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The purpose of this study is to demonstrate the existence of the category 
‘comment clause’ whose range of use by far exceeds the traditional  
comment-on-topic category. In addition to a topicalized noun, the comment 
clause may have in its scope an element in focus, an adverbial phrase, and  
most important, a wide variety of clauses. The distinction between the many 
kinds of complex sentences and the simple sentence with a comment clause boils 
down to what element is in the scope of the comment clause. The data for the 
present study come from Wandala (Central Chadic), where the comment clause  
is overtly marked.

The importance of this study transcends Wandala or Chadic languages, as it 
provides an explanation, applicable cross-linguistically, for the formal syncretism 
involving a variety of functions considered hitherto unrelated.

1.  �Introduction

1.1  �The purpose and scope of the study

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that there exists a type of dependent clause 
that can be used in a variety of environments. I shall call it a ‘comment clause’.1 In 
addition to a topicalized noun, the comment clause may have in its scope an element 
in focus, an adverbial phrase, as well as a wide variety of clauses. The importance of 

.  The term ‘comment clause’ is used in traditional linguistics in at least two senses. One is 
the distinction introduced by the Prague School between the topic and comment. This distinc-
tion is fully compatible and fully subsumed under the expanded notion of comment clause as 
proposed here. The other sense of the term ‘comment clause’ is used in descriptive studies of 
English for parenthetical clauses within another clause (Mathews 1997: 61, Quirk et al.1985). 
There is no connection between that understanding of the term and the category described 
in this paper.
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the category comment clause as defined in this study is that it can occur in simple or 
complex sentences. The distinction between the simple sentence and the wide range of 
complex sentences with a comment clause boils down to what element is in the scope 
of the comment clause.

The present study is based on Wandala (Mandara), a Central Chadic language, 
spoken in the Far North Province of Cameroon and in northeastern Nigeria.

The interest of the comment clause in Wandala is that it is used in functions that 
in many languages have been analyzed as belonging to different functional domains, 
such as clausal complementation and subordination, topicalization, temporal and 
conditional apodosis, clausal complements of a noun phrase, and even afterthought 
clauses. Here is a non-exhaustive sample of various contexts in which the comment 
clause is deployed in Wandala. The comment clause is marked by the particle wá, 
whose structure and derivation is described below:

	 Complements of verbs of saying:
	 (1)	 á	 bà	 páll-á-tàr,	 wá	 nó	 kínà	 dìgíyà
		  3sg	 say	 one-gen-3pl	 com	 pres	 now	 comp

		  ‘One among them says, thus’

		  áŋkwà dìyárù dìgíyà
		  áŋkwà	 dìy-á-rwà	 dìgíyà
		  exist	 knowledge-gen-1sg	 comp

		  ‘I have my knowledge, behold.’

	 Temporal apodosis:
	 (2)	 mádá dùmá màVárwà
		  má	 dá-d	 má	 màVár	 wá
		  hyp	 go-go	 hyp	 now	 com

		  ‘And when he [the groom] goes,’
		  ә́lvà	 tàr	 ŋánnà	 bà1ә̀mmè	 á	 dә́	 zә̀	 dàdà
		  speech	 3pl	 def	 all	 pred	 go	 hl	 father
		  ‘everything that they have to say is with the father.’

	 Conditional apodosis:
	 (3)	 Vàmá má cìnà-kùr-áncín jùbóonә̀ náwá
		  Vàmá	 má	 cìnà-kùr-án-cìn	 jùbà	 únà	 ná	 wá
		  assembly	 hyp	 hear-2pl-3sg-hear	 matter	 def	 dem	 com

		  ‘Listeners, if you understand this matter,’

		  'ákà-r gìná
		  'ákà	 ár	 gì	 ná
		  neg.ex	 over	 to	 dem

		  ‘there is no greater [truth/goodness] than that.’
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	 Comment on a topicalized noun phrase:
	 (4)	 áyáwә́lvá rù'ákà
		  á	 yà-wá	 ә́lvà-á-rwà	 'ákà
		  well	 1sg-com	 word-gen-1sg	 neg.ex

		  ‘Well, I have no words.’

	 (5)	 mábà kә̀Và kùlà wá ájìyù kә̀gìyà
		  má	 bà	 kә̀Và	 kùlà	 wá	 à	 jì-y-ú	 k	 gә̀	 ìyà
		  hyp	 foc	 count	 calculus	 com	 3sg	 surpass-1sg-vent	 neg	 to	 1sg

		  ‘If it concerns counting, nobody surpasses me.’

	 Comment on a reason clause:
	 (6)	 má bàní bà1 ә̀m mírámyà mándìyámyà
		  má-á	 bàní	 bà1 ә̀m	 ìr-á-myà	 mà	 án	 dìy-á-myà
		  hyp-pred	 concern	 all	 head-gen-1incl	 1incl	 assc	 knowledge-gen-1incl

		  wá šágrónà máhí gámyà
		  wá	 šágrà	 únà	 má	 híg-á-myà� [not in the recording]
		  com	 well	 def	 1incl	 happy-gen-1incl

		  ‘Because we have all of this knowledge, it is good.  
		  As far as we are concerned, we are happy.’  
		  [The expression híg-á-myà is not clear to other speakers.]

	 An afterthought clause:
	 (7)	 ә́lvà	 ŋánnà	 yè	 sә̀	 ndà-n-ée	 nà	 kwá [error]	 wá
		  story	 def	 1sg	 come	 tell-3sg-1sg	 dem		  com

		  ‘The story I came to tell…’

		  á kàtá lvà ndzà
		  á	 kàtà	 ә́lvà	 ndzà
		  3sg	 want	 story	 past
		  ‘He wants an old story.’

Unlike in many languages, the marker of the comment clause in Wandala has no 
epistemic or deontic function, nor does it serve to separate arguments of complex 
sentences (for both functions of complementizers see Frajzyngier 1996).

