mkpen
Your cloth Poss. You AM like Aux kaba or  skirt
Is your favourite dress kaba or skirt?
Choice questions in Nswasd always carry a choice word which gives the respondent the
opportunity to choose from the options presented. This way of asking questions limits the
respondents response and helps save time for further activities. In Nswasd, when asking choice



questions, there is often the introduction of an associative marker (AM) that comes inbetween
the pronoun and the verb. It is this marker that helps link the subject pronoun to the verb as a
way of showing subject-verb aggrement. Choice questions in Nswésd are a bit different from
other question types in this language in that the intonation pattern where every last vowel of the
last word carries a low tone does not apply here. This is because the usage of the choice word
already signals that a response is needed an as such the last words carry their original tone as
they would be in isolation.

3.4.Tag questions
These are short interrogative phrases attached to the end of a statement to request agreement or
disagreement. In Englisg, tag questions generally consist of an auxilliary verb and a pronoun.
Tag questions are paired with either a positive or negative tag depending in the preceeding
statement. That is to say, a positive statement is paired with a negative tag and vice versa.
i. Wo 45 ko a pd nisi;wd d ni a4 kyd a po
You AM go INF come Conj us; you AM Neg INF go INF come
You are coming with us, aren’t you
il. M5 apwdld Nswasd ayam, apwdlekd?
Her can  Nswésd speak, can Neg
She can speak Nswés3, can’t she?
iil. Mbu éjwakd a  ps, éwa?
Rain fall Neg INF come, fall
It is not still raining, is it?
Tag questions in Nswésd follow the common conventional rule of positive statement, negative
tag and vive verssa. The negation in the tag is explicitly spelt out in Nswasd and not embedded
like in other languages. In Nswés3, tag questions function as discource markers because they
help to direct the line of discussion and even usher in an interlocutor in a conversation. Question
tags in Nswésd do not just serve these two purposes but also help the speaker emphasize his
point of view. This is in line with Kimps (2018) stance where question tags are seen to perform
several pragmatic functions. The structure of question tags in Nswas3 are largely variant in
nature and still employ the intonation rule as all the words ending the tag question carry a low
tone. Therefore, it is safe to say Nswasd makes use of two strategies in the formulation of tag
questions: intonation and discourse markers and all these strategies are visible in the question
tag section.

3.5.Indirect/Embedded questions
This is a polite ans more formal way of asking a question. Indirect/embedded questions often
carry a question within a phrase or statement. Most often, in asking indirect/embedded
questions, there is always and introductory phrase that helps the speaker ursher in the question
and also draws the attention to what that speaker is saying. When the basic order of an indirect
question is changed, the whole question changes from an indirect question to a direct question.
i. Wo 5 pwdolo mi a hdki abu 1 ntwdm nti



You AM can me INF tell place Ass.M. lantrine Aux
Can you tell me where the restroom is?
ii. Ja n kantd nzd si épwdlda kyd abi mim mbi i kwa’ nkwd na
PTI think if we can INF go place mimbo palm AM. new night this
I was wondering if we should go to that new palmwine joint tonight
iii. Si ¢ékd a dip a bi nzdwdd hd a nd 4 ndapdnkwona
We FUT INF like INF know if you AM want INF sleep LOC house night this

We would like to know if you want to sleep over at the house tonight

From the above observation, indirect and embedded questions in Nswas are often asked with
the introduction of a polite phrase or word before being followed by the question clause. It is
interesting to know that, Nswas3 can structure indirect questions by just inverting the order of
words in a direct question to have the desired outcome. Embedded questions on their part carry
embedding verbs ahich are also followed by an embedded clause. When we closely look at the
structure of embedded questions in Nswasd, we realise that the embedded clause which serves
as the embedded question section serves as the compliment of the main verb in the polite phrase.
This phenomenon is not particular only to Nswésd but also noticed in other languages as
discussed by Biloa (2013). Nswas embedded questions make use of an embedded marker
which also serves as a complimentizer when structuring embedded questions in this language.
When we look at the Muyang language as illustrated by Bebey (2025), we notice that Muyang
also employs this strategy of using an embedded marker/complimentizer like Nswas4. What is
note taking is that, Nswéasd will use just a single embedded marker/complimentizer in an
embedded question while some languages will make use of several complimentizers in an
embedded question.

