RHETORICAL QUESTIONS AS PERSONAL NAMES IN DAGAARE
ABSTRACT
This study gives a comprehensive analysis of the use of rhetorical questions as personal names in Dagaare, a Mabia language spoken in the Upper West Region of Ghana. Using the qualitative research approach, it explores both the literal and metaphorical meanings encoded in these names. It further examines the motivation that guides name-givers in their selection of rhetorical-question forms as names and how some name-bearers also perceive their own names. The findings show that these names exhibit the full structural and phonological features of interrogative sentences. Typologically, these names span several categories, including circumstantial personal names, innuendos as names, and theophoric names, among others. 
INTRODUCTION  
Names and naming practices have enormous socio-cultural, spiritual and psychological significance in Africa and beyond (Offong 2013: 43). As part of Ghanaian cultural practices, personal names are performative acts of assigning a social status and identity to an individual based on certain factors such as wealth, physical appearance, including height, conflict, and kinship ties. The factors that influence the choice of a personal name may include inherent features of the individual, their family status or their lineage, such as their family genealogy in the society. In the same vein, Agyekum (2006) describes names as socio-cultural tags that perform socio-cultural functions.  In many African societies, names are perceived to be important indicators of the bearer’s behaviour and their past, present, and future accomplishments (Obeng 1998:164). Naming in an African context is considered to represent symbols of relationships, events, spatial units, belief systems, ethical and social values (Ota 2002; Agyekum 2006; Author2 2020). It is therefore empirical to emphasise and note that personal names serve as fundamental tools for distinguishing individuals and ensuring accuracy in identification and description. In view and support to this, (Rey 1995: 26) expresses that names serve a purely referential purpose. Consequently, the act of naming holds significant ritual importance across all societies and cultures. Agyekum (2006) further posits that while names are pointers, naming is, however, a universal cultural practice. Research on naming practices in African societies shows that personal names serve a greater purpose than just identification labels. Instead, they include descriptive content conveyed through complex linguistic structures that reflect the linguistic and socio-cultural background of a particular society (Akinnaso 1980; Suzman 1994; Agyakum 2006; Bisilki 2018; Author2 2020 & 2024, Author1 2025). In some Ghanaian societies, personal names reflect experiences and events that surround the birth of the newborn child (Nakuma 2001; Biliski 2018; Cheditey 2019; Author2 2020.)
The study of personal names is referred to as anthroponomy, a subfield of onomastics (Algeo 1992; Author2 2020).  Within the Dagaare naming system, a profound category exists where personal names are framed not as statements but as rhetorical questions. These names emerge from moments of uncertainty, communal inquiry, or existential reflection surrounding a child’s birth. Functioning as sophisticated sociolinguistic devices, they embed a layer of deep semantic complexity into the bearer’s identity. Rather than seeking a literal answer, these names serve as indirect social commentary, questioning social injustices, and supporting a core cultural worldview that acknowledges the limitations of mankind against the supreme authority of the divine. Names within this category operate as both a personal identifier and a perpetual, communal philosophical provocation. In Obeng (1998)’s view, African names not only point to the dreams and expectations of the name givers but also of the name-bearers.  Author2 et al (2024:1) point out that a name can refer to anything; the unnamed is what has not been noticed. Hence, the use of questions, indirections, among other forms, when naming, though they identify the name bearers, they have a wider metaphorical meaning that can refer to anything from the physical to the abstract. Blount (2015) argues that personal names are embedded within social, cultural, and historical systems. Sharing this view is the Dagaaba of Ghana, who see each name as a thread that ties an individual to kinship networks, communal values, and ancestral legacies. In his study on the socio-semantics of Dagaare personal names, Author1 (2025), concludes that question-based names are within the brother category of names as aspersions which are generally used for satisfactions. Other categories mentioned include ancestral names, birth condition names, and witchcraft names. 
The current study originates from the striking observation that question-based names are dominantly used within the Dagaaba naming tradition as personal names. Recognising this pattern as culturally meaningful rather than incidental, this study seeks to understand the reasons behind their usage and the deeper motifs they embody, whether emotional, philosophical, or spiritual. While less attention has been devoted to this phenomenon, previous studies in Dagaare and Mabia naming practices their prevalence is overwhelming. This then presents a critical gap in our understanding of the structural and semantic dimensions of the names in Dagaare. 
The current study, therefore, aims to analyse the syntax, semantics, and metaphorical implications of interrogative names in Dagaare and how these names encode communal values and lived experiences of the Dagaabas of the Upper West Region of Ghana. It explores the motif behind why a name-giver will choose a rhetorical question as a personal name and potentially what some bearers of these names think about their names. 
METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION
This study employed a qualitative research design to investigate the use of rhetorical questions as personal names in Dagaare. The research was conducted in key Dagaare-speaking communities, including Jirapa, Nadowli, Kaleo, Daffiama, Charia, and Wa, capturing both central and southern dialectal variations, due to their close similarities, during a field trip to the selected communities.
Data was collected using semi-structured interviews with cultural custodians, including elders, community leaders, and chief linguists, acting as consultants.   A tailored interview guide, which focused on the meaning of personal names, their contexts of usage, and cultural motivations behind the selection of rhetorical questions as names, was used. Overall, the study engaged five native consultants. Four males and one female, all within the age categories of 65-89. During the interviews, all sessions were audio-recorded with the permission of the interviewees. These were later transcribed and translated. This primary method was further supplemented by documentary analysis of some selected school registers in the communities under study. Names that were in question forms were selected from these schools’ registers for additional analysis.  Furthermore, participant observation was integral to understanding the performative and contextual aspects of these names in everyday social and communicative practices.