1.2  �Typological characteristics of Wandala

In order to appreciate the role and the form of the marker wá, some information about 
the forms of morphemes is in order. All morphemes in Wandala can have three forms 
within the clause: the root form which for most morphemes ends in a consonant. If 
the syllable or consonant cluster conditions so require, an epenthetic vowel may be 
inserted after the consonant. The epenthetic vowel is high front in the environment of 
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palatal segments, high round in the environment of round segments, and high central 
in other environments. The epenthetic vowel is e before a pause:

	 (8)	 yò ә́gdzә̀ kínnàní zùŋwé bàtánmàSà tàrá màmà árg dàdà
		  yò	 ә́gdzә̀	 kínnà-ní	 zùŋwé	 bà	 t-án
		  therefore	 child	 c.foc-intens	 first of all	 foc	 3pl-assc

		  màSà	 tàr	 á	 màmà	 á	 r	 g	 dàdà
		  attach	 3pl	 pred	 mother	 pred	 on	 to	 father
		�  ‘And therefore, as for the daughter, she is more attached to her mother  

than to her father.’

Morphemes have the root form when the material that follows them is the expected 
follow up. The lexical or grammatical morphemes have the root form before determin-
ers; transitive verbs have the root form before objects in perfective aspect; all verbs 
have the root form before adverbs; and most morphemes have the root form before 
prepositions; and in one type of the head-modifier construction, the head has the root 
form. Only some constructions are illustrated here.

Root form of the source extension s (with epenthetic high-central vowel) before 
the object:

	 (9)	 púm tànábàpùsә̀ zárvàná átә̀ bùcé
		  púm	 tà	 nábà	 pw-sә̀	 zárvà-nà	 á	 tә̀	 bùcé
		  onom	 3pl	 then	 pour-s	 sesame-dem	 pred	 t	 mat
		  ‘Pum! They poured out sesame onto a mat.’

Here is an illustration of the root form of the verb (with epenthetic high-front vowel) 
before the nominal object:

	 (10)	 tátsámdá žílé
		  tá	 tsá	 md-á	 žílé
		  3pl	 get-up	 people-gen	 man
		  ‘People of the groom get up,’

		  tásә̀bә̀9yì mdámùksè
		  tá	 sә̀	 bә̀9yì	 md-á	 mùksè
		  3pl	 come	 meet	 people-gen	 woman
		  ‘they come to find the people of the bride.’

In one type of the head-modifier constructions, the head has the root form:

	 (11)	 yó ә́lv wándàl ŋánnà á fyàr málrùwà [error]
		  yó	 ә́lv	 wándàl	 ŋánnà	 á	 f-y-à-r	 mál-rúwà
		  well	 speech	 Wandala	 dem	 3sg	 put-1sg-go-on	 elder-1sg

		  ‘This Wandala speech is authorized by my boss.’



	 Comment clause	 

All prepositions have the root form before their complements:

	 (12)	 nóo và tә́n kínì njànínjá twáfká ordinater yándál vwándàlà
		  nóo	 và	 tә́-n	 kínì	 njà-n-í-njà	 á	 t	 wáfk-á
		  pres	 time	 t-dem	 c.foc	 sit-1sg-ep-sit	 pred	 t	 face-gen

		  ordinater	 yá	 ndà	 lv	 wándàlà
		  computer	 1sg	 speak	 language	 Wandala
		�  ‘Today, I am sitting in front of the computer, I am speaking the Wandala  

language.’ (T is the preposition coding locative targets)

The root + a form characterizes morphemes when they are followed by the 
nominal subject:

	 (13)	 ә̀bVyàsә́bVyà dùksá
		  ә̀bVy-à-sә́-bVy-à	 dùksá
		  fall-go-s-fall-pb	 thing:q
		  ‘Something fell out?’

The root + á is used in a variety of structures which involve connecting two elements 
that do not constitute an expected, natural sequence. The vowel á with a high tone is 
otherwise a goal marker and the locative predicator, required when the predicate of a 
locative predication is not inherently locative. One type of genitive construction where 
the second noun is not the natural modifier of the first:

	 (14)	 VóVà lvá hә̀r1á [má added in analysis]
		  Và-ú-V-à	 lv-á	 hә̀r1	 [má
		  finish:3sg-appl-finish-pb	 business-gen	 farm	 [and

		  ‘When their farming finished …’

Intransitive verbs code the ensuing noun phrase as the object through the root  
+ á ending:

	 (15)	 tà dә̀ hàl-tá zárvá tàr ŋánnà tà púmá d-ә́m bùhá
		  tà	 dә̀	 hàl-t-á	 zárv-á-tàr	 ŋánnà	 tà	 pú-m	 á	 dә́-m	 bùhá
		  3pl	 seq	 gather-t-go	 sesame-gen-3pl	 def	 3pl	 pour-in	 pred	 go-in	 bag
		�  ‘And then they gathered their sesame in and poured it into a bag.’ 

(the verb hàlà ‘gather’ is intransitive)

The comment clause marker wá always ends in the high tone vowel á. The form wá is 
most likely a combination of two morphemes: the form w, which is the consonantal 
component of the remote deictic, and the question word ‘what’:

	 (16)	 a.	 ábáŋánè kòndáŋgù kòbúunà
			   á	 bá	 ŋànè	 kò	 ndá-n	 gә̀	 wè	 kò	 bwá	 nà
			   3sg	 say	 3sg	 2sg	 say-go-3sg	 to	 what	 2pl	 two	 dem

			   ‘He says, “Why do you say the two of you?”’
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		  b.	 á, kàndángùgdzárwà màkí9yé
			   á,	 kà	 ndá-n	 g	 w	 gdz-á-rwà	 mà	 kí9yé
			   ah,	 3sg	 say-3sg	 to	 what	 child-gen-1sg	 1incl	 three
			   “Why did you say [so] my son? ‘There are three of us.”’

	 (17)	 ә̀s-t-wá	 làrúusà	 á-m	 xàx-á	 wándàlà
		  dem-dem-dem	 marriage	 pred-in	 land-gen	 Wandala
		  ‘That is the marriage in the Wandala land.’

The high-tone vowel á added to the question word/demonstrative marker w indicates 
an unexpected connection with the ensuing element.

Lexical items and grammatical morphemes consistently have the root form before 
the marker wá, as they do before all other determiners.

