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HAUSA IN FULA 
-A Morphological and Phonological Study of Hausa Loan-Words in 

Adamawa Fulal1-
Ritsuko MIYAMOTO* 

ABSTRACT 

 This paper investigates the way Fula, or Fulfulde, borrows vocabulary from Hausa, its 
most influential neighboring language in the eastern part of the areas where Fula is 
spoken. First, phonological features are described. Some consonants that do not exist in 
Fula are replaced by their closest correspondences, such as z>j, ts>s, 'k>k etc. Second, 
morphological aspects of the borrowing are considered, especially referring to the Fula 
consonant alternation system. It is observed that the choice of which nominal class a 
Hausa loan should belong to is determined morphologically as well as semantically. 
 Another point is that only one kind of consonant-grade, namely the continuant grade, is 
allowed for suffixes of loan-words. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 Paul K. Eguchi reedited F.W. Taylor's A Fulani-English Dictionary (1932) into an 
English-Fula dictionary in 1986. Going through the dictionary, the author found that there 
were a fairly noticeable number of loan-words in Fula. This paper is the result of research 
on loans from Hausa, which is the nearest and most influential neighbor to Fula in the 
eastern Fulaphone areas. The data here are based primarily on entries in Eguchi's An 
English-Fulfulde Dictionary and Taylor's dictionary. 
 There are two possible ways or methods of a study of loan-words or foreign-original 

vocabulary. One is to see into the semantic field, that is, the classification of borrowed 
words according to which cultural categories they belong to. For example, if a religion 
was introduced by the lender, then the borrower is expected to have borrowed much 
religious vocabulary. This first approach is important for interlinguistic history. Greenberg 

(1947) and Skinner (1981) are studies of this kind about Arabic loans in Hausa2. The
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second is a morphological and phonological approach. What are characteristic features of 

borrowed words in terms of the grammatical system of the borrower language? This has, 

of course, importance for intra-linguistic study. This paper concentrates on the second 

method, aiming to see how Fula adopts foreign vocabulary into its internal grammatical, 

morphological and phonological systems. 

 Eguchi's dictionary contains 11,910 Fula entries, of which 1,670, about 14%3 of total 

seem to have been borrowed from other languages. The largest number of them have 

come from Arabic, in other words, the most influential lender is Arabic, composing more 

than 50%. Hausa comes next and the rest are Kanuri, Yoruba, English, French and so on. 

Those which seem to have come from Hausa count 524, 31.4% of all the loans. It would 

be much higher in the areas such as Sokoto where the Hausa people are predominant and 
bilingualism in Fula and Hausa is fast progressing4. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

 It is a very difficult task to identify particular words or forms as being borrowed from 
other languages. Especially, if the language concerned has been influenced by many other 
languages for a long time, then loans should have been well dissolved into the borrower's 
system. Furthermore, if the languages in contact are genetically related, then it is much 
harder to identify loan-words as such. The more closely related they are, the more difficul-
ty arises. For example, it is much harder to identify loans from Wolof and Serer, the most 
closely related West-Atlantic languages to Fula, than from Hausa which belongs to a dif-
ferent language family. 
 Luckily for us linguists, the first contact of Fula and Hausa was not too long ago. Ac-

cording to the Kano Chronicle (in Palmer 1938, iii, pp. 111-12, cited in Hodgkin 1975, 

pp. 113-14), it was in the late fifteenth century that the Fulbe came to Hausaland. It 
seems, however, that the main penetration to the Adamawa area did not occur till the 
eighteenth century (Kirk-Greene,1969, p. 127), F.W. Taylor, who had a good amount of 
knowledge of both Fula and Hausa, cited quite many etymologies of loans in his diction-
ary. Eguchi, moreover, added more information into the reedited dictionary. Therefore, it 
is entirely Taylor's and Eguchi's dictionaries that I rely on for etymological information. 
 However, it should be mentioned here that special attention has been paid in citing a 

word as borrowed from Hausa. It is quite important to decide which way the loan went. 
Did the word really come from Hausa to Fula or was it vice versa? In order to be certain, 
all the entries that seemed to have been loaned from Hausa were re-cheeked in Gaden's 
dictionary (Gaden, 1913-14) to see if the word concerned exists in western Fula dialects 
which have no Hausa influence. Hausa-English dictionaries were also referred to for the 
same purpose5. 