BACKGROUND OF LANGUAGE AND ITS PEOPLE
Dagaare is one of the major languages of the north-western parts of Ghana and some parts of Burkina Faso. The language belongs to the Mabia group of languages (Author3 2020). Early descriptions by Author3 (2000) emphasise that Dagaare’s core lexicon and morphosyntax align closely with other sister languages, including Dagbane and Mampruli. Nakuma (2001) writes that the term Dagaare, is used as a cover name for a cluster of speech varieties variously referred to as Dagaari, Dagaahre, Dagara, Dagaare-Waale, Birifor, Lobr, Wiile, etc.
Geographically, Dagaare is spoken by over 2 million people across northwestern Ghana, southeastern Burkina Faso, and adjacent areas in Côte d’Ivoire (Author3 2020). Rather than a single homogeneous tongue, it constitutes a dialect continuum with major varieties, including Southern/Central Dagaare (often simply called “Dagaare”), Northern Dagara, and the Waale (Southern) and Birifor speech forms (Author3 1997). These varieties remain mutually intelligible to varying degrees, with the Central Dagaare dialect serving as the basis for educational materials, radio broadcasts, and Bible translations. This study refers to the Dagaare-speaking people of the Upper West region of Ghana.
Figure 1 shows the main areas in which the various dialects of the language are spoken. It should be noted, however, that the language is not limited to its traditional homeland because it has spread across other parts of Ghana due to the movement or migration of native speakers (Angsongna 2023).
Figure 1. Dagaare-speaking areas in Ghana.
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The credit of this map goes to the UBC geography team (Angsongna & Akinbo 2022). 

NAMING PRACTICES AMONG THE DAGAABA
The Dagaaba naming system is deeply symbolic and spiritually rooted in tradition (Author1 2025). Central to this practice is the belief in ancestral reincarnation, where names are selected through ritual consultations with elders or diviners (Kyiileyang 2017). These individuals interpret dreams, signs, and the child’s behaviours to ascertain if an ancestor has been reborn. Among the Dagaaba, personal names are typically crafted based on significant life events and intuitions of the family head. Selecting a name in Dagaare offers an opportunity to make direct references to the family, community, or even adversaries. Traditionally, naming responsibility rests with the grandfather (the yidaana) or overall landlord of the household. That notwithstanding, older women, particularly those who are matriarchs with years of knowledge and experience, are also consulted regularly when choosing names for newborn babies within the family and the community at large. Ryan (1981:146), is of the view that the name given to human infants distinguishes him or her socially and incorporates him or her fully into the wider society. Hence, names are believed to reflect and shape a person’s character. Nakuma (2001) therefore explains that before choosing a name, thorough consultations with soothsayers about divine insights take place alongside considerations of the circumstances surrounding a child’s birth. It is important to note that the Dagaaba do not have a fixed class for selecting names. Rather, circumstances and events, as well as spiritual revelations, are what influence the choice of a name.
In Dagaaba naming traditions, individuals are generally also expected to possess a minimum of two names: a personal name and an ancestral (surname) name. This structure is demonstrated in Table (1). 
Table 1: Indigenous Dagaare Name Forms
	Personal name
	Ancestral (surname)
	Full name structure