2.  �Functions for which the comment clause is deployed

The comment clause is syntactically dependent, as evidenced by the fact that it is 
never the sole component of a sentence. Moreover, its dependency is within the 
sentence rather than within the discourse. This property of the complement clause 
is fully confirmed by all natural language examples in the data gathered, many of 
which are included in this study. Moreover, the element on which the clause is a 
comment always precedes the comment clause. Again, the evidence is provided by 
all natural language examples in the data gathered as well as by all examples cited 
in this study.

The comment clause is also pragmatically dependent, as evidenced by the fact 
that it cannot be interpreted on its own. It has to be interpreted in connection 
with the element that precedes it, not with the element that follows the comment 
clause. The sections below describe the various syntactic environments in which 
the comment clause occurs. The overall function of the clause preceded by wá is 
to serve as a comment on the preceding material, be it a clause, a noun phrase, or 
an adverbial phrase.

The comment clause can be a complement of a verb of saying, a temporal and 
conditional apodosis clause, or a complement of any fronted constituent.

2.1  �Comment on a topicalized noun phrase

The comment clause marked by wá follows the topicalized noun phrase. When 
the comment clause occurs after the topicalized noun phrase (and only topicalized 
phrase), the noun phrase preceding the comment-clause marker wá ends in the vowel 
a, marking a phrasal boundary. When the comment-clause marker wá follows other, 
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non-topicalized constituents, it is preceded by the root forms of the morphemes that 
precede it:

	 (18)	 yò, únnàwá dàcí mánà dàdá dàdúwá
		  yò,	 únà	 ná	 wá	 dàcí	 má-nà	 dàdá	 dàdú	 wá
		  well	 def	 def	 com	 then	 hyp-dem	 father	 father	 com

		  Syápkà dàdúwà ámbárkà
		  Syá-p	 kà	 dàdú	 wá	 á-m	 mb-á-r	 kà
		  become able-appl	 neg:pb	 father	 com	 pred-in	 house-gen-3sg	 neg

		�  ‘Well, as for that, if that is so, [it means that] the father was not able to be a 
father at his home.’

In the following example, the last word of the topic phrase kùlà ends in the vowel a:

	 (19)	 mábà kә̀Và kùlà wá ájìyù kә̀gìyà
		  má	 bà	 kә̀Và	 kùlà	 wá	 à	 jì-y-ú	 k	 gә̀	 ìyà
		  hyp	 foc	 count	 calculus	 com	 3sg	 surpass-1sg-vent	 neg	 to	 1sg

		  ‘If it concerns counting, nobody surpasses me.’

	 (20)	 ŋánwá dùksә̀ŋánnә̀wá séí mábànì ákSyànà bàddámyà
		  ŋán	 wá	 dùksә̀	 ŋánnә̀	 wá	 séí	 má	 bà	 nì
		  def	 com	 thing	 def	 com	 only	 hyp	 foc	 intens

		  á	 kSyà-nà	 bà	 ddá-myà
		  3sg	 cool-3sg	 foc	 father-1incl

		�  ‘That, that thing, only God knows how to cool it.’  
(only God knows how to fix the parents’ behavior) (kSyà-nà ‘cool’ + 3sg obj)

The comment marker may form a unit with the demonstrative ná, where the demon-
strative retains its final vowel. It appears that the division of labor between the two 
markers is that the demonstrative marks the topic phrase and the form wá anticipates 
the comment clause. In the following example, the adverbial phrase is the topic:

	 (21)	 ánó vàcí stwà náwá yágánìkà
		  á	 nó	 vàcí	 s-t-wà	 ná-wá	 yá	 gá	 nìkà
		  eh	 pres	 day	 dem-dem-dem	 dem-com	 1sg	 contract	 marriage
		  ‘On such and such day I am going to get married.’

	 (22)	 áwáyà náwá tàdá kràwà
		  á	 wáyà	 ná	 wá	 tà	 dá	 kràwà
		  pred	 yesterday	 dem	 com	 3pl	 go:go	 Krawa
		  ‘As for yesterday, they went to Krawa …’

	 (23)	 a.	 yó ә́gdzà dàwàlná à dә̀ žàràn ùrárà
			   yó	 ә́gdzà	 dàwàl-ná	 à	 dә̀	 žàrà-n	 ùr-á-rà
			   well	 young	 man-dem	 3	 go	 see-[pause]	 friend-gen-3sg

			   ‘Well, the boy went to see his friend,’
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		  b.	 ùrá dә́ ŋàrà
			   ùr-á	 dә́	 ŋàrà
			   man-gen	 father	 poss-3sg

			   ‘a friend of his father’s.’
		  c.	 tàbúkùrdá tә̀rwá àpwàtr dә́zà ddә́nárà gә̀gyálè
			   tà	 bú	 kùrd-á	 tә̀r	 wá	 à	 pwà-trè	 dә̀	 zà
			   3pl	 two	 all-gen	 3pl	 com	 3sg	 send:pl-3pl	 go	 side
			   ddә́	 ŋà-rà	 gә̀	 gyálè
			   father	 poss-3sg	 dest	 girl
			   ‘Both of them, he sent them to the girl’s father.’

Evidence that the comment-clause marker wá is not a topic marker is provided by 
its contrast with the demonstrative w, which topicalizes the first person pronoun. In 
topicalizer function, the form does not have the vowel a:

	 (24)	 áyáwә́lvá rù'ákà
		  á	 yá-w	 ә́lvà-á-rwà	 'ákà
		  well	 1sg-dem	 word-gen-1sg	 neg.ex

		  ‘Well, I have no words.’