3.6.Rhetorical questions
This is a question asked mainly when someone wants to make a point rather that eliciting an
answer. Rhetorical questions help seek attention, ignite thought, lay emphasis on an opinion,
or even persuade the listeners ideology. Rhetorical questions do not neccessarily demand a
verbal response but drive home the speakers thought to the listener.
i. Nimbd si éwdnd  nzd twopd. Jd  si  épwdld abwon?
True we have Neg road else. What we can do
We really have no choice. What else can we do?
il. Nzé¢ ja a bi ba tyéni mi na ntwdompi agwétd
Who PT INF know Comp. thing this plenty strong
Who knew this process was so complicated

iil. Ehd eétwa’ewa’ sind éhd 4 j4 ni ban  6bi 5  hwa?
What kind language we want INF leave Conj children whose AM come
What kind of language do we want to leave for the next generation?



In Nswasd, the rhetorical question functions like an assertion used to express an assumption
made by the speaker or to lay emphasis on the speakers point of view. Just like direct and
embedded questions in Nswasd, rhetorical questions can also be seen as a politeness strategy
where the speaker tries to convey an information by making his stance clear yet, does not want
to act like he is being imposing. This strategy is not perculiar only to Nswésd but also exist in
many other languages; where rhetorical questions are seen as an off-record politeness strategy
(Neyole et al 2021). From the way rhetorical questions are structured in Nswas3, it is clear that
even if the respondent has to give an answer to such question, his/her answer is already
predominated by the speakers view point. Biezma and Rawlins (2017) say the interlocutors
response in a rhetorical question are often an extraction of the speakers commitment from a
particular stance. When it comes to the intonation pattern, rhetorical questions in Nswas4 follow
the same tonal pattern (low tone on last word) that applies to all question types in the language.

4. Overview
Haven presented and examined the data of different kinds of question structures in Nswésd,
there are three main things to note;

a. Intonation: the Nswésd intonation pattern for all question types is the same. Irrespective
of the type of question being asked, it is neccessary to note that the last vowel of the last
word in a question will always carry a low tone. This is to say, when asking questions
in Nswas3, to mark that distinction from a statement, there must be a low tone present
on the last tone bearing unit of the last word. Although there exist question words in
some qyestion types, a different kind of intonation would not show that the speaker is
actually asking a question.

b. Verb form: the prodominant form that verbs in a question structure in Nswas take is
the simple present tense. It is true there are instances where the verb can be in the past
tense but even in such instance, there would be a distinct tense marker which will be a
separate morphome that is not superimposed on the verb form. Meaning, verbs in
question structures will always appear in the simple present tense in Nsw4s irrespective
of the existence of different markers present.

¢. Basic structure: the basic structure of questions in Nswasd is similar to that of the
English language where the subject is most often followed by the verb. Question
structures in Nswasd appear like statements but with the right intonation and certain
phrases or words added to these statements, it changes its form from a statement to a
question.

Having the above in mind, it is easy to formulate different kinds of questions in Nswasé which
makes teaching/learning easy and even help in other langauge development goals.