	Angbanbeo
	Dakurah
	Angbanbeo Dakurah

	Lantaa
	Der
	Lantaa Der

	Pogdaa
	Author3
	Pogdaa Author3

	Pegmwine
	Author1
	Pegmwine Author1



Once a name is chosen for the newborn, the baby is introduced by outdooring him/her on the seventh day after birth. This event typically marks a ceremony that involves pouring libations and offering sacrifices of thanksgiving and protection, formally welcoming the child into both their home and community. 
BASIC STRUCTURE OF DAGAARE PERSONAL NAMES
Akinnaso (1980) proposes that personal names are either derived from nominal forms or from complete sentences with varying levels of complexity. Dagaare names are similarly formed from simple nouns, a verb phrase, noun-adjectives, adjective-adjectives, negations, among others. Author2 et al (2023), observe that personal names in the Kusaal language take prefixes and can be compound words and sentences. Similarly, in Dagaare, personal names are formed on prefixes and affixes. Additionally, Awedoba (1996) notes that Kasena personal names exhibit forms that are derived from potential sentences such as regular statements, questions, commands or exclamations. Mensah & Ishima (2020) argue that linguistic assessment of personal names reveals that they can comprise lexical items, phrases, clauses and sentences of various types and functions in a language. In Dagaare, personal names are generated in various forms, including sentences, compound words, exclamations, and questions. Table (2) illustrates these forms. 
Table (2): Basic form and structure of personal names in Dagaare
	[bookmark: _Hlk209303258]Compound name
	Composition
	Gloss

	Pogenaa
	Pog.naa
N -    N
Woman-chief
	A queen

	Angbanbeo
	Ang.ban.beo
Pro.  V     adv
Who  know   tomorrow
	Who knows tomorrow?

	Zintang
	Zin.tang
V-  V
Sit- ignore
	To be unconcerned

	Mwinlanaa
	Mwin.la.naa
N-      V   N
God    is  king
	God is king

	Mwin-tuma
	Mwin.tuma
N-         V
God      work
	God’s work

	Sungsuma
	Sung.suma
A-        A
Good   nice
	Doing good is rewarding

	Numbu
	Numbu
V
	Love!


              
THE STRUCTURE OF QUESTIONS IN DAGAARE
In Dagaare, interrogatives are generally classified into polar interrogatives, alternative interrogatives, and content interrogatives. Polar questions are formed through two main strategies: the use of sentence-final question particles and the lengthening of the final syllable vowel accompanied by a falling pitch (Naapame, 2015). Naapame’s study demonstrates that the language distinguishes declarative sentences from polar interrogatives chiefly through these prosodic and particle-based strategies. Author3 (1997) further notes that Dagaare maintains its basic SVO declarative structure across interrogative forms, with interrogative expressions through prosodic features, particles, or interrogative words rather than syntactic inversion. Alternative interrogatives are marked by the explicit presentation of options, while content interrogatives are formed with question words that query specific elements such as person, place, time, manner, or reason. Below are some illustrations.

1. [bookmark: _Hlk209303306]Bòńg	 ká 	N 	      sáàng?
        what      COMP 1sg nom      wrong?
         “What is my crime?”