2.2  �Comment on a contrastive focus

Wandala has the contrastive focus marker kínnì. The comment on the contrastive 
focus phrase may be preceded by the marker wá. The importance of this fact is that 
in some languages, e.g. English, complementizers share some of the functions of the 
comment clause marker wá and do occur in the comment-on-focus clause. In Polish 
and Russian, complementizers do not occur in the comment-on-focus clause. Here are 
examples from Wandala:

	 (25)	 áyò ә́gdzarà kínnà wá mákábà
		  áyò	 ә́gdzar-à	 kínnà	 wá	 má	 ká
		  now	 child-pl	 c.foc	 com	 hyp	 2sg

		  trálvà àbétàrè àsàná zàmàné
		  bà-trá	 lvà	 à	 bà-ítáré	 á	 sá-nà	 zàmàné
		  talk-3pl	 speech	 3sg	 say-3pl	 3sg	 come-3sg	 time (F)
		�  ‘And now, with respect to children, when you talk to  

them, they say it is modern times that brought it.’

	 (26)	 ée, bàddә́tàrŋánnà kín tàxdám
		  ée,	 à	 bà	 ddә́	 tàr	 ŋánnà	 kín	 tà	 xd	 á-m
		  well	 3sg	 say	 father	 3pl	 def	 now	 3pl	 bury	 pred-in
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		  fátàrŋánnә̀ kínì wá
		  f-á-tàr	 ŋánnә̀	 kínì	 wá
		  field-gen-3pl	 def	 c.foc	 com

		  ‘And now, their father, who was buried in the field …’

		  àbàŋánè kòndàŋgù kòbúunà
		  à	 bà	 ŋánè	 kà	 ndà-à-n	 gә̀	 wè	 kò	 búu	 nà
		  3sg	 say	 3sg	 2pl	 say-go-3sg	 to	 what	 2pl	 two	 dem

		  ‘He says, “Why do you say you two?”

2.3  �Complements of reason clauses

Reason clauses can be marked by the sequence má-á bàní ‘because’. A reason clause 
can be the first clause in a sentence. The complement of a reason clause may be marked 
by the form wá. The importance of this fact is again that English and other Western 
European languages do not have a complementizer after a reason clause:

	 (27)	 má bàní bà1 ә̀m mírámyà mándìyámyà
		  má-á	 bàní	 bà1 ә̀m	 ìr-á-myà	 mà	 án	 dìy-á-myà
		  hyp-pred	 concern	 all	 head-gen-1incl	 1incl	 assc	 knowledge-gen-1incl

		  wá šágrónà máhí gámyà
		  wá	 šágrà	 únà	 má	 híg-á-myà� [not in the recording]
		  com	 well	 def	 1incl	 happy-gen-1incl

		�  ‘Because we all have this knowledge, it is good. As far as we are concerned,  
we are happy.’

	 (28)	 mábàyàkànvíwá 'ákàdàbàrí
		  má	 bà	 yà-kà-n-v-yé	 wá	 'ákà	 dàbàrí
		  hyp	 foc	 refuse-2sg-3sg-appl-refuse	 com	 neg.ex	 solution (H,F)
		  ‘Since you have refused him, there is no other solution.’

	 (29)	 mábàhàyàkánkwá tìgákàdrúuwà
		  má	 bà	 hàyà-ká-n-k	 wá	 tìgá	 kà	 d-rúuwà
		  hyp	 foc	 like-2sg-3sg-neg	 com	 nevertheless	 2sg	 father-1sg

		  ‘Although you do not like him, nevertheless you are my father.’

The marker wá can by itself mark a reason clause:

	 (30)	 ә́lvә̀ŋánnà nóyéšíná wá
		  ә́lvә̀	 ŋánnà	 nó	 yé	 ší	 ná	 wá
		  matter	 def	 pres	 1sg	 tell	 dem	 com

		  ‘What I am telling you, is because’

		  á 1àbà yìyékní yètàpántàp kárárà cìkwángù1ì
		  á 1àbà	 ìyá	 kní	 yè	 tàpá-n-tàp	 kár-á-rà	 cìkwángù1ì
		  because	 1sg	 c.foc	 1sg	 taste-3sg-taste	 fire-gen-3sg	 a little bit
		  ‘I myself tasted its fire a little bit.’
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	 (31)	 ә́gdzàrámì tápúnáwá mánà názùní ámmàgnáwá
		  ә́gdzàr-á-mì	 tá	 pú	 ná	 wá
		  child:pl-gen-1incl	 3pl	 pour	 dem	 com

		  má	 nà	 názù	 ní	 á	 mmàg	 ná	 wá
		  hyp	 dem	 what	 intens	 3sg	 do	 dem	 com

		  únә̀ní táwáynétèrnà táfàtrà rùksònwìré
		  únә̀	 ní	 tá	 wáy-nà	 ítèr	 nà	 tá	 fà-trà-r	 úksòŋw	 ìrè
		  def	 intens	 3pl	 want-3sg	 3pl	 dem	 3pl	 put-3pl-on	 idiot	 head
		�  ‘The thing that makes our girls laugh around is that the men that the girls like 

cheat on them.’ (úksòŋw ‘idiot, somebody who cannot talk’)

2.4  �Comment clause as a complement of verbs of saying

The de dicto complements of verbs of saying can be marked by the comment-clause 
marker wá, whose function subsumes that of the de dicto complementizer. In this, the 
function of wá corresponds to the function of the de dicto complementizer ‘that’ in 
English, que in French, chto in Russian, and dass in German (for the notion of de dicto 
complementizers see Frajzyngier 1991):

	 (32)	 èe, à bìnùwá ákàtà bàká kàmàgànә́stàràwáyàa
		  èe,	 à	 b-ìn-ù	 wá	 á	 kàtà	 bà-ká
		  e	 3sg	 say-3sg-ep	 com	 3sg	 want	 tell-2sg

		  ‘He said, he wants you to say…’

	 (33)	 yàndànéenàwá ádàbà kwàkyéSrà tám hù1árà
		  yà	 ndà-né-yà	 nà	 wá	 ádàbà	 kwàkyé	 Srà
		  1sg	 say-3sg-1sg	 dem	 com	 because	 much	 work
		  t-á-m	 hù1-á-rà
		  3pl-pred-in	 belly-gen-3sg

		  ‘As I have said earlier, there is too much work in it [the world].’

