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Abstract: This study focuses on Tibetan interrogative pronouns. Firstly, it traces their records in
Tibetan grammar, revealing their dual functions and compound forms. Then, according to the focus
of inquiry, Tibetan interrogative pronouns are subdivided into ten semantic categories, including
asking about people, things and places, time, etc. Subsequently, it deeply discusses the syntactic
functions of interrogative pronouns in various semantic categories when they act as subjects, objects,
attributives, adverbials, etc., demonstrating their richness and complexity in expressing interroga-
tive semantics in Tibetan. This is of crucial significance for in-depth exploration of Tibetan gram-
matical structure and language usage. It also provides solid theoretical support for Tibetan language
teaching, translation practice and cross-cultural communication.
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1. Introduction

Interrogative pronouns occupy a central position in language structure and expres-
sion. As key elements in constructing interrogative sentences, they undertake the im-
portant mission of eliciting unknown information and promoting communication and in-
teraction. In the Tibetan language system, interrogative pronouns also show unique and
rich connotations and functions, with diverse forms and detailed rules and manifestations
in semantic coverage and syntactic usage.

In-depth research on Tibetan interrogative pronouns helps uncover the deep myster-
ies of Tibetan grammatical structure and provides a key entry point for a comprehensive
understanding of the Tibetan language mechanism. By systematically analyzing the clas-
sification methods of Tibetan interrogative pronouns and the syntactic functions they un-
dertake in different contexts, we can more accurately grasp the expression rules and se-
mantic logic of Tibetan, and then provide strong theoretical support and practical guid-
ance for many fields such as Tibetan language teaching, translation practice and cross-
cultural communication.

This study fully draws on the research results of predecessors on Tibetan interroga-
tive pronouns, comprehensively uses various research methods such as literature re-
search method and case analysis method, and conducts in-depth and detailed analysis of
Tibetan interrogative pronouns, aiming to reveal their unique value and role in the Ti-
betan language system and contribute to the further development of Tibetan linguistics
research.

2. Classification of Tibetan Interrogative Pronouns

In the fundamental "Thirty Odes" of traditional Tibetan grammuar, it is recorded that
"for any thematic description, first, the syllable composed of the first letter and the second
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letter of the postposition pervades all language statements as a generalization [1]." Here,
only the interrogative pronoun "«=" is mentioned. Later, the scholar Panchen Midhi Zhen-
bei Yixi Zaba pointed out in "The Door of Language" that "s= is not only a generalization
but also an interrogative pronoun. The same is true for 3, etc., but the usage needs to be
flexibly changed in different contexts [2]." This shows that Tibetan interrogative pronouns
have dual functions of generalization and interrogation. Karma Situ Chokyi Jungne
pointed out that "the derived interrogative pronouns s=q, s=57, and s=35 of 4= play a gen-
eralizing role in sentences. The situation is generally the same for interrogative pronouns
such as 82y [3]." Thus, in addition to simple forms, Tibetan interrogative pronouns also
have compound forms. According to different classification bases, interrogative pronouns
can be classified into diverse categories.

From the perspective of semantic types, Professor Duoshi pointed out in "Exploring
and Clarifying the Meanings of Tibetan Grammar" that "the interrogative pronoun g is
specially used to represent people. 3 can represent properties, reasons, purposes and
things. = can act as an interrogative pronoun representing metaphor and degree. 5 is used
to represent quantity. s» represents time. As for s, it can refer to everything [4]. " Moreover,
this work also mentions that simple interrogative pronouns in Tibetan have two basic
grammatical functions of "representing reference" and "representing doubt".

In Tibetan, different interrogative pronouns have different referential scopes. As
elaborated in "Four Clear Structures of Tibetan Grammar", "y is used to refer to people; 5
is specifically for numbers; s» mainly represents time; % is used to refer to things; = repre-
sents degree; and q= is relatively broad and can refer to everything [5]. "

This study, based on the achievements of predecessors and actual investigation re-
sults, and referring to the classification system framework of Tibetan interrogative pro-
nouns by Mr. Duoshi and Professor Sangjie, subdivides Tibetan interrogative pronouns
into ten semantic categories such as asking about people, things and places, and time ac-
cording to the differences in inquiry focuses, and then deeply discusses their syntactic
functions one by one. The specific semantic categories and the details of corresponding
interrogative pronouns are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Semantic Categories of Tibetan Pronouns.