2. Bóndáárè/Dábóu    kà 	   bá  	  nà	 tá?
      	When  		 COMP   3.PL    FUT	 reach?
         “When will they arrive?”
3. Àng	 lá 	àrè 	à 	bè ?
          Who 	FOC 	stand	DEF 	there
          “Who is standing there?”
LITERATURE REVIEW
Author2 et al. (2024) offer a detailed structural analysis of Kusaal personal names by examining their phonology, morphonology, and syntax. They show that Kusaal names conform to the language’s phonotactic constraints, avoiding illicit consonant clusters via insertion and deletion. Her study indicates that personal names occupy defined positions within a sentence. They explain that personal names remain neutral with respect to features like definiteness and number. They observe that morphologically, personal names in Kusaal are built from roots, prefixes, and suffixes, and can form compounds whose internal structure mirrors that of ordinary lexical items, while syntactically, names appear as phrases, clauses, or even full sentences, demonstrating that onomastic forms are fully integrated into Kusaal’s grammatical system (Author2 et al., 2024). These findings directly inform our study of rhetorical-question names in Dagaare, another Mabia language sharing many structural traits with Kusaal. If Kusaal names abide by rigorous phonological, morphological, and syntactic rules, this study hypothesises that Dagaare question‐names similarly conform to the language’s grammar employing specific interrogative particles, affixation patterns, and permissible cluster‐resolution strategies. 
Also, Caesar (2019) offers a comprehensive morphosyntactic examination of allusive names in Dangme, situating them as deliberate linguistic constructs imbued with parental intent and cultural nuance. At the morphological level, Caesar identifies four principal forms of Dangme allusive names: monomorphemic roots, di-morphemic compounds, syntactic phrases, and fully reduced clauses. This spectrum demonstrates how name givers explore varying degrees of morphological complexity to craft names that range from concise epitaphs to miniaturised sentences. The study reveals that allusive names in Dangme can take lexical, phrasal and sentential forms. Syntactically, allusive names in Dangme map onto three core sentence types: declarative, interrogative, and imperative. Declarative names assert traits or states (e.g., “He is brave”), interrogative names pose rhetorical questions to evoke reflection or social awareness, and imperative names function as directive or protective utterances. Caesar’s analysis shows that this versatility enables Dangme speakers to encode evaluative, protective, or motivational meanings within a single onomastic form. Her work underscores the dynamic interplay between syntax and social meaning, revealing how the seemingly simple act of naming is in fact a finely tuned morphosyntactic performance (Caesar 2019).
On Kasem, a Mabia language, Awedoba’s (1996) investigation of Kasem nominal genders and personal names foregrounds how names in Kasena function syntactically as genuine noun‐class items rather than inert labels. Awedoba (1996:8) points out that Kasem, like neighbouring languages such as Buli (citing Kruger 1992; Naden 1988; & Gunmni Rapp 1965), is a language with nominal classes. The study through analysis of collocational patterns between personal names and the nine class‐marking determiners in Kasem, shows that affixing a determiner to a name not only satisfies grammatical concord but also subtly conveys speaker attitudes and social positioning (Awedoba, 1996). This study highlights four morphosyntactic insights. That personal names in Kasem select class‐appropriate determiners, integrating fully into the nominal system rather than occupying a sui generis category. Second, this integration licenses nuanced expressivity: attaching a determiner from a “feminine” or “neuter” class can signal respect, intimacy, or even mockery, depending on context, among others. These insights directly inform our study of rhetorical questions as names in Dagaare. Just as Awedoba treats Kasem names as active participants in nominal‐class syntax, this study on Dagaare will examine how interrogative pronouns and question particles in Dagaare names integrate into morphosyntactic structures, shaping both grammatical behaviour and pragmatic effects. His approach to coding natural discourse data and interpreting the indexical force of determiner name collocations inspires our method of analysing question‐name occurrences in naming ceremonies and everyday speech.  
Gerba (2014) highlights that in Oromo, a Cushitic language of Ethiopia, names are derived from multiple word classes, including nouns, adjectives, pronouns, and verbs. While a minority of Oromo names remain neutral, most are clearly gendered: masculine names typically end in “-a, -aa, -an, -uu, or -saa”, whereas feminine names more often carry suffixes like “-tii, -tuu, or -ee” (Gerba, 2014:258). A comparable suffixal distinction appears in Tamil of India, where male names generally end in ‘and female names in ‘I’, as illustrated by Isvaran versus Isvari (Britto, 1986:251). Kusaal mirrors this pattern with a more limited set of gender-specific suffixes. Across all these languages, including Oromo, Tamil, and Kusaal, gender distinctions are signalled exclusively through suffixation rather than prefixation.
Fatawu (2020) also argues that the most common phonological process in the formation of compounds in Dagbani personal names is elision and that it deals with the loss of a segment, a vowel, a consonant and sometimes a syllable. Phonotactic pressures on Mabia onomastics often spur segmental deletion to prevent illicit consonant clusters in personal names. Abdul-Mumin (2019) demonstrates that Dagbani compound names routinely shed medial consonants. Parallel observations in Kusaal by (Author2 et al. 2024) show that name‐formation processes likewise truncate complex clusters, fulfilling the language’s strict syllable‐structure requirements and maintaining phonological well‐formedness.