	 (34)	 á	 bà	 páll-á-tàr	 wá	 nó	 kínà	 dìgíyà
		  3sg	 say	 one-gen-3pl	 com	 pres	 now	 comp

		  ‘One among them says, thus’

		  áŋkwà dìyárù dìgíyà
		  áŋkwà	 dìy-á-rwà	 dìgíyà
		  exist	 knowledge-gen-1sg	 comp

		  ‘I have my knowledge, behold.’

The comment-clause marker may precede any type of direct speech. While it is quite 
common for de dicto complementizers in Chadic languages to precede direct or indi-
rect speech (Frajzyngier 1996), this is not the case in Western Indo-European languages, 
where a de dicto complementizer such as ‘that’ in English cannot precede direct speech:



	 Comment clause	 

	 (35)	 àbә̀ pàllè kínùwá tàSánә̀skè fí dáŋnà
		  à	 bà	 pàllè	 kínì	 wá	 tàSánә̀	 skè	 fíd-á-ŋ	 nà
		  3sg	 say	 one	 c.foc	 com	 sorry	 pol	 lie-gen-2sg	 dem

		  ‘The other said, “Sorry, this is your lie.”’

	 (36)	 ábà ddá kә́Và kùlùwá
		  á	 bà	 dd-á	 kә́Và	 kùlà	 wá
		  3sg	 say	 man-gen	 counting	 units	 com

		  ‘The one who can count all says:’

		  9yàwàn9ískè kógá jàwá jìbàrà
		  9yà-wà-n-9í	 skè	 kwá	 gá	 jáw-á	 jìbà	 rà
		  leave-imp:pl-3sg-leave	 pol	 2pl	 take	 doubt-go	 type	 q

		  ‘Leave that, please, why do you doubt?’

	 (37)	 àbà pàllè kínì wá
		  à	 bà	 pàllè	 kínì	 wá
		  3sg	 say	 one	 c.foc	 com

		  ‘Another one said:
		  má kyórà dùksә̀ ŋánnà séì bà yá nánnà
		  má	 kyà-ùrà	 dùksà	 ŋánnà	 séì	 bà	 yá	 ná-n-nà
		  hyp	 where-q	 thing	 def	 then	 foc	 1sg	 see-3sg-see
		  “No matter where the object is, ‘I will see it.”’

The marker wá can precede a clause in the imperative, a function shared by comple-
mentizers in IE languages:

	 (38)	 yò 'ә́llàhá ŋ ŋánnà Vàbá dàlyè ŋáccìnà
		  yò	 'ә́l	 làh-á-ŋ	 ŋánnà	 Vàbè	 á	 dàlyè	 wá	 ŋá	 ccìnà
		  well	 sing	 song-gen-2sg	 def	 yet	 pred	 again	 com	 1excl	 hear:imper

		  ‘Sing your song again, so that we may hear it again.’

	 (39)	 é, àbàSә̀ksә́wá pàšó pàšә́vgә̀ŋánnà
		  é,	 à	 bà	 Sә̀ksә́	 wá	 pàšà-w-pàš	 ә́vgә̀	 ŋánnà
		  eh,	 3sg	 say	 Sultan	 com	 dig-pl-dig	 grave	 def

		  ‘And the Sultan said, “Dig up this grave.”’  
		  (pàšà-w-pàš is a reduplicated imperative form)

The marker wá can precede the imperative verb of the complement clause. The de dicto 
complementizers of IE language cannot be used in a similar environment:

	 (40)	 àbàSә̀ksùwá dómbàré nóyà'lámdè
		  à	 bà	 Sә̀ksè	 wá	 dú-wà	 mbàré
		  3pl	 say	 Sultan	 com	 go-pl.imp	 together
		  nó	 yá	 'lá	 mdè	 á	 dә́	 zә̀	 kùr	 ŋánnà
		  pres	 1sg	 send	 people	 pred	 go	 hl	 2pl	 def

		  ‘The sultan said, “Go, I am sending people to your place.”’
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The marker wá alone may be a marker of de dicto complementation, even if the main 
clause does not contain a verb of saying. This is the case with the first instantiation of 
the marker wá in the following example:

	 (41)	 à dә́ndàvà ázà dә́ ŋàrwà gyálә̀ ná
		  à	 dә́	 ndàvà	 á	 zà	 dә́	 ŋà-r	 wá	 gyálә̀-ná
		  3sg	 go	 ask	 pred	 hl	 father	 poss-3	 com	 girl-dem

		  hàyèn hàyá àmá dә́ ŋàrwá à kàtá yénvyè
		  hàyé-n-hàyà	 àmá	 dә́	 ŋà-r	 wá	 à	 kàtà	 á
		  love-3sg-love	 but	 father	 poss-3sg	 com	 3sg	 want	 3sg

		  yé-n-v-yè
		  refuse-3sg-appl-refuse
		�  ‘He went to ask her father, saying that the girl loves him.  

But her father wants to refuse him.’

	 (42)	 tàsә́ndàvìwә́lvà kàVànáa rúgyà wá
		  tà	 sә́	 ndàv-ì-w	 ә́lvà	 kàVàn-áa-rú	 g-yà
		  3pl	 come	 ask-1sg-vent	 matter	 goods-gen-1sg	 to-1sg

		  ‘They came to ask me about the matter of the goods’
		  wá	 'ákà	 ә́lvá	 kàVánà
		  com	 neg.ex	 matter	 goods
		  (I said) ‘There is no matter of goods.’

The only example of the comment-clause marker wá occurring after a verb of percep-
tion is in an elicited sentence, hence its validity is somewhat doubtful:

	 (43)	 yà	 ná	 wá	 tà	 gyá	 1áfà
		  1sg	 see	 com	 3pl	 prepare	 food
		  ‘I saw that they prepared food.’