 In the course of the research, some points that are sociolinguistically interesting were 
found. While there is much vocabulary taken from Hausa to Fula, there are only a few 
words that went the other way. They are mostly kinship terminology and as expected, pas-
toral terms. Thus, H dattiijo<F ndottiijo 'middle-aged man of respectability'; H kaawu< 
F kaawu 'maternal uncle'; H baffa<F bappa 'paternal uncle'; H gwaggo<F goggo, gor-

gol 'paternal aunt'; H burugali< F burugal 'a stick used by milkmaids'; H nagge < F 
nagge 'a cow'; H jigaawalaa <F jigaawal 'vulture'. This shows Fula has had very little 
effect on Hausa, in other words, the Ful'be culture has had little influence on Hausa out-
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side of the family, domestic situation, or the nomadic life, even in the Adamawa area 
where the Fulbe are the most predominant population and their language, Fula is used as a 
lingua franca. 
  It is necessary to mention here how all the loans were determined to be borrowed from 

Hausa. In principle, 'the immediate lender' was counted. That is to say, if one word was 
borrowed from a language into Fula via another language, then the language it was bor-
rowed directly from is counted as the immediate lender. For example, in the case of Fula 
soobaajo<Kanuri sava<Arabic saahib 'friend', Kanuri is considered as the immediate 
lender. Although the ultimate source is also cited when it is known, when it is not clear 
which language is the immediate source, it is the ultimate source that is counted. As far as 
loan-words in Fula are concerned, quite often the ultimate source is Arabic, besides those 
words directly borrowed from Arabic. 
  The criteria to decide the source are phonological ones. For instance, in Sudanese Fula, 
Arabic /h/ remains in loan-words when followed by a vowel. Thus, Ar jahannama>F 
jahannama 'hell'; Ar fighu>F figuhu 'Islamic jurisprudence' (Abu-Manga, 1986, p.48). 
Analogically, then, it is not likely that the Fula stem soobaa- was directly borrowed from 
Arabic saahib. Modification in vowels could be a clue, but in the case of Arabic loans in 
Fula, we do not find any systematic patterns (Abu-Manga,1986, p.37)6. 

  Another point to be noted is that most vocabulary concerned here are nouns. It is simply 
because that we did not find many adjectives or verbs borrowed from Hausa in our sour-
ces7. 

3. PHONOLOGY 

3.1. Phonological Substitution 
 For Fula speakers, Hausa is not too difficult in terms of pronunciation. It has almost the 

same kinds of vowels and a similar consonant system. The only major difference is that 
Hausa is a tone language and Fula is not. Consequently, tones in Hausa vocabulary lose 
their phonological value when taken into Fula. Most of the Hausa phonemes, therefore, 
are adopted as they are into Fula. Those which do not originally exist in Fula are sub-
stituted by their close correspondences. Let us see the following substitution patterns8:

(1) z>j

(2) f>p
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(3) sh>s

(4) is>s

(5) 'k>k

(6) kwa>ko

But there are some examples which retain the original kw:

Gemination of nasals is quite often seen.

(7) mb>mmb



Hausa in Fula 5

(8) nd>and

(9) nj>nnj

(10) ng>nng

  As far as vowels are concerned, no noticeable peculiarities were found in my research, 
except the case of (6) above where kwa is changed to ko. Since Fula and Hausa have 
similar vowel systems, Hausa vowels are adopted in their original quality. However, it is 

quite often seen that the length of the vowels is modified: usually long vowels in the 
word-final position in Hausa are shortened in Fula when there is no suffix attached (viz. 
4.1. Zero Suffix). 
  The sounds /z/, /sh/9, /ts/, /'k/ and /kw/ are not part of the Adamawa Fula phonology, 
therefore they are modified into their close phonemes. Although the /f/ exists in Fula, 
Hausa /f/ is modified to /p/ in loans. The quality of /f/, which is a bilabial fricative in 
Hausa, is ambiguous between [f] and [p]. It is even pronounced [h] in some dialects of 
Hausa (Ahmed and Daura,1970, p. 75 ff.) This phenomenon H If! > F /p/ is because of the 
ambiguity of the Hausa phoneme, not the result of consonant alternation in Fula. There is 
some supporting evidence: 
 The case of Fula bappa>Hausa baffa, the other direction of borrowing shows that /f/> 

/p/ did not originate in the Fula system. Furthermore, the class which pampamiiru belongs 
to requires /f/ for the initial consonant. Therefore, if consonant alternation were operating 
here, it would be famfamiiru. Thirdly, the cases of the /f/ in the mid-syllable position indi-
cate that the alternation which applies only to initial consonants is not related (e.g. man-
tampas and sampeera). 
  Of course, many words from Hausa retain the original /f/ sound. Thus, F faada/faadaaji 
<H faada 'court'; F faransaajo < H faransa 'Frenchman'; F fasa <H fashi 'to rob'; F 
Faasikii jolfaasiki' en <H faasikii 'evil minded person, hypocrite.' 
  The cases of (7), (8), (9) and (10) above should be considered as progressive assimila-
tion: the syllable-final nasals affect their following consonants. It is interesting, though, 
that the affected consonants are all those which take part in consonant alternation. This 
might imply that the nasal grade of consonant alternants in the Fula morphology was
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originally phonologically determined, 