Extending these to Dagaare, preliminary corpus analysis and field interviews reveal an analogous deletion strategy: names containing disallowed consonant clusters undergo systematic reduction, typically through excising intervocalic consonants or simplifying contiguous consonants to a single segment. This process not only aligns Dagaare names with the open‐syllable preference of the language but also illustrates a shared Mabia phonotactic solution across Dagbani, Kusaal, and Dagaare naming practices.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The study adopts the Basic Linguistic Theory (Dixon 2010) and the socio-onomastics theory. The Basic Linguistic Theory (BLT) equips this study with a finely tuned descriptive apparatus for dissecting question-based names at multiple linguistic levels. The theory, by treating form, meaning, and use as interdependent domains, enables precise identification of interrogative markers, word-formation processes, and syntactic configurations that distinguish rhetorical questions from canonical naming structures. At the heart of the framework are the interrogative structures as typological features, and a range of interrogative construction polar questions, alternative questions, and content wh-questions. This theory covers morphological structure, argument making, and the relationship between syntax and semantics, further providing a detailed template for examining rhetorical questions as names. For instance, BLT discusses the nature of interrogatives, positioning of question words, and the formation of question-based clauses, all of which are directly applicable to the case of Dagaare and their naming structure. The theory’s emphasis on data-driven, typological comparison ensures that every morphological compound or prosodic pattern is systematically catalogued. The suitability of this theory among others lies in its syntactic mapping and interpretative strategy. With this, the study will find out whether rhetorical questions are meant to affirm, rebuke, insult indirectly, comfort or to invoke a social memory. Semantically, it supports mapping how question frames encode temporal, agentive, or existential scopes, while its discourse-functional orientation reveals how such names operate as performative utterances. Basic Linguistic Theory provides the methodological rigour necessary to trace the grammaticalization of interrogative constructions into identity-bearing labels. To complement this theory and understand the social rationale behind naming choices among the Dagaaba, the study also adopts the socio-onomastic theory.
The socio-onomastic framework complements this micro-syntactic focus by situating names within their broader social ecology. It foregrounds how naming acts articulate group values, negotiate power relations, and mediate individual community bonds. Under the broader umbrella of onomastics, the study of names, this framework helps the study practically by situation the focus on personal names. Through concepts like onomastic agency and indexicality, the framework illuminates why speakers might choose a question form to express uncertainty, invoke collective memory, or deflect spiritual harm. This framework further complements the basic linguistic theory by providing an understanding of the semantic functions of names, thus the implications of names, the pragmatic force and the cultural allusions of the questions asked in the form of names. The study further integrates ethnographic insights on naming ceremonies, familial strategies, and communal reception, socio-onomastics to reveal the pragmatic motivations behind question-names, showing that names in Dagaare are not merely linguistic curiosities but are socially charged acts that reflect and reshape belief systems. Together with Basic Linguistic Theory, they offer a holistic lens through which the syntax, semantics, and social resonance of rhetorical-question names can be fully understood.
DATA ANALYSIS
In the Dagaare naming tradition, certain personal names take the form of open-ended questions rather than definitive statements. These types of names could be innuendos and proverbial names (Author2 & Issah 2024). These appellations emerge during moments of profound uncertainty or awe surrounding a child’s birth, transforming the child’s very identity into an ongoing meditation on life’s uncertainties. Such names capture a family’s contemplation of existential themes, human limitations, divine power, and an unpredictable future rather than conveying fixed attributes or events. This study presents an analysis of some personal names in Dagaare. In the structure of rhetorical questions as personal names, the data below presents names where the q-word begins the question, ends the question and in some cases only the q-word. In all, 15 examples (question-based personal names beginning from 4-18) are discussed. The analysis further provides the inverse form of these names to see if they make sense or can be naturally used as names.
[bookmark: _Hlk208341266]
Syntactic Analysis of Rhetorical Question-Based Personal Names in Dagaare
Names that begin with ang –‘who’
[bookmark: _Hlk209303388]Rhetorical names that begin with ang (who) uniformly deploy the interrogative pronoun as the clause-initial subject, which is immediately followed by a predicate. Names beginning with ‘who’ as interrogatives often ask about a person or group of people.  They aim to persuade, emphasise or provoke thoughts. This predicate could be a verb phrase, an adjective, or a comparative nominal that is attached to form a self-standing question. This order of sequence, thus subject-predicate sequencing, underpins both grammatical well-formedness and the name’s rhetorical impact as presented in the examples below. Also, the examples present an inverse order of the names. From the data, inverting the order (for example, placing the verb or noun before “who”) breaches the language’s canonical syntax, and therefore disrupts the interrogative framing, and hence yields an unacceptable form, even if it may still be closely interpretable. The examples in 4-7a illustrate personal names with the Ang-‘who’ question forms. For the sections labelled b*, data for a reversal of these names are also provided to show their inappropriateness. 
4. a. Ang-ban-baare [áŋbáŋbáárè]  
   who-know-all
              ‘Who knows it all?’
b. * baare-ban-ang 
      	     finish-know-who
[bookmark: _Hlk209303795]          ‘finish knowing who?’