The comment-clause marker wá is not an obligatory component of the complements 
of verbs of saying. Thus, it does not have to precede direct speech:

	 (44)	 à bә̀ pàllè ddá Sìmà
		  à	 bà	 pàllè	 dd-á	 Sìmà
		  3sg	 say	 one	 man-gen	 ear
		  ‘The one who hears all said:’
		  šíilyá zàrvá mì pàllè mbә̀1á mbә̀1á dә́m yáwnà
		  šíilì-á	 zàrv-á	 myà	 pàllè	 mbә̀1á-m-mbә̀1	 á	 dә́m	 yáw	 nà
		  sand-gen	 sesame-gen	 1incl	 one	 fall-in-fall	 pred	 go:in	 water	 dem

		  ‘One of our sesame seeds fell into the water.’2

.  The use of the verb mbә̀1à here is a lexical error, as this verb codes a fall from a standing 
position. It can be applied to people, trees, houses, etc. The verb vVyà [b⌠yà] ‘fall’ should have 
been used instead. In the subsequent description of the same event the speaker does indeed 
use the verb bVyà ‘fall’.
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Compare a structurally identical fragment with the comment-clause marker wá:

	 (45)	 ábà ddá kә́Và kùlùwá
		  á	 bà	 dd-á	 kә́Và	 kùl	 wá
		  3sg	 say	 man-gen	 counting	 units	 com

		  ‘The one who can count all says:’
		  9yàwàn9ískè kógá jàwá jìbàrà
		  9yà-wà-n-9í	 skè	 kwá	 gá	 jáw-á	 jìbà	 rà
		  leave-imp:pl-3sg-leave	 pol	 2pl	 take	 doubt-go	 type	 q

		  ‘Leave that, please, why do you doubt?’

The comment marker wá does not occur if the complement clause precedes rather 
than follows the verb of saying, thus providing the evidence that in the contexts where 
it appears, the form wá marks the clause as a comment on the preceding material 
within the same sentence:

	 (46)	 sèyádә́tàttàyà yéssánsә́ sábìná
		  sèi	 yá	 dә́	 tàttàyà	 yá	 s-á-n-sә́-sè	 á	 b-ìnà
		  then	 1sg	 fut	 search	 1sg	 come-go-3sg-s-come	 3sg	 say-3sg

		  ‘“I will search, I will get it out, and bring it back,” he said.’

	 (47)	 áŋkórán dálvàmúvgàbìná
		  áŋk	 ùrà	 á	 ndá	 lv	 ám	 vg	 à	 b-ìná
		  exist	 person	 3sg	 speak	 word	 in	 grave	 3sg	 say-3sg

		  ‘“There is somebody talking in the grave,” he said.’

Most examples in which the comment-clause marker wá does occur have some 
material after the verb of the first clause and before the comment-clause marker wá. It 
is usually the subject of the clause. If the complement clause immediately follows the 
verb of saying, the comment-clause marker wá most often does not occur:

	 (48)	 ábáŋánè kòndáŋgù kòbúunà
		  á	 bá	 ŋànè	 kò	 nd-á-n	 gә̀	 wè	 kò	 bwá	 nà
		  3sg	 say	 3sg	 2sg	 say-go-3sg	 to	 what	 2pl	 two	 dem

		  ‘He says, “Why do you say the two of you?”’

		  é ddә̀ ŋàràmùvgèkíní àbàbà
		  é	 ddә̀	 ŋàr	 á-mú	 vgè	 kíní	 à	 bà	 bà
		  well	 father	 3sg	 pred-in	 grave	 c.foc	 3sg	 say	 foc

		  kái màkí9yískè gdzárwà
		  kái	 mà	 kí9yí	 skè	 gdz-á-rwà
		  no,	 1incl	 three	 pol	 child-gen-1sg

		  ‘And his father in the grave says, “No, we are nevertheless three, my son.”’

The comment-clause marker wá does not occur if the complement clause uses 
the deontic complementizer séi ‘then, therefore’ borrowed from Hausa or Fula. 
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The reason the form wá does not occur is that its function is subsumed by the 
complementizer séi:

	 (49)	 máVàrá béetàrè séetá dá šúlà
		  máVàrà	 á	 bà	 ítàrè	 séi	 tá	 d-á	 šúlà
		  now (f)	 3sg	 say	 3pl	 then	 3pl	 go-go	 travel
		  ‘Now they say that they have to travel.’

	 (50)	 àbàŋàn kàyà sèyìdә̀ sánsә̀ sábìnà
		  à	 bà	 ŋàn	 kàyà	 sèi	 yà	 dә̀	 sá-n-sә̀-sè	 á	 b-ìnà
		  3sg	 say	 3sg	 nevertheless	 then	 1sg	 seq	 come-3sg-s-come	 3sg	 say-3sg

		  ‘He says, “Nevertheless, I will get it out.”’

The comment-clause marker wá is used if there is some other material between the 
verb of saying and the complement clause, e.g. the subject of the main clause. The 
comment-clause marker wá is not used if the complement clause precedes the verb of 
saying. If the complement clause has the deontic complementizer séi the comment-
clause marker wá is not used. This points out that the role of the comment-clause 
marker wá is thus to mark the clause as being a comment on the preceding material.

2.5  �Comment on a relative clause

A comment clause can have a relative clause in its scope. The de dicto complementizers 
of IE languages perform a similar function:

	 (51)	 kínnázù ábà dzàtә̀rbádzә̀náwá
		  kín	 názù	 á	 bàdz-à-tә̀r-bádzә̀	 ná	 wá
		  now	 what	 3sg	 spoil-go-3pl-spoil	 dem	 com

		  ә́gdzrè á màSán màmà
		  ә́gdzrè	 á	 màSà	 án	 màmà
		  daughter	 3sg	 attach	 assc	 mother
		  ‘Actually, what spoils them is that the daughter is attached to her mother.’

	 (52)	 ә́lvá mdè mákállàm mìrwá ámàŋkpée1à
		  ә́lv-á	 mdè	 mákállàm-ìr	 wá	 á	 màŋ-k	 pée1à
		  word-gen	 people	 denigrate-head	 com	 pred	 make-neg	 force
		  ‘The words of denigrators are of no use.’