semantic class interrogative pronoun
People | AT Y Y| ) Y| YY) YA R T T
Place R TR AT T R
Thing 3) 380 I = =R = E
Time 3P 3 By e B 8 3|
Quantity S 8| S
Degree 3| dag) T ag) 8 5| S5
Reason 3] S8 San] SR B =) =By
Process Sag) Rgm 9 ag) )
Condition Sag) Rgm g ag) g
Method Sag) Rgm g ag) g

3. Syntactic Functions of Tibetan Interrogative Pronouns
3.1. Asking About People

The interrogative pronouns used in Tibetan to ask about people are

mnn

8" vr" v, g v vses”, vy, ete. When asking about people, the compound inter-
rogative pronouns formed with the basic morpheme "y" are mainly used. "y" and
"v&y'","ya=|" represent the singular, while ys1","v#","vs5~","yy" and other interrogative pro-
nouns are used to represent the plural. They can act as subjects, objects and attributives in
sentences. For example:
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(a) "521'5'q%'@'aﬂam'qgawqiﬂ" (Who wrote this book?)

(b) "g53vyagazyay (Who are you looking for?)

(€) "s&3ye=gmanzy" (Whose livestock is this?)

In example (a), the interrogative pronoun "yzq" (Who) acts as the subject of the sen-
tence, referring to the person who performs the action. The predicate verb "~g" (write)
clearly shows the specific action. In example (b), the interrogative pronoun "y" acts as the
object and is before the verb "az" (look for), receiving the action expressed by the verb. In
example (c), the interrogative pronoun "y=" (whose) acts as an attributive, modifying and
restricting the following noun "sqaq" (livestock), clarifying the ownership relationship be-
tween the modified noun and people.

3.2. Asking About Place

The interrogative pronouns used in Tibetan to ask about places are "v="," =3q"," 9=5q",
etc. The interrogative pronoun "w=" in specific interrogative sentences represents the
source, place of existence, and direction of things. It can act as an adverbial in a sentence.

(a) "sry===gag' (Where are you going?)

(b) "=g5=amur" (Where are there cattle and sheep?)

() "wyma=ands (Where is one's hometown?)

The interrogative pronoun "s=" is used to inquire about place information, aiming to
explore the location, orientation or location environment of things. In a sentence, it repre-
sents the place where an action occurs or a thing exists, and acts as an adverbial modifying
the predicate verb.

3.3. Asking About Things

The interrogative pronouns used in Tibetan to ask about things are "s","s3q","=",
a=aq"," q==n'", etc. Among them, "s"," 3%7","s="," 9=27" are four that represent the singular,
and the interrogative pronoun " q==q" represents the plural. In a sentence, it can act as an
object, attributive, adverbial and other syntactic elements.

(a) "srie33r<aya" (What are you doing?)

(b) "a&zma g2y (What's the part of this?)

() "e=ara BB and=agy (What does a carpenter use to cut down a tree?)

In example (a), the interrogative pronoun "3" acts as the object of the verb "35" (do).
In example (b), the genitive particle 3 is used after the interrogative pronoun sz to form a
genitive particle structure. This structure is placed before the noun g= as an attributive.
In example (c), the ergative particle #« is used after the interrogative pronoun s to form
an ergative particle structure and acts as an agent adverbial modifying the predicate verb

q%ﬁ .

3.4. Asking About Time

The interrogative pronouns used in Tibetan to ask about time are"ss", "sx#5", "5y, "
5wy etc. Most of the interrogative pronouns used to ask about time are compound inter-
rogative pronouns formed with the basic morpheme s5. And they mainly act as adverbials
in sentences.

(a) "sy==amazggas” (When will you set off?)

(b) '%qt\mgq&%ﬁ'ﬁm‘n'&m" (When did the meeting end?)