5. a. Ang- song-na [áŋsóngná] 
              who -helps -COMP
             ‘who is my helper?’
b. *songna-ang
       help   who
     ‘help who?’


6. a. ang-    sin-    mwini [áŋsíŋŋmínì]
           what    equal   God?
         ‘who is like God?’
         b.*  Mwin-  sin- ang
                God    like  what
              “What is God like?”
7. Yel- ku-   ang [yɛ̀lkúáŋ]
         Say  give   who?
          ‘To report/say to who?’ 
	b*ang-yel-ku
	  who  tell  give 
	 ‘who reported.’
Names that begin with bo/bon/bong- ‘what’
[bookmark: _Hlk209303421]This study also proves that Dagaare personal names are built on “what” (bong/bon/bo). In the examples we observe that this interrogative pronoun obligatorily fronts the clause as the clause-initial head and is directly followed by the core predicate whether a copular construction, verb phrase, adjectival phrase, or nominal phrase that carries the name’s semantic content. This wh-fronting both encodes the question-like force of the name and preserves the language’s canonical subject predicate ordering. Although bong/bo/bon (what) can surface at a sentence initial and final position, in naming contexts however, it never moves to the middle position. The data presented further shows that any inversion or in-situ placement of the wh-pronoun disrupts the CP structure and the rhetorical impact, yielding an ungrammatical form. Examples 8-15 illustrates this structure.
8. a. Bo-    man-		saan [bòmáŋsáán]  
           what 	1st SUBJ.SG 	wrong?”
             ‘what is my crime?’
b. *man-saan-  bo
  	     me  destroy what
    ‘what did I destroy?’

9. a. Bong-     ibu   [bóŋíbú]    
            what     do 2nd OBJ.SG
          ‘what happened to you?’
b. *ibu-bong
    do you what
      ‘what did I do to you’

10. a. Bon-  la-      kyere  [bóŋlátʃὲrὲ]  
            what   FOC   left?”
           ‘what more is left?’
b.*la-kyere-bon
 	    is  left    what
   ‘what is left’

11. a. Kaa-		ema-		bong  [kááèmábóŋ]
         3rd SUB.do 	1st .OBJ.SG	 Int(what)?
         ‘What will it do to me?’
b. *bong- kaa- ema
     what  that  do me
    ‘what did it do to me?’

12. a. N-		 yel-	ka-	    bong  [njὲlkábóŋ] 
             1SG SUBJ.	 say 	COMP     what ?
     	  ‘what should I say?’
b. *bong-kan-yel
     what me say
         ‘what did I say?’

13. a. Na-	di-	bong  [nádíbóŋ]
       	   to   eat 	what?
             ‘what will I eat ?’

b.*bong-na-di
    what you eat
       ‘what will you eat?’

14. a. Nou-  la-	bong  [núólàbóŋ]
             Sweet	  FOC  where?
            ‘where is my joy’
b.*bong-la-nou
    what is joy
   ‘what is joy?’

15. a. Wa-	la-	kan-	      ee  [wálàkáŋèè] 
              what 1st	OBJ.SG    do?
  	   ‘what did I do wrong?’
b.*Man.ee.wala
   	  me   do  what
 ‘what do I do ?’

Names that begin with bon- ‘why’
[bookmark: _Hlk209303448]Although not so common, rhetorical questions also exist as personal names in the form of the simple question form bon-“why”. This form is used when one is not convinced in any way and does not understand why sometime played out the way it did. To such, name givers simple possess the question ‘bonso’-why.  Example 16 shows an instance. 
16. a. Bon-so [bóŋsó]
         	    why  it 
               ‘Why?’ 
         b* So.bon
           Have what
         ‘what do you have’

Names that begin with ye- ‘where’
[bookmark: _Hlk209303483]Question-based names in Dagaare also employ the question form ye- ‘where’. Dagaare names beginning with ‘where’ project a wh-question in a complementiser phrase, with the wh-pronoun appearing obligatorily as the specifier. What follows is a locative or existential predicate, often a copular construction plus a noun or pronominal phrase. In Dagaare, personal names beginning with ‘where’ also will usually instantiate a canonical wh‐question structure which is turned into a proper noun. From the examples, the locative wh-pronoun also suggests that the wh-question ‘where’, will usually occupy the clause-initial position. For instance, in example 14, syntactically, the locative wh-pronoun “ye” sits as a specifier, immediately c-commanding a predicate made up of the pronominal object man plus the postposition yi. Any attempt to invert this sequence (for example, predicate before wh) disrupts the complementiser frame and is judged ungrammatically.
17. Ye-       man-	         yi [jémáɲí] 
         where  1st OBJ.SG   from?
         ‘where am I from?’
	b* man- yi-    ye
             me   from where
	  ‘where from me’?