2.6  �Comment on an adverbial phrase

A comment clause can occur after an adverbial phrase. Complement clauses with a de 
dicto complementizer cannot have adverbial phrases in their scope in IE languages:

	 (53)	 ә̀stù	 wá	 Vó-Và	 nàr-wà-ndzà	 ŋánnà
		  like.that	 com	 finish:vent-finish	 language-mouth-past	 def

		  Lit..‘Like that finished this story.’
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The adverbial phrase may be locative:

	 (54)	 ám já dùnínà ŋónànnàwá 'ákà árgfàrvóŋè
		  á-m	 nj-á	 dùní-nà	 nó	 ŋánnà	 wá	 'ákà
		  pred-in	 life:gen	 world-dem	 pres	 def	 com	 neg.ex

		  á-r	 g	 fà-rvóŋè
		  pred-on	 to	 put-heart
		  ‘In this life here, there is nothing that surpasses patience.’

2.7  �Comment clauses after volitional verbs

A comment clause can follow a volitional verb. The role of the marker wá is merely to 
mark the comment clause rather than any deontic function. The deontic function is 
coded by the preposition gә̀ before the verb of the complement clause:

	 (55)	 yò cáamànkínì názù àkàtànórwá
		  yò	 cáamàn	 kínì	 názù	 à	 kàtà-nà	 ùr	 wá
		  well	 first of all	 c.foc	 what	 3sg	 want-3sg	 person	 com

		  bà	 gә̀	 njà-rí-njà	 án	 hèer-àn-klàpì-rè
		  foc	 to	 stay-3pl-stay	 assc	 peace (Ar)-assc-health (K.Ar)-nom

		  ‘First of all, what one wants is for them to live in peace and good health.’

2.8  �Temporal and conditional apodosis clauses

The comment-clause marker wá occurs in both temporal and conditional sentences, 
but it marks only apodoses:

	 (56)	 ámhә̀r1 ә̀ ŋánnà ә́gdzrè bàmáVàVálà dә́m fátàrwá
		  á-m	 hә̀r1 ә̀	 ŋánnà	 ә́gdzrè	 bà	 má	 Và-Válà	 d-ә́m	 f-á-tàr	 wá
		  pred-in	 farm	 def	 child	 foc	 hyp	 go-go	 go-in	 field-gen-3pl	 com

		  ‘While farming, when the child goes to their field,’

		  á'là làhárà
		  á	 'là	 làh-á-rà
		  3sg	 send	 song-gen-3sg

		  ‘he sings his song.’

	 (57)	 a.	 mádà dùmá màVárwà
			   má	 dá-d-wà	 má	 màVár	 wá
			   hyp	 go-go-vent	 hyp	 now	 com

			   ‘And when he [the groom-to-be] arrives,
			   ә́lvà	 tàr-ŋánnà	 bà1ә̀mmé	 á	 dә́	 zә̀	 dàdà
			   speech	 3pl-def	 all	 pred	 go	 hl	 father
			   ‘everything that they have to say is to the father.’
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		  b.	 dàdә̀nә̀kínì SyàpSyè dàdámbárwá
			   dàdә̀	 nә̀	 kínì	 Syà-v-Syè	 dàd	 á-m	 mb-á-rà	 wá
			   father	dem	c.foc	mature-appl-mature	 father	pred-in	house-gen-3sg	 com

			   ‘As for the father, once he is a father at his home,’

			   mándà súwèe kínì ә̀gdzárwá áVìpVyè kә́Vàbè
			   má	 á	 ndà-sú	 wèe	 kínì	 ә̀gdz-á-r	 wá
			   hyp	 3sg	 say-s	 what	 c.foc	 child-gen-3sg	 com

			   á	 Vì-p-Vyè	 kә́	 Vàbè
			   3sg	 accept-appl-accept	 neg	 again
			   ‘whatever he says, his child should accept, shouldn’t she?’

The marker wá may follow the demonstrative ná:

	 (58)	 méyá'là lághnàwá
		  mé	 yá	 'là	 láh	 ná	 wá
		  hyp	 1sg	 send	 song	 dem	 com

		  ‘“When I sing the song,

		  áŋkórán dálvàmúvgàbìná
		  áŋk	 ùrà	 á	 ndá	 lv	 ám	 vg	 à	 b-ìná
		  exist	 person	 3sg	 speak	 word	 in	 grave	 3sg	 say-3sg

		  there is somebody talking in the grave,” he said.’

	 (59)	 žílé	 mávàcátә̀nà á dә́tàtàyà mùksә̀
		  žílé	 má-vàcà	 á-tә̀-nà	 á	 dә́	 tàtàyà	 mùksә̀
		  man	 hyp-time	 pred-t-3sg	 3sg	 go	 search	 woman
		  ‘The man, at the time when he will go to look for a woman,’

		  náwá átsé áVálà mánùrárà
		  ná	 wá	 á-tsé	 á-Válà	 m-án	 ùr-á-rà
		  dem	 com	 3sg-get up	 3sg-go	 hyp-assc	 man-gen-3sg

		  ‘he gets up and goes either with his man’

		  máSà kàtә̀ŋàrómlè
		  má	 Sàkàtә̀	 ŋàrà	 úmlè
		  or	 fellow	 3sg	 another
		  ‘or with one of his buddies.’

The following sentence contains two instantiations of the comment-clause marker  
wá: one when it marks a temporal apodosis, and the other when it marks a comment 
on the topicalized noun:

	 (60)	 dàdә̀nә̀kínì SyàpSyè dàdámbárwá
		  dàdә̀	 nә̀	 kínì	 Syà-v-Syè	 dàd	 á-m	 mb-á-rà	 wá
		  father	 dem	 c.foc	 mature-appl-mature	 father	 pred-in	 house-gen-3sg	 com

		  ‘As for the father, once he is a father at his home,’
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		  mándà súwèe kínì ә̀gdzárwá áVìpVyè kә́Vàbè
		  má	 á	 ndà-sú	 wèe	 kínì	 ә̀gdz-á-r	 wá
		  hyp	 3sg	 say-s	 what	 c.foc	 child-gen-3sg	 com

		  á	 Vì-p-Vyè	 kә́	 Vàbè
		  3sg	 accept-appl-accept	 neg	 again
		  ‘whatever he says, his child should accept, shouldn’t she?’