In example sentence (a), "ss==" (you) is the subject, indicating the doer of the action.
"s=" is an interrogative pronoun and functions as an adverbial, which is used to ask about
the time when the action of "a5" (set off) occurs. "=5" (set off) is the predicate and is the
core action of the sentence. In example sentence (b), "sqvag" (meeting) is the subject and is
the object described by the sentence. "s=#" (When) is an interrogative pronoun and in this

J. Linguist. Cult. Stud., Vol. 2 No. 1 (2025) 3 https://soapubs.com/index.php/JLCS


https://soapubs.com/index.php/JLCS

J. Linguist. Cult. Stud., Vol. 2 No. 1 (2025)

sentence, it functions as an adverbial to modify "s«<" (end), used to ask about the time
when the meeting ended. "s=<" (end) is the predicate verb.

3.5. Asking About Quantity

In Tibetan language, the interrogative pronouns used for asking about quantity in-
clude 5", "s=x", "y25", "3<x" and so on. Except for the interrogative pronoun "5", the others
are compound interrogative pronouns. Generally speaking, classifiers in Tibetan are not
essential. However, when expressing time, quantity and degree in Tibetan interrogative
sentences, the complete meaning can be seen when there are classifiers in the sentences.
They mainly function as postpositive attributives in sentences.

(a)"sresr=55" (How many books do you have?)

(b)" g gainigymwimaqEsagy (How many students are there in this class in total?)

(0)"g=sttsdsntmvag (How many fruits are growing on the tree?)

In example sentence (a), "55" (you) is the subject, which is the doer of the action. "="
(have) is the predicate verb, indicating the possessive relationship. The interrogative pro-
noun "g" (how many) modifies "sz=" (book). "sa=" (book) is the object, and "5" (how many)
is the attributive of "sas" (book), used to ask about the quantity of books.In example sen-
tence (b), "asgs" (this class) is the subject, indicating the scope. "gs=z" (in total) is an
adverb and functions as an adverbial for emphasis. "azv" (there are) is the predicate verb.
The interrogative pronoun "qz" (how many) is a phrase functioning as an attributive to
modify "g=" (student), and "s=" (student) is the object. This sentence is mainly used to
ask about the number of students.In example sentence (c), "s==5" (on the tree) is the subject,
indicating the position. "z" (are growing) is the predicate verb, describing the action. The
interrogative pronoun "s==" (how many) functions as an attributive to modify "sa#q" (fruit),
and "awq" (fruit) is the object. This sentence is used to ask about the quantity of apples.

3.6. Asking About Reasons

In Tibetan language, the interrogative pronouns expressing reasons include "sazx",
"sxm, "y, 889", "9=1", "9=39" and so on. The interrogative pronouns expressing reasons are
used to convey the meaning of asking. There are two different usages. One is to use only
the interrogative pronoun to ask about the reason, and the other is that the interrogative
pronoun is used in combination with words expressing distinction. The meaning of the
sentence is expressed through the combination of the distinction word and the interroga-
tive pronoun. "sa3<" and "ss5" are the special interrogative pronouns for asking about
reasons. 'y", "s&y", "v=", "w=&9" and so on must be used in combination with distinction
words. Without distinction words, the complete meaning of the sentence cannot be ex-
pressed. The above interrogative pronouns can function as adverbials in sentences. For
example:

(a)"gavag Ba BB agragwaRy (Why was the meeting postponed?)

(b) E=gauiFsa gz y" (Why is he angry?)

In example sentence (a), "gmwag' (meeting) is the subject, indicating that the object be-
ing asked about is related to the thing of "meeting". "sa2<" (why) is an interrogative adverb
and functions as an adverbial in the sentence, used to introduce the inquiry about the
reason. "g=ag=x" (postpone) is the predicate part. In example sentence (b), it is the combi-
nation of the distinction word and the interrogative pronoun to ask about the reason.
Among them, "==" (he) is the subject, representing the subject whose reason is being asked.
"s" (why) is an interrogative adverb and functions as an adverbial. "g==" (reason) is the

distinction word, guiding the question about the reason.
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3.7. Asking About Degree

In Tibetan language, the interrogative pronouns expressing degree include "s«s",
"zag'" and so on. The interrogative pronouns expressing degree are used to express the
degree of the development of things and the degree of properties. They can function as
adverbials in sentences. For example:

(a) "BrinEaRafrsmaadagiy (To what extent do you understand that matter?)

(b) "zxzagavagasy (How much interest do you have in that painting?)