18. a. Yiri-      la-	      buo  [yìrílábúò]  
          Home    FOC     which?
            ‘where is my home?’
b.*yiri-buo-la
              home which is
  ‘Which home is this’?
The data presents names in Dagaare that takes the form of questions. The data presents names with some names beginning with the Q word, while some end with the Q word. It also finds that the Q word can stand alone by itself in some instances. From the data and observations, there are no q-words in-situ. 
Wh-question personal names in Dagaare also instantiate a syntactic configuration best described as nominalized headless clauses, wherein the interrogative pronoun root occupies the canonical position of a noun phrase. From the names presented, each name commences with a wh-root preserving its high-tone pitch accent and followed immediately by a minimal predicative element, typically a verb or a stative adjective. Also, optional grammatical particles, such as focus markers or complementizers, also intervene between the root and predicate as seen in some of the examples. The resulting sequence, which is a wh-root + (particle) + predicate, fuses into a single lexical unit that functions equivalently to a proper noun within the nominal syntactic frames. 
These names also incorporate subject or object pronoun affixes on the predicate to signal argument structure, although many rely on extralinguistic context to supply agentive or patient roles. The prohibition against external determiners and modifiers further reinforces the clause’s transformation into a self-standing nominal. Externally, these names behave as noun phrases, bearing possessive markers or co-occurring with copular constructions, while semantically retaining the interrogative force of a question. 