The comment clause can function as a conditional apodosis:

	 (61)	 àbìná màgyávgyèn mágàyáŋrùwà
		  à	 b-ìná	 má	 gyá-v-gyè-n	 mágày-á-ŋrè	 wá
		  3sg	 say-3sg	 hyp	 cook-appl-cook-pause	 millet-gen-1excl	 com

		  ‘He said, “If our hungry rice (Digitaria exilis) is cooked…’

		  ŋàzàná bàŋrè ántàràmùrwá tàné
		  ŋá	 zà-ná	 bà	 ŋrè	 ántàrà	 mù-rwá	 tàné
		  1excl	 eat-3sg	 foc	 1excl	 conj	 mother-1sg	 only (F)
		  ‘we will eat it only with my mother.”’

	 (62)	 à bàpàllé n kínì wá mábà ní bà jìr bVyà-sә́-bVyè
		  à	 bà	 pàllè	 nà	 kínì	 wá	 má-bà	 ní
		  3sg	 say	 one	 dem	 c.foc	 com	 hyp-foc	 intens

		  bà	 jìr	 bVyà-sә́-bVyè
		  foc	 true	 fall-s-fall

		  dә́-m hù1á hàyì wá
		  dә́-m	 hù1-á	 hàyè	 wá
		  go-in	 belly-gen	 river	 com

		  ‘One among them said, “If really [one grain] has fallen into the river,”

		  sèyádә́tàttàyà yéssánsә́ sábìná
		  sèi	 yá	 dә́	 tàttàyà	 yá	 s-á-n-sә́-sè	 á	 b-ìnà
		  then	 1sg	 fut	 search	 1sg	 come-go-3sg-s-come	 3sg	 say-3sg

		  “I will search, I will get it out, and bring it back,” he said.’

	 (63)	 Vàmá má cìnà-kùr-áncín jùbóonә̀ náwá
		  Vàmá	 má	 cìnà-kùr-án-cìn	 jùbà	 únà	 ná	 wá
		  assembly	 hyp	 hear-2pl-3sg-hear	 matter	 def	 dem	 com

		  ‘Listeners, if you understand this matter,’

		  'ákà-r gìná
		  'ákà	 àr	 g-ìná
		  neg.ex	 over	 to-def

		  ‘there is no greater [truth/goodness] than that.’

The de dicto complementizers of IE languages do not mark either temporal or 
conditional apodoses.
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2.9  �Comment clauses in counter-expectation predication

The comment clause can clarify the reason for a counter-expectation. Western Indo-
European languages do not deploy the complementizer in the coding of this function.

	 (64)	 yò	 àyá	 šágrà
		  well	 excl	 good
		  ‘Well, it is good.’

		  àmá wá yàcìnàncìnә́ lvә̀ ŋánnà
		  àmá	 wá	 yà	 cìn-àn-cìnә́	 lvә̀	 ŋánnà
		  however	 com	 1sg	 hear-3sg-hear	 matter	 def

		  ‘However, it seems I have already heard about this thing.’

		  àmáwá gdzárùVàbé cíkwá ándá lè yà
		  àmá	 wá	 gdzá-rù	 Vàbé	 cíkwá	 á	 ndáhà	 lèyà
		  but	 com	 child-1sg	 still	 small	 3	 read	 lecture
		  ‘But, my child [daughter] is still young, she is still in school.’

3.  �Synthesis

The syntactic environments listed above do not have much in common in terms of the 
categories that precede the form wá. That indicates that the presence of the comment-
clause marker wá is not triggered by the properties of the phrases or clauses that 
precede it. In all cases, the marker wá is followed by a clause, hence the evidence that it 
is some type of clause marker. But not all clauses, even those in complex sentences, are 
preceded by the comment-clause marker wá. The fact that the presence of the marker 
wá cannot be predicted from the material that precedes it or that follows it, is the 
evidence that it is a means for independent coding, a property shared by complemen-
tizers in other languages (Frajzyngier 1996).

The form wá marks the ensuing clause as being a comment on what precedes 
it. It is also a part of the preceding clause or phrase. The marker wá indicates that 
something else follows in the utterance and that it constitutes a comment on the 
immediately preceding material.

4.  �Implications

The fundamental function of being a comment on a preceding element allows us to explain 
a relatively large variety of syntactic constructions in which the comment clause occurs. 
The comment clause is the only element that these constructions have in a common. It 
explains rather well the complex sentence structures with the comment clause.
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The widespread use of the comment clause puts into the question the funda-
mental notion of clause combining (Haiman & Thompson 1988), viz., does ‘clause 
combining’ represent an observation of the internal structure of some utterances or 
is it an observation of the speakers’ motivation. Clause combining harkens to the 
same assumptions that led to the notion of phrase structure rules, viz. combining 
larger entities out of smaller entities. The use of the comment clause confirms the 
assumption that speakers operate with different motivations, viz. on the coding of 
various functional domains (Frajzyngier & Shay 2003). If the speaker wants to make 
a comment on a noun or an adverbial phrase, the use of the comment clause results 
in a simple sentence. If the speaker wants to make a comment on a proposition, the 
result is a complex sentence.

Abbreviations

1	 First person
2	 Second person
3	 Third person
aff	 Affected
appl	 Applicative
ar	 Arabic
assc	 Associative
c.foc	 Contrastive focus
com	 Comment marker
comp	 Complementizer
conj	 Conjunction
dat	 Dative
def	 Definite
dem	 Demonstrative
ex	 Existential
f	 Fula (Fulfulde)
foc	 Focus marker
gen	 Genitive
go	 Goal
h	 Hausa
hyp	 Hypothetical
imper	 Imperative
in	 Inner space
hl	 Human locative
incl	 Inclusive

k	 Kanuri
m	 Masculine
n	 Noun, nasal consonant
neg	 Negative
nomin	 Nominalizing
past	 Past time marker
pb	 Phrase-final marker
pl	 Plural
pol	 Polite
pnct	 Punctual
pred	 Predicative marker
prep	 Preposition
pres	 Presentative
q	 Question marker
refl	 Reflexive
rem	 Remote
rq	 Rhetorical question
s	 Source
seq	 Sequential
sg	 Singular
t	 Target
tog	� Together (multiple

 participants)
tr	 Transitive
vent	 Ventive References
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