3.2. Consonant Alternation 

  As for initial consonant alternation, only several loans were found to be alternated in 

our research:

(11)

 The initial consonant alternation system is the most important morpho-phonological 
operation in the Fula language. To outline the system, each noun takes one of the three 

grades (Stop, Continuant and Nasal) for its initial consonant according to the nominal 
class it belongs to. And roughly speaking, the allocation of which class a noun is included 
in is determined semantically, although it should be emphasized that there is no absolutely 
clear-cut rule for all the classes in contemporary Fula. For example, most of the nouns 
belonging to the ndu class are circular and cylindrical objects, the ngol class are long thin 
things and so on, while those of the ngo and the ka classes include various kinds of objects 
which cannot be generalized by their meanings. 

  In general, loans which came into Fula a fairly long time ago and have been well in-
tegrated into the system, can be expected to participate in the operation more often than 
recent ones. Therefore, the small number of Hausa words that undergo the alternation is 
reasonable, considering that Hausa loans are relatively recent as mentioned above. 

  We shall see how the class allocation is executed in the next chapter. 

4. MORPHOLOGY 

4.1. Zero Suffix 
  The most common morphological pattern of Hausa loans in Fula is that Hausa words 
are adopted in their original forms, and most of them are singular in number. Their plural 
forms are constructed by adding the most common plural suffixes -ji or -je for non-human 
objects, -en for human beings with slight modifications of vowels by Fula phonological 
rules, e.g. 

        Hausa sg.=Fula sg. 
        Hausa sg.+ji/-je=Fula pl. (non-human) 

         Hausa sg.+-en=Fula pl. (human) 
 In other words, these nouns do not have any suffix of the class to which they are to be 

assigned on the basis of their agreement. Since the corresponding plural forms have the 
appropriate class suffix added to the stem, it is reasonable to regard the class they belong 
to as having 'zero suffix' in contrast with the overt suffixes of the other classes. e.g.
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(12)

 Most of the examples of (1) to (10) are also zero-suffix loans. 

4.2. Hausa + Suffix 
  The zero-suffix nouns have other forms with suffixes at the same time, e.g.

(13)

 They take appropriate suffixes according to the class. Then, how is it determined which 

word goes to which class? Let us see the allocation patterns. 

 4.3. Class Allocation 

  The class allocation is decided on two bases: semantic and morphological ones. As 

mentioned above, the Fula noun class system is basically semantically determined, there-

fore, if the meaning of a borrowed word is clearly understood by the Fula speakers, it 

would be allocated into the corresponding class by analogy, adding suitable suffixes. For 

example, personal nouns are so obvious to recognize as such that they are categorized 

easily into the human classes, namely, o/'be,en classes, e.g.

(14)

 On the other hand, if the meaning is not clear, or does not coincide with the Fula 
semantic system, then, it is all up to individual speakers or the word is thrown into the so-
called 'neutral' classes, namely, -'dum class etc. The great majority of non-human loans 
go into the biggest, neutral class 'dum, such as:

(15)
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 These show the appropriate agreement for the 'dum class, e.g. fitina 'dume? 'what 
wrangling?', masiifa'du'um 'this clalamity', lammbu maw' dum 'a big irrigated farm', and 
so on. 

 Another common pattern is that the class is determined morphologically. That is, those 

Hausa nouns whose final syllables happen to be identical with Fula class suffixes are allo-

cated in classes which agree with the suffixes. Their semantic field varies. It is a kind of 

metanalysis in that a part of a word is analyzed as a grammatical morpheme. Thus:

(16)

  There are many more foreign words taken into Fula this way. In fact, the semantic 
variety of ka- class nouns reflects the fact that most of them are of foreign origin. 
  Similar morphological treatment can be observed with Arabic loans in Swahili, such as 

kitabulvitabu 'book', kibirtini/vibirtini 'matches' etc. These loans were allocated to class 
kilvi, because the ki syllables of the Arabic nouns were regarded as Swahili class prefixes 

(cf. Abu-Manga,1986, pp.104-5). 

 4.4. Suffixes 
 It is well recognized that there are three different forms of allophones for the stem ini-

tial consonant alternation, e.g. 

(17) alternation grades for stems

 Likewise, there are four grades of consonant alternation for suffixes: 

(18) alternation grades for suffixes

 Checking suffix grades of Hausa loans (those having suffixes), it was found that almost 
all of them take the continuant grade for suffixes: jo, -yel, -wa, -re, -ri, -wo, -wu, -wal, 
-wol , -hi, and -ho, e.g.