5. Contribution to ongoing literacy activities in the community
Most often, when the subject of literacy is being talked about, many understand it from the
stand point of the ability to know how to read and write (UNESCO 2017). Tyner (1998) sees
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lieteracy as the ability to encode and decode information between written symbols and sounds.
Being more specific, Vlieghe (2015) says literacy is the ability to understand the relationship
between sounds and written words such that one may read, say and even understand them. From
all the above definitions, literacy entails ability, reading, writing and understanding. But, a
further look at literacy shows that it is not just limited to reading and writing but it encompasses
aspects of our daily lives which entails effective communication. Everything that enables
someone to make sense out of an information is considered an act of literacy. In essence, what
we are saying is that literacy activities is so broad that it serves as a tool for meaningful
engagement within communities and the society at large. A good literacy has the ability to
breakdown certain barriers (economic, cultural, social, etc) between individuals and
communitities. With an effective literacy (functional literacy) put in place, some goals can be
effectively achieved, language development initiatives can be easily arrived at and subsequently
involvement in other societal activities is possible. Following Saha (2006) and Zimmerman et
al (2018), we realise that access to education significantly contributes to an extended life span
as compared to those with limited or no education. This is to say, literacy will enable anyone
who is interested in knowledge to be able to identify, understand, interprete, create and even
communicate a need which will lead to a possible solution.

In the Basossi community, most of the literacy activities that have been carried out so far is
geared at developing the Nswasd language for the sole purpose of understanding the written
word of God (Bible in Nswas3). Just like we mentioned above, literacy entails more than that.
Reason why literacy today ranges from media literacy, digital literacy, health literacy, computer
literacy, financial literacy, etc. For one to be able to break all these barriers of the various
domains of literacy, he/she must be able to ask vital questions which will enable him have the
right information needed. An understanding of question structure can serve as a fundamental
building block for empowerment, critical thinking, foster socio-economic development and
why not improve health outcomes. Since the Basossi community already has a writing system
for the Nswésd language, it is advisable for this community to establish classes not just for the
teaching of knowing how to read the language but also exploring several aspects of language
development and why not cut accross domains such as agriculture (which is the main source of
livelihood amongst the Nswésd people), health education (which the Nswésd people especially
those in the hinterland have limited access to because of proximity), formal education (because
findings show that children who are knowledgeable in their mother tongue perform better in
academics than those who are not knowledgeable in their mother tongue), etc. With the right
questions put in place a good survey can be carried out and the desired information of the areas
of need can be easily identified amongst the Nswas4 people which will greatly contribute not
just to their language development efforts but also to their overall welbeing.

Conclusion

Haven understood that structure entails organisation and interrogatives consists of using words
that demand an answer, the structure of interrogatives therefore implies an analysis of the way
in which different kinds of questions in the Nswas4 language are organised following the natural
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grammar of its native speakers. Just like english where there exists different question words
and types, Nswésd too has several question words and types with its unique structure. Nswasd
being a tonal language like many other Bantu language makes use of intonation strategies in
question structure and formation. The organisation of these words encompasses verious levels
ranging from phonology to pragmatics. An understanding of such structure eases both language
production and comprehension, which can serve as a crucial tool for languge development.
From what we have seen so far, Nswasd has a specific language structure which is similar to
that of the English language and many other Bantu languages. With this findings, it is
comforting to know that such outcomes can greatly contribute to developmental initiatives in
several domains in the future within the Basossi community. Our hope is that, this work serves
as a stepping stone for more meaningful research in the future.
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This chapter focuses on the structure of interrogatives in the Nswase
language and shows how a knowledge of such structural construction
can contribute towards ongoing literacy activities in the language. It
has as main focus to identify the different kinds of question types that
exists in this language and also to investigate the basic structure of
questions in Nswasa. It also seeks to see how information gathered
about the structure of questions can help literacy experts in the tea-
ching/learning process of the language which will in turn lead to the
develoment of the language. This search uses the secondary source
of data collection and adopts the already existing writing system put

in place by CABTAL for this language. Given the importance of inter-
rogatives in language acquisition, development, and most importantly
learning, we have looked at interrogatives broadly. Knowing that our
main querry is to see how an aspect of language studies can inherent-
ly lead to the development of a language, a careful exploration of
almost all the possible ways in which a question can be asked have
been put in place with the hope that; this elaboration will help us arrive
at a reasonable conclusion.
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