Reasons and cultural motivations for the use of rhetorical questions as personal names
There are several reasons why people are named using rhetorical questions. The study thematically discusses three of these views as established by opinion leaders and name givers across the Dagaaba communities. They include aspersions and satisfaction, for personal attacks and for theophoric beliefs.
The practice of employing rhetorical questions as names in the Dagaaba culture is fundamentally a mechanism for achieving existential satisfaction and psychological resolution. Author2 & Issah (2024) similarly describe them as metaphorical expressions. Name givers indicate that questions names transform overwhelming human anxieties into a state of acceptance and peace. It is noted that these questions are to trigger a sense of conscience without necessarily demanding an open answer. For example, names like Bonlakyere (What more is left?) or Angbanbaare (Who knows it all?), function as a form of Stoic reframing, where the unanswerable nature of the question is precisely the point. The name Bonlakyere signifies the satisfaction that comes from recognizing one’s own limits, declaring that all possible effort has been expended, thus releasing the burden of striving for impossible control over outcomes.  Similarly, Angbanbaare provides profound relief by explicitly rejecting the pressure of humans who seek to put themselves before others and in some cases, think they control the universe. Within the society, the Dagaaba believe that although there are king makers and people of power, it is not everything they can do. Hence, when these people with their influence are not able to help, or end up failing, then enquiries can begin to say angbanbaare ‘who knows it all?’. This acceptance of finitude and uncertainty is not a surrender to despair but a strategic path to fulfilment, allowing the individual to find peace by aligning with the natural limits of the human condition.
This naming convention moves beyond ordinary commentary. It reflects a cultural understanding that true satisfaction is found not in possessing answers, but in gracefully reconciling with the questions themselves. Within the Dagaaba theocentric universe, these names distribute the weight of existential burdens, placing the responsibility for ultimate knowledge onto God and the duty of resilient effort onto the human.  It should be noted that people who carry such a name are not as a mark of open anguish, but as a declaration of resolved acceptance, and a continuous reminder that peace is found in the acknowledgement of one’s designated role within a larger, mysterious cosmic order. The name, therefore, becomes a permanent source of strength and a verbal artefact of resilience that transforms private struggle into a publicly affirmed and shared philosophy for the living.
Again, the use of rhetorical questions is for casting aspersions. This strategy is deeply effective because it operates within the cultural rules of diplomacy and the avoidance of direct confrontation. Information from traditional/opinion leaders and name givers indicates that by framing grievance as an unanswered question, the name giver expresses statements that would normally be taken as offensive. These experiences are born out of some circumstances the name-giver or parents of the child may have encountered. Although the meaning of these names may have literal explanations, their actual connotations may only be known by the name-giver and of course possibly the one to whom the aspersion, if any, is directed at, Author2 & Issah (2024:8). The use of rhetorical names therefore becomes a form of weaponized indirection where the name serves as both a shield for the bearer and a subtle, yet sharp arrow aimed at the conscience of the community or the specific antagonists. Names such as Bomansaan (What is my crime?), Bonso (Why?), and N-yellabong (What should I say?) as used for this purpose, propose that they are not mere inquiries, but rather verbal tools for public shaming, voicing grievance, and defending one’s reputation without resorting to direct accusation. This method allows name givers to permanently inscribe a protest that is perceived as an injustice onto a child’s identity, ensuring the community never forgets that slight. In one instance, for example, a child named Bomansaan (what is my crime), is explained to be born into a family that feels wrongly accused or ostracised. Hence, as people point fingers at him for a crime he did not commit, he begins to question why the ill treatment. With this, the name becomes a perpetual, public plea of innocence directed at the community. Similarly, N-yellabong (what should I say), expresses a state of speechless injustice, as if the parent has been so wronged that words fail them, and all that remains is this profound question for the child to carry. This practice channels deep frustration, betrayal, or confusion into a culturally acceptable form of social record-keeping, turning a personal name into a lasting testament of a conflict or injustice.
Also, the study identified that the use of rhetorical questions as personal names is for direct attacks and vindictive expressions. While avoiding physical or direct verbal confrontation, a parent can use a child’s name to launch a permanent, public, and deeply cutting critique aimed at a specific individual or group. For instance, a name like Anglamega (Who is righteous?) is a masterstroke of character assassination. From one angle, this name is said to be rarely a genuine question or name and implies that it is a sarcastic and rhetorical challenge hurled at someone who projects moral superiority or has judged the family. This name permanently questions integrity, forcing the community to subtly scrutinise their actions whenever the child is addressed. Similarly, Koku-Anu (Toil for whom?) is another name that is born out of deep betrayal and ingratitude, often aimed at a spouse or relative. It implies, “after all my hard work and sacrifice for you, you have repaid me with wickedness. My labour was in vain. Hence, why toil or labour again?, and even if I do, who do I do it for” (field interview July 2025). Hence, a devastating public declaration of a broken social contract. Finally, the name Yirilabuo (Where is my home?) is a name of profound despair and alienation, often used by a wife in a polygynous marriage or a person estranged from their lineage. It is a public accusation against a husband or family for failing to provide a sense of belonging and security, questioning the very foundation of their social identity. It also suggests rejection of a person by a group, and hence the question ‘Where is my home?”. 
This practice of naming functions as a culturally sanctioned opportunity for expressing feelings that might otherwise trigger the community if voiced directly. This way, Dagaare’s rhetorical name becomes a safe medium of social justice and personal vindication, and a weaponised tool that allows the powerless to make their voice heard, and also to hold others accountable within the boundaries of cultural acceptability.
Finally, rhetorical questions are used as personal names to project the supremacy and power of the almighty. They also do this to openly show their belief in deities as well as to align with some powers and groups. Overall, theophoric names help to show the attributes of the supreme being as well to express devotion, to seek protection, to express faith and to symbolise a relationship with the divine, and the worldview. For the Dagaaba and the use of rhetorical question-based names, it is a reinforcement of their belief and also an acknowledgement of the divine. Names such as Anganmwini (who is greater than God) portrayals that God is the source of all power and the Almighty. This also suggests that no other being is as strong as he is. These names also put fear into the heart, especially as God is expressed in it. Also, names such as Bongsinmwine (what is/can be compared to God) show the strength and power of God, such that nothing can be compared to him.
Names in this category are simply linguistic evidence of how societies project their beliefs in their deities, gods, and God and how it reflects their everyday activities. 
The use of rhetorical question names is fast becoming one of the most preferred naming categories because they not only allow name givers to get customary backings through rituals that are legally performed but also provide the opportunity for name givers to cast aspersions, but also for personal attacks, and to express theophoric beliefs. This study, therefore, presents the structure of rhetorical questions as used as personal names in Dagaare and also the motivations behind the choice of this naming preference.
CONCLUSION
This article has shown that the use of rhetorical questions as personal names in Dagaare is a very common naming practice. These question names are structurally systematic and semantically encoded with indirect meanings. Structurally, the names conform to all grammatical rules governing question formation while they function as single nominal units in everyday discourse. Syntactically, the names employ all the q-words that canonically accompany interrogative constructions in Dagaare -ang ‘who’, bong/bon/bo ‘what’, bonso ‘why’, or ye ‘where’. This observation is consistent with wh-fronting, revealing that rhetorical question personal names are not mere innovations but linguistically felicitous. These names are equally culturally significant as they reveal philosophical ideologies and the worldviews of the people.  The reasons behind the use of these names reflect social, emotional and spiritual worldviews of the Dagaaba. They serve as repositories of historical anecdotes, and means for expressing existing dissatisfaction, aspersions and personal grievances.  Generally, this study significantly contributes to our understanding of Mabia onomastics as it reveals the use of rhetorical questions in Dagaare for expressive functions in naming practices. Further research can expand this to other Mabia languages.
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