In example sentence (a), the interrogative pronoun "s«g5" asks about the degree of un-
derstanding of the matter and functions as an adverbial in the sentence. In example sen-
tence (b), the interrogative pronoun "s=g" also functions as an adverbial, asking about the
degree of "interest".

3.8. Asking About Process

In Tibetan language, the interrogative pronouns expressing process include "sag",
"2gx", "q=ag", "w=g=" and so on. When asking about the process, only the compound inter-
rogative pronouns composed of simple interrogative pronouns and metaphorical auxil-
iary words can be used to ask questions. The way of asking is how a certain result of
something came about or how to do it. The above interrogative pronouns can function as
adverbials and objects in sentences.

(a)"ga'qsw'q‘%’qg'ﬁq'?'axﬁ:&'n'&q\" (HOW was such a gOOd result achieved?)

(b)"awapad grsdmgzasagzy” (What is the progress process of this project like?)

In example sentence (a), the interrogative pronoun functions as an adverbial, modi-
fying the predicate verb "s=«" (achieve); "s=" (achieve) is the predicate. In example sen-

tence (a), "ssv2" (process) is the subject of the sentence, indicating the object being talked
about, which is a noun. "z5" (is) functions as the predicate verb. The interrogative pronoun
"sag"' (what... like) functions as the object in the sentence, used to ask about the specific
situation, way, state, etc. of the "process".

3.9. Asking About Situation

In Tibetan language, the interrogative pronouns asking about situation include "s«g",
"ssx", "a=ag", "yag'" and so on. The interrogative pronouns expressing situation can ask
about the situation of people or things in interrogative sentences. They can function as
attributives in sentences. For example:

(a) "mavaRia@magrgmvasdag g (What is the traffic situation in this place like?)

(b) "aarTE¥ag2y" (How is his illness?)

In example sentence (a), the interrogative pronoun "s«5" (what... like) functions as an
attributive, modifying "wsx=<" (situation), asking for information about the specific circum-
stances, trends or degrees of things. In example sentence (b), the interrogative pronoun
"sag" (what... like) functions as an attributive, modifying "ss=3" (illness), asking for infor-
mation about the specific circumstances, trends or degrees of things.

3.10. Asking About Method

In Tibetan language, the interrogative pronouns asking about situation include "z4",
"s=ag", "7ag" and so on. The interrogative pronouns expressing method can be used to
express the methods and means of accomplishing something in interrogative sentences.
They can function as attributives and adverbials in sentences. For example:

(a)"smwasmaggrams’’ (By what method can it be completed?)

(b) "sygavasze=gmmne” (How to use this software?)

In example sentence (a), "ssvesrqaggsaga’ (Use... to complete). "savmargaggss’ (use) is a
verb, and here it forms a verb-object relationship with the preceding "saxesaag” (by what

1

method). "sev=arqag” is @ noun phrase, in which the interrogative pronoun "yag" functions
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as the attributive of sev=s (method). In example sentence (b), "z#<" (how) is an interrogative
adverb and functions as an adverbial in the sentence, used to ask about the way or method
and modify the following verb "s" (use).

4. Summary

This research conducts a comprehensive and in-depth exploration around Tibetan
interrogative pronouns. Firstly, it sorts out the relevant contents of Tibetan interrogative
pronouns recorded in traditional grammar, points out that they have the dual functions
of expressing generalization and interrogation and there are compound forms and other
characteristics. On this basis, referring to the previous classification systems, Tibetan in-
terrogative pronouns are divided into 10 different semantic categories according to the
focus of inquiry. It focuses on analyzing in detail the syntactic functions of interrogative
pronouns in each semantic category. For example, the interrogative pronouns asking
about people can function as subjects, objects and attributives in sentences; those asking
about places can function as adverbials; those asking about things can function as objects,
attributives and adverbials, etc. The interrogative pronouns in different semantic catego-
ries play different roles and have different functions in sentences, which fully reflects the
diversity and complexity of the syntactic application of Tibetan interrogative pronouns,
helps to further deepen the understanding and grasping of the Tibetan grammar system
and language expression rules, and also provides valuable reference bases for the subse-
quent Tibetan-related language learning, research and teaching.
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