(19)
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 The reason may be phonological-since most of the Hausa words borrowed into Fula 
have vowels in the syllable-final position, the zero grade suffixes do not follow them. 
However, it does not explain why they do not take other grades. On the contrary, taking 
into consideration Arabic loans, the choice of grade for suffixes is not determined on a 

phonological basis. All the Arabic loans are attached by the continuant suffixes, no matter 
what the phonological constructions of original stems are (Abu-Manga,1986, p. 81), e.g.

(20)

 These examples show that the suffixes with continuants are combined with the stems 
that end in consonants as well as those ending in vowels. 
  This phenomenon, that is, loans with the continuant suffixes, is also reported to occur 
in Gombe dialect (Arnott, 1970, p. 91). 
 The fact that most loan words are associated with the continuant suffixes seems to indi-

cate that the most basic, unmarked form of Fula nominal suffixes is in continuant grade. 
There is a discussion about what the basic, that is, the underlying, forms of consonants 
that undergo the alternation in Fula are. Almost all scholars who studied consonant alter-
nation in Fula such as Klingenhebon (1963), Stennes (1967), Arnott (1970), and Anderson 

(1976) have claimed that continuant-grade form should be considered as lexical repre-
sentation of items in alternating categories. The only writer who has challenged this as-
sumption is Skousen (1972), who proposes the stop-grade form should be basic. The data 
in this paper seem to support the traditional hypothesis, at least for suffixes. 

5. CONCLUSION 

 Fula has borrowed a large amount of Arabic vocabulary, sometimes straight from 
Arabic, usually through written sources, sometimes by way of other languages. In our re-
search on Hausa loan-words, many were found to have been introduced from Arabic 
through Hausa. I limited this paper to concentrate on phonological and morphological 
aspects of Hausa loans, but a comparative study of how Arabic items were borrowed into 
Fula via different channels would be very interesting. 
  Furthermore, the relationship between the Hausa and the Fulbe are reflected in the 
loan-words. Despite the historical fact that the Hausa were subject to the Fulbe Islamic
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reformers, the Hausa are so powerful in contemporary economy-Hausa merchants are 
found in any small market all over Fulaphone areas east to Ghana-so is their language. 
Even in Adamawa where Fula is widely spoken as a second language by non-native Fula 
speakers, Hausa influence is immense. The precise description of their relationship awaits 
a study of cultural categories of loan-words, that is, a research of in what aspects of cul-
ture Fula has been more iufluenced by Hausa, which requires profound knowledge of his-
tory. 

NOTES 

  1. This is a papin based on my preliminary report in the 17th issue of The Bulletin of Holy-
Spirit Women's Junior College, pp. 101-6,1989 and my oral presentation at the 26th confer-
ence of Nihon Afurika Gakkai (Japan Association for African Studies) at Keio University, 
Tokyo, June, 3rd, 1989. I owe much to Professor Eguchi for allowing me to use his own data. 
Any errors are entirely my own fault. 

  2. There is also a paper called "Two Essays on Arabic Loan Words in Hausa" by Goerner et 
al., 1966, ABU (Ahmadu Bello University), Nigeria. 

  3. Strictly speaking, the numbers here might not be very reliable because they are based on 
data collected in 1920's and 30's. Contemporary aspects of linguistic environments of the 
Adamawa area such as the linguistic policy of the post colonial time, may have changed the 
result (such as larger percentage of English and French loan-words). However, they are still 
useful as indices for comparison. 

 4. Refer to my article on Sokoto dialect of Fula for the linguistic situation in the Sokoto 
area, Miyamoto,1989. 

  S. The most frequently referred Hausa-English dictionaries were Abraham's (Abraham, 
1962) and Newman & Newman's (Newman, P. and Newman, R.M., and CSNL, 1977). 
Abraham (1962) contains much vocabulary, but it is well known not to be reliable for final 
vowel length marking. Therefore, Newman et al., (1977) and Matsushita's Hausa-Japanese dic-
tionary (Matsushita, S., 1988) were often referred to. 

 6. It might be different if we take into consideration Shuwa Arabic which is a dialect spoken 
in Borno next to Adamawa. The difference of loans according to the difference of source, that 
is, spoken or written, must be crucial especially for Arabic loans as Greenberg pointed out 
(Greenberg,1947). See Kyari Tijani's description of the Shuwa Arabs in Adamu et al., 1986, 
pp. 62-73. 

  7. Some adjectives were found, such as H shuu'di > F shuu'di- 'blue' as in deptere shuu'dii-
re 'a blue book'; H algashii >F algas- 'green'. 

 8. As for orthography, the UNESCO method is adopted except for some letters that are dif-
ficult for printing. The implosives and ejectives are 'b, 'd, and 'k instead of hooked letters, and 
the velar nasal 1) which shows up before [g] is shown as n(g). Tones in Hausa are not marked. 

 9. /Sh/ is a phoneme in other dialects of Fula such as the Gombe diatect, while the Adamawa 
dialect has /c/ instead of /sh/.
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